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What the hammer? what the chain?
In what furnace was thy brain?
What the anvil? What dread grasp
Dare its deadly terrors clasp

When the stars threw down their spears,
And water’d heaven with their tears,
Did He smile His work to see?
Did He who made the lamb make thee?

William Blake, “Th e Tyger” (1794)

It is not power that corrupts but fear.

Aung San Suu Kyi (1991)





Introduction

Th e Revolutionary Pro cess

For the French men and women who lived through it, the period from 
1793 to 1794 was a deeply troubling and frightening time. Only four years 
earlier they had witnessed the beginning of an extraordinary Revolution 
that utterly transformed the state and the relationship of the government 
to its citizens. A National Assembly, created in the name of pop u lar sover-
eignty, abolished a “feudal system” that had held sway in France for a thou-
sand years. It also proclaimed a series of basic “human rights”: freedom of 
speech, freedom of the press, religious tolerance, careers determined by talent 
rather than by blood, and equal justice before the law. It then proceeded 
to draft Eu rope’s fi rst written constitution. Fueled by an ever- expanding 
conception of liberty and equality, the Revolutionaries would subsequently 
broaden individual rights to include universal male suff rage, greatly ex-
panded rights for women, the abolition of slavery, and the goals of uni-
versal education and social welfare. By the middle of 1793, however, a darker 
side of the Revolution had emerged. An increasingly dictatorial government 
was promoting denunciation and repression, while surveillance commit-
tees  were everywhere rooting out “suspects” and purported traitors. Th ou-
sands of citizens  were arrested, and hundreds of others, tried before “Rev-
olutionary Tribunals” without appeal,  were executed. Th e king himself and 
several major po liti cal leaders, whom people once thought they could trust, 
had been accused of treason and sent to the guillotine. Tragically some of 
those subjected to capital punishment  were men and women who still 
claimed to be fervent supporters of the Revolution. No less than eighty- two 
deputies to the National Convention— over 10 percent of the total— would 
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be executed or die in prison through 1794.1 As the contemporary phrase 
would have it, terror had become “the order of the day.”

How had this happened? How had the high ideals of 1789 turned to the 
violence and terror of 1793? “Future centuries,” wrote the deputy and min-
ister Dominique Garat, “will be astonished by the horrors that we com-
mitted; they will also be astonished by our virtues. What will always 
remain incomprehensible is the incredible contrast between our principles 
and our follies.”2 For well over 200 years, historians have struggled to un-
derstand this strange bipolarism of the Revolution. How can one explain 
the swing toward state- sponsored intolerance and repression? How was it 
that the Revolutionaries began killing one another? Of all the issues con-
cerning the period, the origins of the Terror is perhaps the most diffi  cult, 
the most mysterious.

Th roughout the nineteenth century both historians and many French 
po liti cal fi gures attempted to come to terms with their nation’s violent past. 
François Guizot, Adolphe Th iers, Alphonse de Lamartine, Alexis de Toc-
queville, Edgar Quinet, Victor Hugo, Jean Jaurès— all wrote extensively 
on the Revolution. In the twentieth century three generations of excep-
tionally talented historians— from Alphonse Aulard, Albert Mathiez, and 
Georges Lefebvre through Albert Soboul and Michel Vovelle— explained 
the Terror by emphasizing the powerful contingencies of foreign invasion 
and counterrevolution that Revolutionary leaders  were compelled to con-
front.3 Th e assumption was that the Terror was a rationally calculated op-
tion, that it was always conceived as provisional, that the liberal achieve-
ments of the early Revolution  were temporarily and self- consciously set 
aside— until threats to the new regime’s very survival could be beaten back 
and overcome. But another group of historians, more conservative in their 
orientation— from Hippolyte Taine and Augustin Cochin through Fran-
çois Furet— would explain Revolutionary violence and terror in terms of 
internal politics and above all ideology. Deeply immersed in the philos-
ophy of the Enlightenment, so the argument went, the patriots of 1789 na-
ively adopted a utopian plan to remake society from top to bottom on the 
basis of reason. Deprived of any direct experience in the exercise of power, 
they had “nothing to fall back on but fi rst principles,” and above all on the 
po liti cal theories of Jean- Jacques Rousseau.4 Of par tic u lar infl uence was 
Rousseau’s theory of the “general will,” according to which any variation 
from that will, any po liti cal opposition, any concept of po liti cal pluralism 
could be viewed as intrinsically pernicious and counterrevolutionary. In 
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this sense the violence of 1793 was already inherent in the ideology of 1789. 
Th e National Assembly of that year, in Norman Hampson’s phrase, was 
but the “prelude to Terror.”5

At the turn of the twenty- fi rst century a number of historians attempted 
to move away from the stark dichotomy between “circumstances” and “ide-
ology.” Arno Mayer, David Andress, Jean- Clément Martin, Donald Suther-
land, Dan Edelstein, and Marisa Linton— among others— have written 
probing and complex analyses of the Terror and the events leading up to 
it.6 Building on the work of such scholars and taking into account a con-
siderable amount of new documentation, the present study seeks to entirely 
reexamine the question. Although “the Terror” can be defi ned in many 
ways,  here it refers above all to state policy during the period 1793– 1794 
that used institutionalized violence and the threat of violence— primarily 
executions— both to punish and intimidate the purported enemies of the 
nation.7 While the book is conceived as a general interpretation of events 
in France from the onset of the Revolution through the fall of Robe-
spierre, it focuses above all on the development of a po liti cal culture of 
violence among the leadership, on the attitude or mentalité, it will be argued, 
that preceded the Terror and made the option of “state- sponsored violence 
on an unpre ce dented scale” seem almost inevitable and necessary.8 In some 
respects, the book might be seen as a continuation of general refl ections 
on the course of the French Revolution. Whereas an earlier study exam-
ined how the French became Revolutionaries, this work seeks to understand 
how they became terrorists.9

Th ree aspects of the book’s approach to the subject need to be under-
lined from the outset. First, in the exploration of the origins of a po liti cal 
culture of violence, considerable emphasis is placed on the pro cess of the 
Revolution. Part of the diffi  culty in understanding the Revolutionaries is 
that theirs was a moving reality in which values, perceptions, and ideolo-
gies  were continually developing and transforming, often in a quite un-
predictable manner. Th e Revolution was an extraordinarily innovative and 
protean period in which little if anything was scripted in advance. New 
perspectives and understandings  were pieced together from a wide array 
of materials from the past or  were entirely innovated. Language was set 
adrift, as the relationship between words and things was transformed. A 
great many leaders  were themselves extraordinarily volatile, inconsistent, 
and vacillating in their positions from week to week and from month to 
month. Even social identities and the values on which those identities  were 
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based  were frequently reexamined and sometimes reformed. Indeed, it seems 
likely that in the Revolutionary dynamic no single array of factors was op-
erative at all times. Th e Revolution evolved, rather, in an irregular fashion 
through a series of “phase changes,” each initiated by unanticipated crises 
or events, each entailing a distinct confi guration of cause and consequence.

Many historians and social scientists over the years have gone astray by 
vaulting directly from the beginning of the Revolution to the Terror, with 
the unquestioned assumption that the fi rst led directly to the second and 
with little appreciation for the importance of context and sequence. Be-
tween interpretations based on the longue durée of ideology or class struggle 
and on the short term of immediate and imperious “circumstances,” it is 
essential to explore the “middle term,” and consider the extent to which 
attitudes underlying the Terror developed out of the Revolution itself. Th e 
military offi  cer Lazare Carnot, deputy to the National Convention and 
member of the Committee of Public Safety during the Terror, put it suc-
cinctly: “A man does not begin as a revolutionary; he becomes one.”10

Second, while the present study takes into account the full range of French 
urban and rural society, it focuses in par tic u lar on the po liti cal elites. In-
variably our defi nition of such elites must be somewhat elastic. We will 
consider under this rubric all those men who  were elected to national, re-
gional, or local offi  ces after 1789 or who joined po liti cal clubs. Two gen-
erations of scholarship have demonstrated that the vast majority of leader-
ship positions in the Revolution  were held by the urban “middle class” of 
the Old Regime: nonprivileged male commoners— those who  were neither 
nobles nor clergymen— whose occupations did not involve physical labor. 
To be sure, a certain number of nobles and priests also attained po liti cal 
positions in the Revolution, and there was some variation between those 
holding posts of national responsibility in Paris and those serving in re-
gional, town, or neighborhood administrations. Municipal elites might 
include a minority of artisans and petty merchants, and at the village level, 
leadership was often dominated by wealthy landowning farmers. Moreover, 
there was a certain evolution over time that brought to power individuals 
somewhat lower in the social hierarchy. For the most part, however, the 
Revolutionary po liti cal class was composed of “respectable, urban profes-
sionals and tradesmen,” well educated and generally born in the 1740s or 
1750s.11 Th e most important po liti cal clubs  were dominated by the same 
social group. Even the leadership of the neighborhood councils or “sections” 
of Paris— commonly associated with the sans- culottes—are known to have 
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come primarily from the educated middle classes.12 Th is dominance of male 
social elites is scarcely surprising. Th rough 1792 elected positions at all levels 
 were restricted by law to men who paid a signifi cant minimum tax. Even 
after that date leadership was often limited to those who could aff ord to 
devote suffi  cient time to public functions and who  were not tied to the day- 
to- day necessities of making a living. It was also limited to those who pos-
sessed functional literacy. In fact, on the eve of the Revolution, only slightly 
over one- half of all men in France  were able to sign their names on their 
acts of marriage, and only a far smaller percentage had the schooling nec-
essary to assume positions of civic responsibility. Overall, those individ-
uals capable of holding leadership posts represented only about one- fi fth 
of the male population of Revolutionary Paris and a substantially smaller 
proportion elsewhere in the country.13

As for women, there can be no doubt that those of all classes closely fol-
lowed the Revolution. On occasion, through their writings, through their 
participation in pop u lar societies, through their presence in demonstrations 
and revolts, they measurably infl uenced the course of events. Indeed, we 
will underscore the veritable “feminist moment” in the spring and summer 
of 1793, when a signifi cant number of women in Paris and the larger pro-
vincial towns achieved a remarkable level of po liti cal consciousness and 
activism. During these years they  were granted social and economic rights 
that would have been scarcely imaginable in 1789. But women never 
attained— and only rarely sought— the right to vote or hold offi  ce. While 
they must and will be taken into account, the primary focus will be on 
the Revolution’s male institutional leadership.

Th ird, the present study examines not only the po liti cal and institutional 
activities of the elites but also the evolving mindset that motivated and 
energized those activities. In order to understand the development of a 
po liti cal culture of violence, we will argue, it is necessary to explore the 
psychology of the Revolutionary leaders— as others have attempted to 
understand the psychology of the masses and the crowds. In broaching this 
issue, we do not intend to adopt a preconceived theoretical framework. “Psy-
chology” is used  here in a general sense to evoke the mental states and emo-
tions, the mentalité of those who lived through the period. Historians often 
assume that the behavior of the Revolutionary leaders was always ratio-
nally calculated, whether in the eff ort to logically reconstruct the state and 
society, to advance their career or faction, or to implement one or another 
coherent ideology. Yet emotion could play a signifi cant role in actions and 
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decisions. For those who have never lived through a revolution, it is easy 
to overlook how disconcerting, unsettling, and painful such an experience 
can be. At a time when so many everyday assumptions  were being reas-
sessed or overthrown, anxiety and fear, anger and the desire for revenge, 
shame and humiliation could all come into play in both individual and 
collective behavior. Indeed, during periods of great stress, there was often 
a volatility of emotions among both the elites and the masses, a rapid al-
ternation between joy and anguish, empathy and hatred.

Th e French Revolution, we shall argue, was quite unanticipated, at least 
before 1787, and the men to whom power devolved, the architects of the 
new regime,  were long forced to grope for a consistent policy and a coherent 
ideology. Th e great majority might agree on the general goals of “liberty” 
and “equality,” and they might adopt those goals with all the conviction 
and enthusiasm of the newly converted. But the application of these 
principles in a society quite unaccustomed to the reality of such values, 
the determination of the boundaries of liberty, the limits of equality, and 
the reconstruction of a new regime in the midst of an old would all prove 
extraordinarily challenging. All major revolutions are invariably destabi-
lizing, because they involve a pro cess of tearing down and transition, with 
lengthy periods of interregnum when the old regime has been discredited 
but the new is still struggling to assert its legitimacy. Th e task can become 
even more daunting with the emergence of counterrevolutionary movements 
that fundamentally repudiate the new value system. While some revolution-
aries rapidly evolve into confi dent true believers, a great many others are 
plagued by doubts, uncertainty, and mistrust.

Both social psychologists and neuroscientists have underscored the tight 
link in human behavior between cognition and aff ect, between reason and 
emotion. Such emotions are mediated by cultural rules and expectations 
and are modifi ed over time through close interaction between individuals 
in an “emotional community”— to use the concept elaborated by Barbara 
Rosenwein. Moreover, collective emotions are part and parcel of the phe-
nomenon of rumor— its generation, its propagation, and its transforma-
tion within the society. In times of great stress such rumors can transcend 
sociocultural class and cross between emotional communities that are nor-
mally separate. Th us, the fear, suspicion, and anger of the masses can play 
a signifi cant role in elite revolutionary behavior.14

Th e role of emotions in the coming of the Terror has not been entirely 
ignored by scholars. Th e great historian Georges Lefebvre was well aware 
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of their importance, and in recent years William Reddy and Sophie Wahnich 
have written thoughtful essays on the question.15 However, the present study 
seeks to go beyond the concept of the undiff erentiated “sentiment” pro-
posed by most recent authors and to focus on the impact of specifi c emo-
tions. Considerable attention will be given to the enthusiasm and fervor in 
the Revolution, to the intensity of conviction, to the “supernatural eff ects” 
of liberty and equality. But in our eff ort to understand the mentality of 
the Terror, par tic u lar emphasis will be placed on the emotion of fear and 
the specifi c contingencies that engendered such fear. Indeed, the argument 
will be made that fear was one of the central elements in the origins of 
Revolutionary violence: fear of invasion, fear of chaos and anarchy, fear of 
revenge. Moreover, as we shall discover, the psychology of the Revolution 
was increasingly characterized by a predominant fear of conspiracy, a be-
lief that would be a major factor in the emergence of anger and hatred among 
the elites and in the imposition of state- sponsored violence and repression. 
By 1793 this “paranoid style of politics”— to use the term of Richard 
Hofstadter— was no longer an episodic reaction to individual cases of 
counterrevolutionary plots— for which demonstrable evidence had been 
uncovered— but an obsessional fear of a ubiquitous, monolithic “grand 
conspiracy.” Virtually all of the diffi  culties encountered by the Revolution-
aries would be attributed to the actions of a few omnipotent fi gures ma-
nipulating the strings behind a veil of secrecy.16 In our eff ort to comprehend 
the violent events of the Revolution, we must seek to understand how it was 
that the Terrorists themselves felt terrorized.17

Any history that hopes to take into account both the rational and the 
emotional repertoires of Revolutionary behavior invariably confronts 
the problem of sources. Th e present study makes use of a wide range of 
manuscript and printed documents, including parliamentary debates, news-
papers, and brochures. But of par tic u lar importance are the contemporary 
series of letters and diaries of some seventy or eighty individuals who 
experienced the events of the Revolution directly. Th e sustained use of 
correspondence in a study of this kind may strike the reader as surprising. 
In general, when historians look to personal testimonies, they are far more 
likely to draw on the memoirs or “histories” of contemporaries. Th e mem-
oirs of Talleyrand, Alexandre Lameth, Bertrand Barère, Paul Barras, Marie- 
Jeanne Roland, and the marquis de Ferrières  were called on repeatedly by 
nineteenth- and twentieth- century historians. Consisting of preconstructed 
narratives, already sorted and or ga nized, such materials are relatively easy 
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to access and integrate, and we will have occasion to consult a certain 
number.18 Unfortunately, however, most memoirs  were written twenty or 
thirty years after the events described, and all  were subject to the transfor-
mative eff ects of memory. Almost all  were also colored by the experience 
of the Terror and the Napoleonic period.19

Letters, by contrast, are more diffi  cult to use. Th ey typically wander over 
a wide range of topics, interspersing accounts of po liti cal events with per-
sonal observations of all kinds— family news, health problems, local gossip, 
or instructions concerning a farm or a business. Yet day- to- day accounts of 
this kind by thoughtful contemporaries, presenting observations and 
opinions without foreknowledge, can provide rich insight into the devel-
opment and dynamic of the Revolution. Th ey can be especially valuable 
for our understanding of the impact of emotions. Th e eigh teenth century 
was, after all, a golden age of correspondence. Much more than in our own 
century of electronic media, letter writing between friends and loved ones 
was a serious enterprise, as individuals passed along in the form of an on-
going conversation the impressions and information they felt  were most 
important.20

Of course, no two sets of letters are the same. Much depended on the 
specifi c relationship between individual writers and their correspondents, 
and unfortunately we usually have only one side of the “conversation.” In 
general we have given preference to longer and sustained exchanges between 
close friends, colleagues, or relatives. Such letters are particularly useful, 
moreover, when they are read “in series,” when one compares the reactions 
and impressions conveyed by several diff erent witnesses who passed through 
the same experiences. Used in this manner, series of letters allow us to in-
tegrate a kind of “microhistory” into our macrohistorical account, where 
the microhistories in question are not of local regions or villages but of the 
experiences of specifi c individuals.

Th e sets of correspondence examined  here represent a variety of social 
milieus, men and women, commoners and nobles, Pa ri sians and provin-
cials. Th ey include deputies, magistrates, publishers, businessmen, retirees, 
wives of offi  cials, and soldiers on their way to the front. With only a few 
exceptions— notably Georges Couthon, Pierre Vergniaud, and Gilbert 
Romme— the correspondents led relatively modest lives, largely forgotten 
by historians. Th ough they might well take passionate positions on spe-
cifi c events, they  were ultimately observers rather than players. Indeed, rela-
tively few personal letters are preserved for Robespierre, Danton, Barnave, 
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Saint- Just, Barère, Brissot, and many of the other major leaders. Th e im-
pact of such fi gures must not be ignored, but in this case we must rely pri-
marily on the excellent biographies of such individuals published over the 
years.21

Invariably our list of witnesses is especially rich for the city of Paris. Four 
Pa ri sian correspondents, with letters dating from the late Old Regime 
through the Revolution, will appear particularly frequently. Adrien- Joseph 
Colson, the principal estate agent for a noble family living in the city, wrote 
two or three letters a week to a friend and business associate in the prov-
ince of Berry in central France. From his upstairs apartment not far from 
the city hall, he provided a running commentary on the events and per-
spectives of his Right Bank neighborhood. Just across the Seine, the minor 
publisher and book seller Nicolas Ruault penned regular missives to his 
brother, a parish priest in Normandy. A great admirer of Voltaire, whose 
works he helped edit, Ruault self- consciously identifi ed with the Enlight-
enment, and he provided lengthy analyses of developments in his radical 
Left Bank publishing district. Rosalie Jullien, wife of a future member of 
the National Convention, divided her residence between Paris— not far 
from Ruault’s home— and her husband’s family residence in the south-
eastern province of Dauphiné. Well educated and highly literate, she pur-
sued an intense correspondence with her husband and her older son (both 
named Marc- Antoine) whenever the family was separated. Gilbert Romme, 
a mathematics teacher and an amateur scientist, maintained a lifelong cor-
respondence with his childhood friend Gilbert Dubreul in Auvergne. After 
seven years as a private tutor in Saint- Petersburg, Romme returned to Paris 
in 1786, where he soon entered politics and served until his suicide in prison 
in 1795.22

Our Pa ri sian contingent of witnesses is enlarged for the Revolutionary 
period itself by Nicolas- Céleste Guittard de Floriban, a retired landowner 
who kept a diary in his apartment, near the Place Saint- Sulpice and the 
celebrated Café Procope, which he frequented; by various members of the 
Mareux family— especially Toussaint and his daughter Adelaïde— who ran 
a theater on the Right Bank; and by Edmond Géraud, a student who wrote 
to his father in Bordeaux. An additional invaluable Pa ri sian source comes 
from the writings of the prolifi c playwright and novelist who later sat in 
the Convention, Louis- Sébastien Mercier. While little of Mercier’s corre-
spondence remains, we will make extensive use of his remarkable and very 
personal “ethnographies” of Paris on the eve of the Revolution and after 
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the Terror.23 All of these individuals would strongly support the Revolu-
tion. Romme and Ruault would soon join the Jacobins, while Mercier and 
Géraud sympathized with the Girondins. Colson, Guittard, and Toussaint 
Mareux participated in neighborhood politics and, insofar as their age per-
mitted, served in the national guard. Both Rosalie Jullien and Adelaïde 
Mareux frequented various po liti cal meetings and generally supported the 
radicals.

Unfortunately, substantial runs of correspondence from provincial France 
are more diffi  cult to fi nd. Several noble women— the baronne de Barbier- 
Schroff enberg from Alsace, Madame de Médel from Poitou, Madame 
de Lisleroy from near Lyon, and Madame Audouyn de Pompery from 
Brittany— wrote fascinating letters on the life of the provincial nobility, 
largely from a conservative perspective.24 Both Pierre Vergniaud and Félix 
Faulcon left important epistolary rec ords from their homes in Bordeaux 
and in Poitiers— until they left to become deputies in Paris. For Faulcon 
we also possess numerous responses from a network of friends and rela-
tives in western France. Additional information on the provinces can be 
culled from the correspondence of a number of deputies in the national 
assemblies addressed to their families, friends, and constituents. Among 
our most loquacious letter writers in the fi rst National Assembly  were the 
three lawyers Jean- François Gaultier de Biauzat (from Auvergne), Th éo-
dore Vernier (from Franche- Comté), and Laurent- François Legendre (from 
Brittany) and the noble magistrate from Poitiers, Pierre- Marie Irland de 
Bazôges. For the period of the Legislative Assembly and the Convention, 
there is ample correspondence by the legal men Georges Couthon and An-
toine Rabusson- Lamothe (both from Clermont- Ferrand) and Jacques Pinet 
(from Périgord), as well as by the Provençal physician François- Yves Rou-
baud; the port employee from Brest, Claude- Antoine Blad; the wealthy mer-
chant from Nantes, Etienne Chaillon; and the farmer from Poitou, Pierre 
Dubreuil- Chambardel—to name only a few of the more important.

Finally, two additional sets of printed materials should be mentioned. 
First, private correspondence can be complemented by the periodic com-
mentaries published in newspapers by individual journalists, some of whom 
sat in the Revolutionary assemblies. Of par tic u lar importance are the run-
ning accounts of Louis- Marie Prudhomme (in Les Révolutions de Paris), 
the marquis de Condorcet (Chronique de Paris), and Dominique- Joseph 
Garat (Le Journal de Paris). All three constitute analytical histories of the 
Revolution, written day by day (Condorcet and Garat) or week by week 
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(Prudhomme). Also of interest are the commentaries by Count Mirabeau 
(the Journal de Provence), by Jacques- Pierre Brissot (Le patriote français), and 
by Jacques Dulaure (Le Th ermomètre du jour).25 Second, we have drawn 
extensively on a body of secondary studies focusing on specifi c French 
regions or towns. While some of these works are relatively recent, others 
date from the early de cades of the twentieth century in the heyday of 
“positivist” local history. Accounts of the Revolution in Poitou by the 
marquis de Roux, in Franche- Comté by Jean Girardot, in Bresse and 
Bugey by Eugène Dubois, in Upper Languedoc by Charles Jolivet, and 
in Quercy by Eugène Sol are all outstanding works of descriptive history. 
Th ey reproduce contemporary letters and other manuscripts and are rich 
in narrative detail for our understanding of the Revolutionary experience 
as it unrolled in the provinces.26

As the reader will discover, the book is divided roughly into two major 
parts. Th e fi rst part, Chapters 1 through 6, focuses on the origins of the 
Revolution and on a series of themes central to the development of the Rev-
olutionary psychology that emerged during the fi rst three years after 1789: 
the intensity of Revolutionary commitment, the breakdown of authority 
and legitimacy, the impact of counterrevolution, the spread of a climate of 
fear and mistrust, the emergence of toxic factionalism, and the infl uence 
of the po liti cal and emotional culture of the urban working classes. Th ere 
can be no doubt that the outbreak of war with Austria and Prus sia in the 
spring of 1792 marked a pivotal moment in the Revolution. It will be ar-
gued, however, that conditions amenable to a po liti cal culture of violence 
among the elites already existed before the declaration of war. In the second 
part of the book, Chapters 7 through 11, the study shifts from a more ana-
lytical mode to a more narrative mode. It explores in some detail how, given 
the Revolutionary psychology of 1792 and under the pressure of events, the 
specifi c institutions and practices of the Terror  were developed and put into 
place. For the most part such institutions  were created in Paris, and there 
is thus a somewhat greater emphasis in this part on developments in the 
capital. Since the book is primarily a study of the origins of the Terror and 
not of the Terror itself, the principal analysis ends in the autumn of 1793, 
with the solidifi cation of the structures of the Terror and the trial and ex-
ecution of the Girondins— the fi rst po liti cal show trial of the Revolution. 
Chapter 12, which can be seen as an extended epilogue, recounts the year 
of the Great Terror, the Year II in the Revolutionary calendar, through the 
denouement of Th ermidor and the death of Robespierre.
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Although the origin of the Terror— like the fall of Rome or the outbreak 
of World War I— has long provided fertile ground for reductionist inter-
pretations, one must avoid the alluring appeal of monocausal explanations. 
It is rare indeed that any historical phenomenon as complex and multifac-
eted as the Terror can be reduced to a single causative factor. Th is is not to 
say that one must fall back on a mere sequential narrative of events. Th e 
task of the historian is to isolate elements of explanation based on empiri-
cally verifi able contemporary evidence, with par tic u lar attention to how 
the situation metamorphosed over time. Hopefully, in this manner, through 
the identifi cation of some half a dozen factors integral to the French Rev-
olutionary pro cess, the present study may facilitate comparisons with epi-
sodes of terror in other major revolutions in other times and in other places.27

In conclusion, I must admit a personal reticence toward condemning 
outright the men and women of the French Revolution for their acts of 
violence, even for their obvious moral crimes, without attempting to un-
derstand and contextualize why they did what they did. What was going 
on in their minds? How was it that essentially well- meaning, even high- 
minded, individuals came to commit evil acts? How could both the lamb 
and the tiger inhabit the same individuals? Without exonerating them, we 
have to ask whether we ourselves would have acted diff erently if we had 
been in their physical and emotional position. Th ese are fundamental 
historical questions. And they are perhaps the most important questions 
posed for people living through perilous po liti cal times.



Could they have known? Did they even suspect— the great Revolu-
tionary confl agration that would soon sweep over France and over much 
of the western world? Th e Old Regime testimonies of our future Revolu-
tionaries suggest that they did not. Most had passed comfortable lives be-
fore 1789. While a few had been nobles or clergymen, the great majority 
 were “Th ird Estate” commoners: lawyers or judges, doctors or government 
offi  cials, merchants or manufacturers.1 Th e majority  were also townsmen, 
who fi rmly embraced the culture and pace of life of the eighteenth- century 
urban world. For some this meant the city of Paris itself, the im mense me-
tropolis on the river Seine with well over 600,000 people; or the smaller 
regional cities— like Lyon, Marseille, Bordeaux, or Nantes— with popula-
tions of around 100,000. Th e greatest number, however, resided in the 
smaller universes of provincial capitals and market towns dispersed across 
the kingdom: towns with only a few thousand people, serving the legal, 
administrative, and commercial needs of the surrounding countryside.

Few of our Revolutionaries- to- be  were truly wealthy. A signifi cant number 
 were younger men just beginning their careers, still awaiting family inheri-
tance and struggling to fi nd their way in life. Pierre Vergniaud, the future 
Girondin leader, had taken several years to choose a profession, beginning 
in a Catholic seminary before switching to law. By 1789 he had discovered 
his talents as a plea lawyer in Bordeaux, but he still had to bud get care-
fully to set up his law offi  ce and library and maintain the standard of dress 
requisite for attracting clients. Much the same could be said of Vergniaud’s 
future po liti cal rival, Maximilien Robespierre. Raised by relatives in Arras 

1
Th e Revolutionaries and 

Th eir World in 1789
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after his mother had died and his father had disappeared, he too was just 
establishing himself in a modest provincial law practice when the Revolu-
tion broke out. Robespierre’s school friend, the future Jacobin journalist 
Camille Desmoulins, found it even more diffi  cult to enter a profession be-
cause of a per sis tent stutter. He was forced to borrow heavily from his fa-
ther, as he struggled to pursue a career as a writer in Paris. Indeed, several 
of the young men who had encountered par tic u lar frustrations or diffi  cul-
ties fi nding their way in life— Antoine Barnave, Lazare Carnot, Jean- Louis 
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Prieur, Jean- Paul Marat, and Jacques Brissot, to name a few— would em-
brace the ideals of 1789 with par tic u lar fervor and would rapidly move to-
ward a more radical version of Revolution.2

Yet economic realities alone cannot explain radical commitment. Most 
of the future Revolutionary elites  were, in fact, already well established in 
1789.3 A few  were merchants directly profi ting from the great expansion 
in colonial trade that brought such wealth to eighteenth- century France. 
But even the nonmerchants, the majority, possessed lands, investments, and 
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professional incomes that kept them abreast of infl ation and helped them 
maintain a comfortable standard of living. Th e future Jacobins Bertrand 
Barère, Félix Faulcon, François- Marie Ménard de la Groye, Jean- François 
Gaultier de Biauzat, and Jacques Pinet— to name only a few— stood among 
the principal notables of their local communities, following professions 
similar to those of their fathers and grandfathers and sharing in the fam-
ily’s accumulated wealth. None, to be sure, was immune to the threats of 
disease and childbirth that struck with such unpredictable force, carry ing 
away spouses and children and other loved ones in the prime of life. In 
general, however, they  were sheltered from the periodic economic crises that 
brought suff ering and anxiety to the great mass of the population. Even 
the least wealthy could participate in the consumer revolution at the end 
of the Old Regime that allowed their acquisition of stylish clothing and 
an ever- greater profusion of  house hold furnishings. Th ey invariably wore 
the powdered wigs, the knee- breeches, the silver- buckled shoes that  were 
the markers of their elite social standing.

Th e future Revolutionary leaders  were also bound together by their educa-
tion. With rare exceptions they  were among that exclusive group— only 
1 or 2 percent of the population— who had followed the full cycle of instruc-
tion in the French secondary schools.4 Th e humanist education, devised 
by the Society of Jesus in the sixteenth century, continued to prevail— even 
after the expulsion of the Jesuits in the 1760s. At the core of their studies was 
the reading and translation of the Latin classics, which boys  were compelled 
to learn by heart and recapitulate during their six or seven years of courses. 
Immersion in the texts of Caesar, Cicero, Horace, Plutarch, and Tacitus was 
essential. Th e future Conventionnel, Louis- Sébastien Mercier, left a graphic 
description of his upbringing: “As soon as I began my studies,” he wrote, “I 
was told stories of Romulus and his wolf, of the Capitol and the Tiber. Th e 
names of Brutus and Cato and Scipio pursued me in my sleep; the letters of 
Cicero  were piled into my memory. . . .  And it was only several years later 
that I came to realize I was actually French and a resident of Paris.”5

While young women from families of such elites, the wives and daugh-
ters of the future Revolutionaries, would rarely advance so far, they too 
might receive substantial instruction in the classics through tutoring at home 
or in convent schools. Both Marie- Jeanne Roland and Rosalie Jullien, soon 
to be fervent supporters of the Jacobins, salted their correspondence with 
references to the Ancients. Indeed, the stories and quotations from the 
classics that had been “piled into” their memories would create a common 
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vocabulary among all Revolutionaries, women and men, a reservoir of 
references that they could readily recognize and insert into their speeches 
and pamphlets. Of course, the classics, like the Bible, could be cited in 
support of widely contradictory positions. Such training could never 
provide the Revolutionary generation with a systematic ideology. But it 
is signifi cant that in speeches and newspapers during the Revolution 
Cicero would be cited ten times more frequently than the contemporary 
phi los o pher Jean- Jacques Rousseau.6

And if they had all been immersed in the classics, a great many of the 
Revolutionary elite had also received training in the law. In most cases, 
this entailed a university degree in one of France’s law faculties, followed 
by some form of apprenticeship in a law offi  ce or a royal court. A substan-
tial proportion of the Revolutionaries was among the 1 percent of the pop-
ulation who had attended the university.7 All of the future deputy lawyers 
and magistrates and most government offi  cials had pursued such studies.8 
An attestation of legal studies represented a kind of status marker, even 
for individuals who later pursued careers in commerce or journalism or ag-
riculture. A number of deputies in the fi rst three Revolutionary assemblies 
had not only practiced law but also produced legal treatises. Of all the fu-
ture deputies who published before the Revolution, those writing in the 
fi eld of legal studies  were perhaps the most distinguished. Armand- Gaston 
Camus, Merlin de Douai, Durand de Maillane, Jean- Denis Lanjuinais, 
Jacques Brissot, and Emmanuel Pastoret— all important Revolutionary 
leaders— had written nationally known legal texts. Others who had acquired 
considerable local or national reputations as trial lawyers included such fu-
ture radicals as Vergniaud, Robespierre, Target, Guadet, Gensonné, Gaultier 
de Biauzat, and Vernier. Clearly, a legal turn of mind would be one of the 
most characteristic features of the culture of Revolutionary leadership.

Yet if the future Revolutionary leaders seemed bound together by sim-
ilar economic, social, and educational backgrounds, to what extent did they 
self- consciously think and speak of themselves as members of a single group? 
To what extent did they feel some sense of cohesion within a greater imag-
ined community of commoner elites? In point of fact, there was no gen-
erally agreed- upon expression of common identity. When pushed to make 
distinctions, they might refer to themselves as “respectable people” or “the 
right sort.” Once the Revolutionary period had begun, they would increas-
ingly identify with the “Th ird Estate,” although many would be quick to 
specify “the upper Th ird,” to distinguish themselves from the masses of the 
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population. Sometimes they also called themselves “bourgeois.” However, 
this term had multiple meanings in the eigh teenth century. In some towns 
it signifi ed any legally recognized citizen, enjoying municipal tax privileges 
and capable of participating in municipal elections. Once the Revolution 
began the expression “bourgeois” would rapidly change its meaning and 
become, for a time, an expression of opprobrium, tantamount to “coun-
terrevolutionary.” Yet prior to 1789 the term was also used more or less in 
the modern sense to designate a non- noble, nonclerical member of “the com-
fortable class” within a town or a city. Th e Pa ri sian publishers Mercier and 
Nicolas Ruault frequently made use of the word and clearly identifi ed with 
the city’s bourgeoisie. Ruault would recount his delight in celebrating 
Epiphany at the home of a family of “honest bourgeois.” Such Pa ri sians, 
he modestly announced, “are the best people in France and consequently 
the best on earth.” And he would clearly distinguish the bourgeois segment 
of society, to whom he belonged, from the city’s artisan and working classes.9

A sociologist might well describe the future Revolutionary elites as 
belonging to the “middle class.” In fact, such a term was never used in the 
eigh teenth century and in certain respects it is misleading. Unlike the middle 
class of the contemporary world, the social group to which the leaders 
belonged was not in the “middle” of the general distribution of wealth 
in society. In a chart of the spread of incomes under the Old Regime, we 
would fi nd them situated far to one side, with revenues well above the vast 
majority of the population. Numerically, moreover, they represented only a 
small proportion of the 28 million people living in France in 1789, perhaps 
some 10 percent of the urban inhabitants and an even smaller proportion of 
those living in the countryside.10 In most towns the group of future leaders 
was so small that all would have known one another, sometimes as friends 
and relatives, sometimes as bitter rivals.

Yet in another sense our future Revolutionary leaders did indeed see 
themselves in the “middle.” In refl ecting on their place in the world, they 
invariably separated themselves from two other elements above and below 
them in society: the nobility, on the one hand, and the teeming masses of 
the common people, on the other.11

Th e Nobility

Th e nobility was ultimately a social caste, whose existence and privileges 
 were defi ned by law and based, in theory, on the paternal bloodline. 
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Legally one either was or was not a noble, and individuals devoted consid-
erable time and money documenting their genealogy as far back in time 
as possible. Yet in Old Regime France the nobility was not a closed caste. 
With enough money and the right connections it was possible for a com-
moner to enter its ranks, usually by purchasing a specifi c offi  ce that con-
ferred noble status. Several hundred families had done just that over the 
last two centuries before the Revolution.12 But in reality the desirability of 
such social advancement was diminished by the contempt and conde-
scension with which the newly ennobled  were treated by “aristocrats”— 
those whose families had been nobles for several centuries. Nothing 
was more typical of Old Regime society than the “cascading scorn” con-
veyed by the superior ranks in the status hierarchy toward their “infe-
riors.” In any case, for the vast majority of our future Revolutionaries, the 
expense of obtaining a patent of nobility would have been utterly beyond 
their means.13

Th ere  were, in fact, many levels and gradations within the French no-
bility. Th ey ranged in prestige and wealth from the great courtiers who fre-
quented the king’s entourage in Versailles— princes of the blood, peers of 
the realm, dukes, and counts— to the minor untitled nobles living in the 
countryside, sometimes in relatively humble conditions. To the end of the 
Old Regime, the majority of noblemen, regardless of wealth, saw them-
selves as members of a warrior class. Virtually every noble family attempted 
to send at least one son into the army or navy, where a signifi cant number 
lost their lives in France’s numerous wars during the eigh teenth century. 
A smaller subgroup of families had acquired property in offi  ce as royal 
judges. Th ese nobles of the “robe”— referring to the dress they wore in the 
courtroom— held po liti cally infl uential positions in the Parlements, the 
dozen or so major appellate courts of the kingdom, or in other lower- level 
royal courts.

Careerwise, the French nobility held signifi cant advantages over the com-
moners. Many of the most important positions in government and society 
 were largely restricted to members of their caste. Th e bishops and abbots 
and other great churchmen, most offi  cers in the military, the highest- level 
administrators in the bureaucracy (ministers and intendants), and most of 
the parlementary magistrates: all came exclusively from the nobility. Th e 
greatest advantages in the acquisition of such positions  were usually given 
to those who could claim a noble pedigree over many generations, and who 
might thus be considered “aristocrats.”
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While the incomes of noble families diff ered substantially, the great ma-
jority  were wealthier and often vastly more wealthy than the majority of 
commoner families. Th eir revenues came in part from their “seigneurial 
rights,” a myriad of fees and dues— varying enormously from village to 
village— levied on the populations living within the boundaries of their 
seigneuries. Most nobles also derived substantial incomes from personal 
landholdings, which they often leased out to local farmers. And despite 
laws that forbade their participation in commercial activities, many profi ted 
from indirect involvement in the grain trade, in mines and manufacturing, 
or in colonial plantations and the sale of slaves. Th e wealthier nobles, no 
less than the middle class,  were fully engaged in capitalist strategies for in-
creasing their revenues. In addition they also benefi ted from a variety of 
tax privileges. While all nobles paid some royal taxes, they invariably 
escaped many of the most onerous burdens weighing on the mass of 
the population. Th us, despite considerable variations among individual 
families, the nobility as a  whole was a distinctly wealthy and privileged 
class. Within the Estates General of 1789, the revenues of the average noble 
deputy  were some ten to fi fteen times greater than those of the average 
commoner in the Th ird Estate.14

Given their considerable wealth, prestige, and connections, the nobles 
played a key role in the patron- client system that remained characteristic 
of French society to the end of the Old Regime. At one time or another, 
virtually all of our future Revolutionaries would have found themselves, 
hat in hand, seeking the assistance of noble “protectors”— whether sei-
gneurial lords, royal administrators, or aristocratic churchmen— to obtain 
a position or advance their careers in other ways. Félix Faulcon had relied 
heavily on various noble contacts to procure his position as a magistrate in 
Poitiers. Maximilien Robespierre obtained a scholarship to study in Paris 
through the assistance of a noble abbot. Both Gilbert Romme and Marc- 
Antoine Jullien had served for a time as tutors to the children of great aris-
tocrats. And Pierre Vergniaud cultivated several noble patrons on whom 
he relied for assistance and in whose chateaus he sometimes spent vaca-
tion periods.15

To some extent, of course, the nobility of the Old Regime was linked to 
the future Revolutionary leadership through the elements of a common 
culture. Most male nobles had spent at least a few years studying the clas-
sics, either with tutors at home or through secondary schools. In the most 
prestigious such schools they might sit on the same benches with boys from 
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the middle class. A certain segment of the nobility, those destined for ca-
reers in the royal courts, had also received training in the law. A few even 
prided themselves in their learning, whether as robe nobles or courtiers or 
churchmen or seigneurial lords, retired in their town  houses or rural es-
tates. Th ey read widely, wrote essays in the scientifi c or Enlightenment tra-
dition, and produced poetry or other literary works.16 Based on the achieve-
ments of such individuals, historians have sometimes suggested that the 
aristocracy and the bourgeoisie formed a common “elite” at the end of the 
Old Regime— some would even say a single “class”— with a common cul-
ture and value system.17

Yet on the  whole, noble culture diff ered substantially from that of the 
commoner Revolutionaries- to- be. A large proportion of noblemen began 
their military apprenticeship while they  were still adolescents, and they  were 
never able to fi nish the full cycle of secondary education or even consider 
university studies. Some  were sent off  to one of the French military schools 
for training. Others obtained commissions in the army or cavalry at an 
early age and  were dispatched as “offi  cers in a bib”— as the phrase went— at 
fourteen or thirteen or even younger. Subsequently a few of these individ-
uals might attempt to remedy their lack of education through private reading 
or association with provincial academies or other learned societies. Th e vast 
majority, however,  were anything but paragons of Enlightenment learning. 
On the eve of the Revolution several nobles commented on the inadequa-
cies of their education and on that of their caste as a  whole. Th e marquis 
de Lezay- Marnésia, who had made a career as an author and who was elected 
to the Estates General, lamented the situation of the sword nobles, “who 
are commonly neglected in childhood and who enter and leave the mili-
tary without an education.” Some would complain bitterly at the begin-
ning of the Revolution that they did not possess the language skills and 
general knowledge to stand up to the Th ird Estate.18

In addition, one should not underestimate the impact of a military ethos 
on the noble order as a  whole. Whether through socialization in their 
families or through long years in the army or navy, most noblemen em-
braced a value system based on hierarchy and a strong sense of personal 
honor, which they  were always ready to defend if necessary. Th e ma-
jority had imbibed an ideology centered on “race” and “blood” and the 
undoubting assumption that they  were biologically superior members of 
society— a persuasion that ran directly counter to the basic assumptions 
of the Enlightenment. Th is conviction was only further strengthened 
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when they found their status under attack at the beginning of the 
Revolution.19

Th e distinctiveness of noble culture is further confi rmed by the group’s 
penchant for the ritualized violence of dueling. Despite a veneer of sophis-
ticated gentility reputedly linked to a “civilizing pro cess,” aristocratic men 
continued to kill and maim one another on “the fi eld of honor” with re-
markable per sis tence to the very end of the Old Regime— a record described 
by one historian as the “brutalization” of the French aristocracy.20 It was a 
practice that touched not only nobles in the military but also courtiers living 
in the presence of the king. According to Count Tilly, one of the best wit-
nesses of court mores at the end of the Old Regime, “France is the country 
of dueling. . . .  Nowhere  else have I encountered this disastrous sensitivity, 
this unfortunate predisposition to believe oneself insulted and demand re-
dress for aff ronts that are often in fact imaginary.”21 Anxious to put a stop 
to such activities, the government repeatedly issued prohibitions against 
dueling. Yet all such eff orts  were patently in eff ec tive, and over 800 duels 
have been documented in the eigh teenth century alone— a fi gure that is 
certainly far below the reality, since the duelists generally attempted to con-
ceal their encounters from the authorities.22

To be sure, not all nobles embraced this distinctive value system. A small 
minority, including a fair sprinkling of court aristocrats— the marquis de 
Lafayette, the duke de La Rochefoucauld, the count de Mirabeau, the 
Lameth brothers— would initially throw in their lot with the Revolution-
aries. A handful would persist with their Revolutionary support into the 
most radical phase of events, even accepting the suppression of the nobility 
and the monarchy.23 Yet the great majority would acquiesce only grudg-
ingly to the Revolutionary transformations. And a signifi cant number of 
all nobles, both of the “sword” and of the “robe,” would emigrate and em-
brace a militant counterrevolution.  Here they would maintain their op-
position to the Revolution with ferocious tenacity, a Revolution conceived 
as a direct aff ront to their honor as hereditary nobles. Th ere should be no 
mystery, then, that the term “aristocrat” came rapidly to be associated with 
the enemies of the Revolution and of all that its supporters held dear.

Th e People

Unlike the nobility, that segment of Old Regime society “below” the fu-
ture Revolutionary elites had no specifi c legal defi nition. Th e frontier be-
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tween elites and nonelites was inevitably somewhat ambiguous and uncer-
tain at the margins. As with the middle class of the Old Regime, a variety 
of designations  were applied to the lower levels of society: “the rabble,” “the 
mob,” the “lower- third,” or sometimes simply “the people.”24 Yet what ever 
the vocabulary used, the future Revolutionary leaders  were well aware of 
the diff erences in economic conditions, standard of living, and culture sep-
arating them from the great mass of the common people. By far the largest 
segment lived in the countryside, the peasantry represented some 80 per-
cent of the entire population, scattered across the kingdom in over 40,000 
villages and hamlets. From one region of France to another there  were enor-
mous variations in the patterns of agriculture, in the types and distribu-
tion of dwellings, in the languages or dialects spoken, and in the cultural 
mores. While most of the Revolutionaries had at least some association with 
the peasantry, the occasions for contact  were usually limited. Th e po liti cal 
elites  were, after all, primarily town dwellers, and throughout the Revolu-
tion, they would encounter considerable diffi  culty in understanding the 
motives and behavior of the countrypeople.

By contrast, their interaction with the working classes in the towns and 
cities was invariably greater. To be sure, there was always some social seg-
regation by neighborhood, in which generally wealthier and generally poorer 
inhabitants resided in separate districts. Yet in most of the larger towns, 
such segregation was partly vertical, with the more comfortable citizens 
inhabiting spacious apartments on the lower fl oors and the humble living 
directly above them in small rooms and garrets. Many Revolutionaries- to- be 
thus had ample opportunities for daily interchange in streets and stairways 
with artisans and shop keep ers, wagoners and porters, washerwomen and 
unskilled day laborers. Th ey  were also linked to the lower classes through 
the intermediaries of their domestic servants— who often constituted 10 
percent or more of the urban population.

Yet whether they lived in the towns or the countryside, the great mass 
of working people stood out sharply from the future Revolutionary elites. 
Unlike the elites, they worked with their hands and the sweat of their 
brow— a distinction that had long been fundamental in the social imagi-
nary of the Old Regime. While a few of the shop own ers possessed incomes 
suffi  cient to provide for themselves even in the worst of times, most of the 
masses led uncertain lives, on the fringes of indigence. When conditions 
 were bad, there was always the danger of falling into dire poverty. Indeed, 
the economic boom of the later eigh teenth century that brought prosperity 
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to much of the middle class caused considerable anxiety for the laboring 
people, whose salaries might not rise fast enough to match the ongoing 
infl ation. Both before and after the Revolution began, the perspectives 
of the masses  were invariably colored by the challenges of making ends 
meet and procuring food, clothing, and housing for themselves and 
their families— exigencies that  were quite absent from the lives of the 
middle class.

Moreover, the great majority of the common people, especially outside 
Paris,  were functionally illiterate. Even when they managed to sign their 
names on birth or marriage certifi cates, they would have found it all but 
impossible to read a newspaper or a Revolutionary tract. Th e situation was 
even more diffi  cult for women of the pop u lar classes, who  were always less 
literate than men and who lived primarily in an oral culture. Communi-
cations  were also restricted in that many of the lower classes— especially 
in the countryside— spoke languages or dialects distinct from the standard 
French used by the elites.

To further complicate relations, many men and women of the working 
classes had a clear propensity for the use of violence that shocked and dis-
concerted the future Revolutionaries. Th roughout the eigh teenth century 
there  were thousands of “rebellions,” large and small, of almost every 
variety.25 Th ough the single greatest number— some two- fi fths overall— 
involved protests against various forms of taxation, others expressed anger 
over insuffi  cient food supplies, the arbitrary actions of royal offi  cials or sei-
gneurial lords, or problems related to work or religion. In fact, the number 
of such events seems to have increased signifi cantly in the last thirty years 
of the Old Regime, the period in which most of the future Revolution-
aries  were entering school and beginning their careers. During these de-
cades, some fi fty instances of collective violence broke out every year in 
the towns alone.

Although disturbance of this sort arose in virtually every region of the 
kingdom, the greatest concentration took place in Paris itself and the coun-
tryside nearby, where hundreds occurred in the last de cades before 1789. 
 Here, as one historian has described it, there was a “continuous and 
pervasive agitation for every reason imaginable that produced a kind of 
tenacious harassment of all authority.”26 Mercier, who wrote some twelve 
volumes of observations on Pa ri sian society at the end of the Old Regime, 
was convinced that violence in the French capital would have been even 
worse if it  were not for the well- organized system of police and police spies. 
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If ever the repression  were to ease up— as he wrote in 1783— he feared “there 
would be no limits to their disorder; . . .  they would abandon themselves 
to the cruelest forms of violence and would be quite unable to stop.”27

Not all the pop u lar violence, however, was collective and “po liti cal” in 
nature. Violence was also exercised between and against individuals for a 
 whole range of personal motives. Particularly among the male working 
classes, there was a clear inclination to resolve private confl icts through phys-
ical force. In most towns a remarkable number of fi ghts or brawls or ven-
detta feuds broke out almost every night: clashes between individuals, be-
tween small groups of drinking friends, or among family members or guild 
journeymen.28 Th ere  were endless confrontations in streets or courtyards 
or wine shops, sometimes but not always fueled by alcohol. Fights could 
arise over contested own ership, over women, over verbal insults (real or 
imagined), over a desire for revenge from long- standing scorn or mistreat-
ment, and over the perceived need to defend one’s honor. About two- thirds 
of the fi fty or so fi ghts described by the Pa ri sian windowmaker Jacques- 
Louis Ménétra in his autobiography involved guild journeymen in various 
workplace feuds, while most of the remainder  were over women. Th e ma-
jority involved fi sts, clubs, or various weapons picked up from the ground. 
But a surprising number of working- class men, both in the countryside 
and in the towns, managed to produce knives, swords, and sabers. Th ere 
is even evidence of “a certain demo cratization” in the carry ing of swords 
in Paris during the last de cades of the Old Regime.29 On occasion, violent 
encounters took the form of veritable prearranged duels in defense of one’s 
“honor,” fought in alleys or along the quays and assisted by seconds. In 
this sense the male culture of honor of the artisan classes was remarkably 
similar to that of the nobility.30

A certain number of the future Revolutionaries expressed sympathy for 
the plight of the masses under the Old Regime. Gilbert Romme meditated 
in the 1770s on the miserable situation of the French peasantry and the 
injustice of the seigneurial system. Robespierre, Pétion, and Gaultier de Bi-
auzat did likewise in the late 1780s. And on occasion Mercier took the de-
fense of the poor in Paris, deploring the “terrible in e qual ity of fortune [that] 
gives rise to internal confl icts closely resembling a civil war.”31 Once the 
Revolution had begun, a portion of the most radical leadership would em-
brace the common people, especially those of Paris. Some would openly 
glorify them and project an almost mystical image of their essential good-
ness and po liti cal wisdom, even to the point of accepting their actions of 
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collective violence, rationalized as necessary and unavoidable. For the most 
part, however, such expressions of sympathy  were relatively rare before the 
Revolution. Most of the elites sensed an unbridgeable economic and cul-
tural chasm between themselves and the masses, whom they ultimately had 
great diffi  culty understanding. Prior to 1789 Faulcon off ered only a few dis-
paraging remarks about the peasants’ diffi  cult life “to which they are born.” 
Mercier underlined what he felt  were the foolish credulity, irrational emo-
tions, and excitability of the common people: “For them the imaginary 
world is the real.” In the end, he concluded, “stupidity and po liti cal igno-
rance are characteristic of the masses of Paris.”32 Two of our other Pa ri sian 
observers, Ruault and Adrien Colson, had little but scorn for the “rabble” 
of urban poor, who  were unfavorably compared to “proper people” and 
“honest men.”33 In describing the situation in July 1789, Ruault would em-
phasize the stark diff erences between the “bourgeois” elements of Paris, to 
which he belonged, and “the people” of artisans and day laborers of whom 
he remained wary and suspicious.34 Coming to grips with the beliefs and 
behavior of the common people— with their violence and their readiness 
to accept even the most unlikely rumors— was one of the most diffi  cult 
challenges the Revolutionaries would face in the years after 1789.

Daring to Know

In some respects, the middle class from which the Revolutionary leader-
ship arose had changed rather little over the previous century. Th eir training 
in the classics and the importance of their legal formation  were not very 
diff erent from the education received by their great- grandparents. So too 
their relationship with the nobility, on the one hand, and the masses of 
the common people, on the other, had elements of long- term continuity. 
It is clear, nevertheless, that in their outlook on life, in their attitude to-
ward the world and their place in it, they diff ered dramatically from their 
pre de ces sors of a hundred years earlier.

For there was optimism in the air. Th ere was a growing passion to dis-
cover the world in all its complexity, coupled with an expanding self- 
assurance and confi dence in the possibilities of changing at least some as-
pects of their daily existence. Many individuals began expanding their 
personal libraries and reading about a  whole variety of subjects, well be-
yond the religious and devotional texts preferred by their grandparents. Th ey 
subscribed to the information sheets and newspapers that  were just begin-
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ning to be published in the major provincial cities as well as in Paris. Th ey 
made rock collections or they surveyed and attempted to classify the local 
fl ora and fauna. Th ey also participated in a  whole variety of voluntary as-
sociations. Th ere  were local academies or literary societies and “museums.” 
Th ere  were reading societies, fi rst- generation public libraries where they had 
access to books and journals that they could not necessarily aff ord them-
selves. Th ere  were agricultural associations, where they could discuss the 
latest innovations in land usage and cultivation techniques. Many such as-
sociations had been initiated by royal administrators, and they also included 
members of the nobility and the clergy, but it was the elite commoners who 
dominated the meetings and formed the bulk of the membership.35

Th e more energetic and motivated members of their generation went be-
yond mere meetings and discussions and submitted their thoughts in pub-
lished form. A myriad of books and tracts  were appearing in print, ranging 
from science, geography, and economics to history, literature, and poetry. 
Some individuals, eager to share their ideas and perhaps hoping to make 
their mark in the literary world, participated in the numerous essay con-
tests or ga nized by learned academies around the kingdom— over 1,400 in 
the last four de cades of the Old Regime alone. Although a great diversity 
of subjects  were proposed each year, there was a clear trend toward more 
utilitarian questions, with a sharp rise in science, technology, and economics 
and a decline in literature, philosophy, and ethics.36 And those who had 
neither the time nor the talent to publish books or write long essays might 
pen letters to the editors of local newspapers.  Here too, many of their re-
fl ections entailed practical suggestions of rather mundane concern: how 
best to erect a lightning rod or improve street lighting or exterminate go-
phers. But sometimes they broached issues of broader signifi cance in so-
ciety, proposing reforms in education or poor relief or farming and manu-
facturing techniques.37

Th e curiosity and the refl ections on improving daily life also emerged 
in the correspondence of our future Revolutionaries. In letters to his closest 
friend, Gilbert Romme described no less than 177 books he had read during 
his fi ve years of study in Paris. Most dealt with his primary interests in 
science and medicine, but others ranged from history and geography to 
economics, literature, pedagogy, and religion.38 So too Faulcon and his 
friends regularly exchanged letters describing the many books and essays 
they had read on a wide variety of subjects. Faulcon, along with Ruault, 
Romme, Vergniaud, and Colson, also followed as best they could the 
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principal po liti cal happenings both in France and in other parts of the 
world. Th ey passed along information on the succession of Eu ro pe an 
monarchs, the events at court, and the endless wars in which they  were 
involved.39 Several of the correspondents  were also fascinated by the latest 
experiments in science, and especially with the fl ights of hot- air balloons 
in both Paris and the provinces. Vergniaud wrote a poem about such an 
ascent in Bordeaux. Faulcon was entranced by “aerostatic machines,” 
described to him in letters from one of his Pa ri sian friends, and he won-
dered if people would soon be able to travel from Poitiers to Paris by air in 
a single day. All  were exuberant with the symbolism of the balloons and 
the idea that man, through his own devices, had now found the means 
of rising into the heavens.40

On occasion the letter writers also refl ected on reforms they hoped to 
see carried out in the future. Ruault discussed the various changes that might 
help increase France’s population, notably through the liberalization of laws 
on illegitimate children. Jean Texier, one of Faulcon’s closest confi dants, 
mused on the “incoherence” of laws from one province to another and the 
need to bring about some kind of standardization. Faulcon himself some-
times refl ected on the necessity of establishing equal civil rights for Prot-
estants and on modifi cations of the legal system to make justice more af-
fordable for the population.41

Yet there  were also clear limits to their hopes for reform. After mulling 
over his suggestions for judicial changes, Faulcon was quick to conclude 
that transformations of this magnitude would probably never be possible 
in the real world: “What good are all these recriminations,” he wrote, “since 
I have no means of destroying the abuses that exist. We must learn to tol-
erate what we cannot prevent.” So too for Dominique- Joseph Garat— the 
future deputy and minister— dramatic changes  were quite impossible; 
the most one could hope for was gradual reform. It is possible, he wrote, 
that “there once  were countries and ages where the boldest truths directly 
presented to a sovereign people . . .  could make a revolution as soon as 
they  were known.” But “for us it is only with time that truth can triumph 
over prejudice.” 42

Th e sources of the self- confi dence, curiosity, and optimism at this par-
tic u lar moment in French history— commonly associated with the age of 
the Enlightenment— the passion for exploring the world of knowledge and 
for considering the possibilities of reform, are by no means obvious. Per-
haps it was related to the great economic prosperity of the age, to the multide-
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cade upturn that may well have imprinted a sentiment of optimism and 
that undoubtedly expanded the possibilities of leisure and facilitated the 
acquisition of books and periodicals. Perhaps it was also linked to the “sci-
entifi c revolution” and to the long- term advances in general literacy. In any 
case there was a huge increase in the total number of journals, newspa-
pers, and books of all kinds published in France over the course of the eigh-
teenth century, an increase that clearly refl ected the growing demand for 
such materials.43

In the various writings by future Revolutionary leaders, however, it is 
diffi  cult to identify a coherent ideology or a single dominant intellectual 
infl uence. Over the years a number of historians have attempted to link 
the Revolution of 1789 with one or another of the literary trends in the 
eigh teenth century, said to have exerted a preponderant infl uence on the 
Revolutionary generation. For some it was the impact of “the Enlighten-
ment” in general that defi ned the thought of the Revolutionaries; for others 
it was the po liti cal theories of Jean- Jacques Rousseau, or the feelings pro-
moted by the sentimental novel, or the power of Jansenist rhetoric, or even 
new trends in Catholic moral theology.44

Th e problem with all such approaches is that they usually entail basic 
assumptions about the reading experience of Old Regime elites, assump-
tions that would privilege the reception and internalization of only certain 
strands and themes of eighteenth- century thought, assumed to be inher-
ently dominant and appealing. Such approaches greatly underestimate the 
complexity of the reading pro cess, the manner by which eighteenth- century 
readers— indeed, readers in any period— selected and fi ltered the ideas they 
encountered in readings or lectures or discussions. It is easy to underesti-
mate the major divide between reading and believing.45 In fact the writ-
ings of the age  were enormously diverse and often contradictory, both in 
their specifi c programs for change and in their basic philosophical and 
po liti cal assumptions. Some writers in the century emphasized a rational, 
scientifi c approach to knowledge, while others placed a premium on emo-
tion and instinct; some advocated reform through royal or administrative 
fi at from above, while others extolled public opinion and pop u lar will; some 
spent great energy castigating the orthodox Catholic Church or revealed 
religion in general, while others promoted a veritable “Catholic Enlight-
enment” that would reconcile the ideals of humanism and self- determination 
to the Christian message. Some wrote in a literary and philosophical vein, 
while others focused primarily on po liti cal economy. Some extolled the 
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advent of “public opinion” as a new arbiter of programs and ideas, while 
others put in doubt the very possibility of a single identifi able “public.” 46

Indeed, the best- known individual writers identifi ed with the French En-
lightenment  were by no means consistent in their assertions and supposi-
tions over the course of their careers. Voltaire, Rousseau, and Diderot could 
assume dramatically diff erent positions depending on the par tic u lar prob-
lems they  were invoking and audiences they  were addressing. To some ex-
tent their writings involved voyages of intellectual discovery, a willingness 
to follow certain strands of argument to their logical conclusions and then 
to reverse direction or tack a new course and explore other areas of inquiry. 
Moreover, based on the lists of books being published or marketed by book-
sellers and of those contained in the libraries of individual eighteenth- 
century elites, we know that the reading public was interested in an 
extraordinary range of subjects, of which the writings of the most famous 
Enlightenment phi los o phers made up only a small proportion of the total. 
Law and history, poetry and novels, geography and travel literature, 
natural history and scientifi c theory, not to mention theology and devotional 
texts— and a certain mea sure of pornography and court gossip— all played 
a part in the cultural consumption of eighteenth- century readers. In all 
probability— and as best we can tell— most such individuals read for 
their professional needs as well as for their plea sure and to satisfy an exu-
berant curiosity about the world in all its diversity, but with little eff ort 
or desire to constitute a new world view or a logically consistent program 
for reform.47

Th ere is no way, of course, that we can reconstruct the innermost thoughts, 
the intellectual development of the complex individuals who would soon 
come to support the Revolution. Yet the Old Regime correspondence of 
several of our future Revolutionaries can provide some inkling of their range 
of interests and orientations and their manner of interacting with the cul-
ture of their age.48 At one end of the spectrum, the Pa ri sian bookseller and 
publisher— and future Jacobin— Nicolas Ruault clearly identifi ed with cer-
tain strands of the “Enlightenment.” He liked to present himself as wor-
shipping in the “temple” of philosophy, whose principal priests  were Vol-
taire, Diderot, D’Alembert, and Buff on. He collaborated in the publication 
of an early edition of Voltaire’s correspondence, and he delighted in spicing 
the letters to his brother with Voltairian sarcasm and iconoclastic attacks 
on a wide range of contemporary institutions and social groups. He railed 
against “the infamous yoke” of the Catholic Church, and he readily attacked 
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the nobility: “Th ey are on our backs and crush us with their weight.” On 
occasion he even attacked the reigning king, Louis XVI, and he was con-
vinced that the king’s lack of leadership and the queen’s outrageous 
behavior— notably during the famous Diamond Necklace Aff air, when she 
seemed to squander huge sums of money— had tarnished the reputation 
of both. In his personal po liti cal views, however, he obviously preferred the 
more elitist position of Voltaire to the demo cratic tendencies of Rousseau— 
whose name he never mentioned. Indeed, he reserved great praise for the 
regime of Louis XIV, and for the contemporary “Enlightened absolutism” 
of Frederick the Great of Prus sia and Joseph II of Austria.

Ruault, however, wrote from his offi  ce on Rue de La Harpe in the heart 
of the Left Bank publishing district, soon to emerge as the most radical 
neighborhood in all of France. Other future Revolutionaries who have left 
testimonies from the Old Regime  were generally far more diverse in their 
interests and less clearly linked to any specifi c cultural tradition. Nei-
ther Faulcon nor Romme nor Colson nor Vergniaud nor Rosalie Jullien 
ever made critical comments about the nobility. All  were resigned to working 
through the existing system and relying on the levers of noble patronage 
on which they depended at one point or another in their lives. None 
conveyed sentiments critical of the monarchy, and all of them, including 
Ruault,  were forever passing along news they had heard of marriages 
and pregnancies and births within the royal family, and of the move-
ments of the king among his various palaces. Vergniaud, the future 
radical Republican, specifi cally referred to Louis XVI as a father fi gure. 
While both Colson and Faulcon mentioned the Diamond Necklace 
Aff air, they described it as anonymous news, with no par tic u lar po liti cal 
meaning. It was in no way construed as “desacralizing” the image of the 
queen or the king.

While none of our letter writers seems to have been exceptionally pious, 
several of them continued to maintain ties with religion. Colson attended 
mass regularly well into the Revolution. Romme, who had passed through 
a Jansenist phase early in his life, persisted in taking religion seriously to 
the very end of the Old Regime. Rosalie Jullien is known to have read the 
Gospels with her husband Marc- Antoine, a future Jacobin supporter of the 
Terror. While Faulcon and Vergniaud  were perhaps somewhat more de-
tached, the latter had attended seminary earlier in his career, and Faulcon 
was apparently sincere when he asked his two sisters, both of them nuns, 
to pray for him.49
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All of our witnesses, and no doubt all of the future Revolutionaries,  were 
aware of the principal fi gures of the Enlightenment and  were probably fa-
miliar, either directly or indirectly, with at least some of the works of Mon-
tesquieu, Voltaire, and Rousseau. Yet works of the canonical Enlighten-
ment represented only a small portion of their reading. When they did 
mention the writings of Voltaire and Rousseau, their greatest praise was 
often for the more purely literary achievements of the two: for Voltaire’s 
epic poems, for example, or for Rousseau’s novel La nouvelle Héloïse. Verg-
niaud had only a handful of “philosophical” books in a library overwhelm-
ingly dominated by legal and literary texts, a library that aptly refl ected 
the two most important intellectual activities in life, his law practice and 
his poetry. We do not know the content of Faulcon’s library, but when 
he was pushed to announce his preferred authors, he readily cited the 
seventeenth- century playwright Racine and the now obscure eighteenth- 
century author Th omas d’Hèle. Garat declared that his preferred writers 
 were Montesquieu and Virgil. Romme and the Julliens  were both enthu-
siastic followers of Rousseau’s pedagogical theories set down in Emile. But 
Rosalie Jullien gave equal weight to several writers from antiquity and to 
the seventeenth- century authors Fénelon and La Fontaine, while Romme 
preferred books about science and generally disdained “mere literature.” 
As Romme described his reading agenda on another occasion, “universality 
is my weakness. I throw myself body and soul into what ever interests me.”50

Romme’s words might have been written by almost any member of his 
generation. Each of the future Revolutionaries had his or her own par tic-
u lar focus of interests, both for professional and leisure- time activities. Yet 
all of them impress us by the breadth and range of their pursuit of knowl-
edge, by their veritable passion for “universality.” Most commonly it was a 
question of knowledge for its own sake, for the pure exhilaration of throwing 
oneself “body and soul” into learning and literature of all kinds and from 
all sources. Clearly some of these men and women  were prepared not 
only to observe the world but to rethink it and to suggest possible changes 
for the better. Most of the proposed reforms, however,  were relatively small, 
involving problems and aggravations in their day- to- day existence. Only 
very rarely did they entertain the possibility of more sweeping changes of 
institutions and practices. Th ere can be no doubt that many of them had 
thought critically about the nobility and the injustice of noble privilege and 
tax advantages.51 A great many individuals, who had come to believe that 
personal ability was a “meaningful distinction among men,” had undoubt-
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edly refl ected on the need to open up positions in society to talent and not 
accord them only on the basis of birth.52 But for the most part, such criti-
cisms  were put forth cautiously and with little hope for immediate change. 
It is clear that in the late eigh teenth century critical thinking existed hand 
in hand with social deference.

If this was the experience of the Enlightenment, then it was a movement, 
a trend that is best understood not as an ideology but as an epistemology. 
It was an attitude, a new way of understanding how and what it means 
to know, the readiness and self- confi dence to use one’s own good sense, 
one’s “reason” to think all things through critically. Such was the “En-
lightenment” in its broadest sense, the Enlightenment as defi ned by the 
eighteenth- century phi los o pher Emmanuel Kant. Th e motto of the age, 
wrote Kant in a well- known essay, is best expressed by the Latin phrase 
Sapere aude: “Dare to know.” It was this new attitude, rather than any spe-
cifi cally defi ned ideology or program, that would energize the men of 1789 
when they  were unexpectedly given the opportunity to make a Revolution.

Ambiguous Attitudes toward Violence

But would the experience of the Old Regime have in any way prepared 
the future Revolutionaries to promote or condone the policies of Terror? 
From one perspective the “middle- class” elites seem to have been distinctly 
less predisposed to violence than either the nobility or the working classes. 
Th ey represented only a tiny percentage of those participating in duels or 
tavern fi ghts and brawls. Th e very concept of “defending one’s honor,” so 
important for both nobles and urban artisans, seems to have had relatively 
little meaning for them.53 Th roughout the eigh teenth century dueling was 
rarely practiced and almost universally condemned by the commoner elites. 
Mercier denounced “this senseless and barbaric practice” in which indi-
viduals “tear one another apart like wild animals over imaginary questions 
of honor.”54 In 1789 numerous “statements of grievances” of the urban elites 
specifi cally asked that dueling be outlawed. By contrast, none of the griev-
ances lists written by the nobility was critical of such activities.55 During 
the Revolution itself, almost all of the duels between deputies in the Na-
tional Assembly would involve members of the Noble Estate, who insisted 
on interpreting statements of po liti cal disagreement as personal aff ronts. 
Th e prince de Poix challenged the count de Lambertye; the count de Pui-
saye fought the chevalier de Cazalès; the count de Lameth took on the duke 
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de Caylus; and the marquis de La Tour Maubourg battled the vicount 
Mirabeau, to list only a few of the more dramatic examples. At one point in 
the early Revolution, the count de La Gallissonnière would even propose 
settling a po liti cal dispute between noble deputies by lining up an equal 
number of swordsmen from opposing sides and fi ghting it out on “the fi eld 
of honor.” Th e Th ird Estate deputies, in contrast, seemed generally surprised 
and bewildered by the very idea of a politics of honor.56

Most future Revolutionary leaders revealed little patience with collec-
tive violence in any form at the end of the Old Regime. To be sure, a cer-
tain number made an eff ort to understand the motives which pushed men 
and women from the pop u lar classes into violent acts. Mercier proposed a 
thoughtful social and economic analysis to explain the incipient unrest in 
Paris in the 1780s. Both he and Ruault underscored the stark class diff er-
ences between rich and poor and the problems of provisioning a city as 
large as Paris. Others might express sympathy for the poor in the country-
side, pushed to revolt by unemployment or insuffi  cient food supplies.57 Yet 
even those who tried to explain the roots of violence had little sympathy 
for the violence itself. Colson strongly condemned “the violence by which 
we are threatened” and which, in his view, “grows only greater every day.”58 
Virtually anyone who left a description of the Réveillon riots in Paris in 
April 1789— attacks against two notables thought to have made insensi-
tive remarks about food supply for the poor— harshly denounced all those 
involved. Th e rioters  were portrayed as “rabble,” “mobs of rogues,” “vio-
lent animals.” None of the future Revolutionaries who mentioned the event 
in their correspondence conveyed any sympathy for the large number of 
Pa ri sians killed during the harsh military repression that followed.59

Indeed, the attitude of the Revolutionaries toward the Pa ri sian repres-
sion of April 1789 is revealing of their general position on punitive and ex-
emplary justice. Much has been written about the attacks on capital pun-
ishment by certain eighteenth- century writers. Montesquieu, Voltaire, 
Helvétius, Rousseau, and the writers of the Encyclopédie had all strongly 
criticized capital punishment for cases of simple thievery and the tendency 
to punish crimes against property more harshly than crimes against per-
sons.60 Mercier was pained by “the frightful spectacle” of executions for 
petty theft: “I would be tempted to pardon the unfortunate wretch who, 
possessing only his courage and a pistol, would attack me out of hunger.” 
Ruault was particularly outraged by the use of torture in the execution of 
such criminals.61 And some writers went even further, opposing capital pun-
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ishment for almost any crime, including murder. Th e infl uential Italian 
jurist Beccaria, whose writings  were rapidly translated into French, was 
especially eloquent on this score. “Th e death of a citizen,” he had written, 
“is neither useful nor necessary,” and society would be more just and provide 
a better deterrent if life imprisonment  were substituted for death.62

Yet it is important to note— and signifi cant for attitudes during the 
coming Revolution— that even the strongest critics of the death penalty 
insisted on making an exception for the crime of treason. Beccaria, as Vol-
taire and Rousseau, clearly supported execution in cases involving “the se-
curity of the nation.” Brissot, Marat, and Pastoret— all members of Revolu-
tionary assemblies and authors of books that opposed capital punishment in 
general— agreed that death was justifi ed for “those secret conspiracies that 
threaten the fatherland.” 63 For the future Revolutionaries who had the time 
and inclination to read such literature— and the large proportion trained in 
the law undoubtedly did— the message was clear. Th e one crime that always 
deserved death was treason, an act that put in danger the very survival of 
the state.64 Th is was precisely the crime for which a great many people— 
including Brissot himself— would be executed during the Terror.

Moreover, what ever the positions of eighteenth- century reformers, many 
infl uential legal scholars continued to advocate capital punishment— and 
even torture— to the very end of the Old Regime for a  whole range of crimes. 
Daniel Jousse, perhaps the single most widely read jurist of the period, spe-
cifi cally condoned the use of “cruel executions for the prevention of cer-
tain of the most dangerous crimes.” 65 During the last de cade before the 
Revolution, the Parlement of Paris, the most powerful court of justice in 
the land, persisted in issuing dozens of death sentences every year. Such 
executions  were usually by hanging, more rarely by decapitation or by one 
of the more brutal methods that constituted a veritable torture— such as 
breaking on the wheel or “quartering.” 66

At least some of our future Revolutionaries seemed to have no problem 
with executions. Th roughout the eigh teenth century, the fear of crime was 
a virtual obsession among many members of the elite. Colson referred re-
peatedly to the threats of theft and murder to law- abiding citizens in Paris. 
It was widely believed among such groups that public executions could serve 
as useful deterrents.67 Occasionally, in fact, the word “terror” was used to 
describe the rationale for capital punishment. Th e eighteenth- century ju-
rist Jean Lavie had supported the death penalty as a means of “terrorizing” 
criminals.68 Close synonyms  were also employed, delineating a veritable 
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“pedagogy of fear,” the need to inspire fright in the population in general, 
if crime  were to be deterred. Th is was the principal justifi cation for the 
theatrical nature of punishment. Sentences involving any kind of public 
chastisement— and there  were hundreds of whippings and brandings in 
Paris each year in addition to executions— required the convicted individual 
to make a parcours infamant (passage of infamy) through the city in a 
two- wheeled  horse cart. Dressed in a long white shirt, holding a torch, 
and bearing a sign specifying the crime committed, the individual was 
compelled to kneel at various points along the way and repeat a formal 
confession. Advance notices of such rituals  were hawked throughout the 
city, and the executions could be witnessed by thousands of spectators, 
some of them shouting out commentaries or pleas for mercy— never with 
any eff ect— when an individual seemed especially repentant and unde-
serving of death.69 In the larger cities public executions and the “passage 
of infamy”  were common elements in Old Regime urban life, reinforcing 
the public sensitivity to both crime and punishment.

In attendance at such spectacles  were not only large masses of the common 
people but also substantial contingents of the upper and middle classes, 
many of them paying for choice viewing sites from windows and rooftops. 
Mercier took note of “the polite society” present for such events along with 
the “populace,” crowds that also included substantial numbers of women 
from all classes. While Colson claimed never to have attended such ex-
ecutions himself, he seemed to have no qualms against others doing so 
and often took note of friends who had been present.70 Clearly, not all 
Revolutionaries- to- be approved of the theatricality of public executions. Yet 
a general belief in the necessity of capital punishment seems to have been 
widespread among the urban elites in 1789. In the statements of grievances 
sent to Versailles in 1789 there was not a single request for the total sup-
pression of the death penalty— though some demanded a reduction in the 
number of crimes subject to execution.71

In May 1791 Robespierre and several of his allies would make impas-
sioned pleas that the death penalty be abolished without exception. Yet the 
vast majority of deputies would reject Robespierre’s motion. Even Mercier 
would argue that this was not the time to “relax the impact of terror” in 
every instance.72 To be sure, the number of cases subject to the death pen-
alty would be reduced and all forms of torture during the execution pro-
cess would be abolished, soon to be replaced with the “quick and painless” 
decapitations of the guillotine. But capital punishment for murder, coun-
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terfeiting, and the elastic crime of “lèse- nation”—conspiracy against the 
Revolutionary regime— would all be maintained. Not insignifi cantly, the 
representatives would also refuse to abolish the parcours infamants preceding 
the execution.73

Moreover, if virtually all future Revolutionaries accepted the state- 
instituted violence of capital punishment for certain crimes, they  were also 
prepared to accept within limits the international violence of war. To be 
sure, the attack on war and militarism had been a common theme in much 
Enlightenment literature.74 Voltaire’s indictment in the Philosophical Dic-
tionary and his vicious satire in Candide are well known. Both Rousseau 
and Diderot in their later writings could be equally condemnatory against 
both war in general and the use of military violence to subject colonial 
peoples and promote slavery. “We spend three to four million pounds a 
year,” wrote Mercier, “on wars that are insane and useless.” Yet the pacifi sm 
of the phi los o phers had its limits. Voltaire could also write lengthy poems 
and historical studies praising the military prowess of Henry IV, the 
Maréchal de Richelieu, and Louis XIV. And virtually all writers recog-
nized the possibility of “just wars” in cases of self- defense.75

In their correspondence our Revolutionaries- to- be seemed to have few 
diffi  culties with the fact of war in specifi c instances. Faulcon commented 
at length on the feasibility of a French military intervention in the Neth-
erlands in 1787. “Without being an apologist for war, this curse of the human 
race,” he wrote, “there are certain imperious circumstances where it cannot 
be avoided.” Colson, as many of his contemporaries in Paris, eagerly fol-
lowed the war in America, and he celebrated the Franco- American victory 
at Yorktown. And Ruault, the admirer and publisher of Voltaire, reserved 
his venom for Christian nations who fought and destroyed one another. 
Yet he had no diffi  culty in urging war against the Muslim Turks in order 
to “expel these barbarians from an Egypt they have debased and corrupted 
for a thousand years.”76 It is perhaps not surprising, then, that there would 
be so little opposition to a declaration of war against Austria in April 1792, 
a state castigated in Revolutionary rhetoric with much the same moral op-
probrium dealt by Ruault to the Muslim Turks. Th e limited opposition 
that did arise— led by Robespierre and a few of his close associates— would 
be based not on a dislike of war in general, but on the issues of military 
preparedness and the dangers of internal conspiracy.

In the chapters that follow, the argument will be made that the Terror 
was not preordained in 1789, that the great augmentation of state- sponsored 
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violence emerged rather out of the Revolutionary pro cess itself. Yet it is also 
clear that on the eve of the Revolution the commoner elites held positions 
on violence that  were patently ambiguous. Th ey revealed little tolerance 
for pop u lar rioting, and they  were generally impatient with dueling by any 
class in society. Some also maintained a fashionable condemnation of war, 
at least when it occurred between Eu ro pe an states. Yet they often showed 
no qualms against violent punishments to deter crime and “terrorize” crim-
inals, to repress collective riots deemed irrational, or to halt conspiracy 
against the state. And war itself seemed to pose no problems in situations 
of self- defense or of true national interest.



Few moments in modern history have been more dramatic and trans-
formative than the year 1789 in France. Within the space of a few weeks 
during the spring and summer, a traditionally elected representative body 
that had not met for 175 years would unilaterally declare itself to be the 
sovereign voice of the nation, claim ultimate authority to decide all taxes, 
and announce its intention of drafting a constitution. Soon thereafter it 
would issue a decree that would fundamentally reshape French po liti cal 
and social structures and promulgate a Declaration of the Rights of Man 
and the Citizen that would serve as a model for demo cratic reform the world 
around. Such transformations, which scarcely anyone would have antici-
pated just two years earlier, generated emotions of joy and enthusiasm, a 
quasi- millenarian fervor that would bind patriots together with a new sense 
of unity and hold them in its sway for years to come. But almost from the 
beginning the Revolutionaries  were also confronted with the presence of 
violence, violence that they would have great diffi  culty understanding or 
controlling. Almost from the beginning the joy and enthusiasm would exist 
hand in hand with fear and uncertainty.

Th e Pre- Revolution

Th e origin of the French Revolution is one of the most intensely debated 
questions in all of history, a question that absorbed the Revolutionary gen-
eration itself and that has continued to fascinate historians ever since.1 It 
now seems clear that the direct impulse to the events of 1789 came not from 
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an ideological struggle or a class struggle, but from a fi nancial and fi scal 
crisis of the French monarchy, and that this crisis was above all the product 
of a geopo liti cal struggle in which that monarchy found itself engaged. 
Th roughout much of the eigh teenth century the great powers of Eu rope 
had been swept up in a series of ever- more- costly wars, many of them gen-
uine world wars involving competition for territories both on the conti-
nent and in colonial lands around the planet. Th e last of these wars, fought 
between 1778 and 1783, saw France intervene in support of the American 
struggle for in de pen dence from Great Britain. Th ough the confl ict began 
in North America, it soon found France allied with Spain, and Holland 
battling Britain in many other parts of the world.

Among the French the War of American In de pen dence had been rela-
tively pop u lar. Several of our future Revolutionaries— Vergniaud, Romme, 
Colson, Ruault— conveyed in their letters their intense interest in the con-
fl ict. Colson commented on the fortunes of the French forces in numerous 
of his business notes, commonly referring to them as “we”— a clear sign of 
early sentiments of national identity. Signifi cantly, however, none of our 
witnesses described the war in ideological terms or even used the word “rev-
olution.” Th ey invariably viewed it in a Eu ro pe an context, as France’s op-
portunity for revenge against En gland after the beating it had taken in the 
earlier Seven Years War.2 But the defeat of the British cost the French mon-
archy dearly. It had been necessary to dispatch some 6,000 troops across 
the Atlantic to fi ght side by side with the Americans, and to build a large 
new navy to take on the En glish fl eet around the world. Such expendi-
tures  were fi nanced through a series of massive loans that pushed the mon-
archy to the brink of bankruptcy.

Th e disastrous bud getary situation was complicated, moreover, by three 
additional factors. First, France’s tax collection system, patched together 
over the centuries, was extremely heterogeneous and ineffi  cient. Th ere  were 
numerous separate taxes, diff ering from region to region, and a  whole seg-
ment of the fi scal machinery was privatized under the general tax farm, 
charged with collecting most of the indirect taxes. Th e system was further 
weakened by various class and provincial privileges, so that it relied inor-
dinately on contributions from the least wealthy elements of society. During 
the last two wars, in par tic u lar, the monarchy became increasingly depen-
dent on high- interest loans from various international fi nanciers. Th is ram-
shackle apparatus stood in sharp contrast to the far more effi  cient, equi-
table, and transparent British fi scal system— a system that was at least partly 
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responsible for En gland’s naval and military successes during the century.3 
Second, the monarchy’s eff orts to raise or reform taxes  were invariably op-
posed by the French sovereign courts or parlements. Th roughout most of 
the eigh teenth century the parlementary magistrates— of which those in 
Paris  were the most infl uential— claimed the right to block the execution 
of royal decrees. Again and again, they would obstruct the monarchy’s ef-
forts to reform the tax system— reforms that would have increased the fi scal 
burden on the magistrates themselves. Th ird, the French state was plagued 
by a failure of leadership. Louis XVI, the last Bourbon king of the Old 
Regime, was not unintelligent, and at times he applied himself seriously 
to his tasks. But he was generally awkward in society and profoundly lacking 
in self- confi dence. Early in his reign, he placed himself in the hands of two 
seasoned ministers, Count Maurepas and Count Vergennes. It was the latter 
who, as foreign minister, had engineered the victory over the British during 
the American Revolution. But both Maurepas and Vergennes had the bad 
grace to die during the 1780s. Th ereafter, the king lurched from one group 
of ministers and advisers to another and from one set of policies to another. 
Confronted with the regime’s dire fi nancial situation, Louis would oscil-
late between hard- line and conciliatory approaches. In his more liberal mo-
ments, in an eff ort to outfl ank the opposition, he would support a series of 
remarkably radical, even “revolutionary” reforms. In this sense, the mon-
archy itself would play a central role in teaching the French the possibility 
of radical transformations.

Th e crisis reached a head at the end of 1786, when the fi nance min-
ister, Charles- Alexandre de Calonne, presented the king with a general 
budget— the fi rst comprehensive bud get in French history— which substan-
tiated the precarious condition of state fi nances. Calonne then proposed a 
program for sweeping reforms that would rationalize tax collection and 
make the pro cess far more uniform. Th e most radical mea sure was to sub-
ject all citizens, including the nobility, to a tax levied equally in propor-
tion to one’s landholdings. Th e proposal also included the suppression of 
internal customs, free grain trade, and a system of elected provincial as-
semblies in which all citizens would take a role in local tax assessment. Th e 
problem, however, was to win approval for such mea sures from the parle-
ments. Calonne’s solution was to convene a special “Assembly of Notables” 
in early 1787— infl uential nobles, churchmen, and a few commoners— who 
 were expected to examine and approve the reforms and thus strengthen 
the monarchy’s position before the magistrates.4 But in his eff ort to 
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impress the Notables with the seriousness of the situation, Calonne took 
the unpre ce dented step of publicly announcing the normally secret details 
of state fi nance. Shocked and appalled by the extent of the defi cit and reti-
cent to give up their tax privileges without guarantees that the money would 
be spent responsibly, the Notables ultimately rejected many of the king’s 
proposals. With the failure of his grand scheme Calonne was dismissed, 
and his successor struggled over the next year to negotiate a solution to 
the crisis. At fi rst there was an attempt to return to the parlements. When 
this too failed, the king was persuaded in May 1788 to abolish many of the 
parlements altogether and replace them with a decentralized court system 
that could no longer block reforms. Yet this “coup d’état”— as opponents 
called it— collapsed after only a few weeks, when creditors ceased providing 
short- term loans, leaving the state’s coff ers entirely empty.5 Finally, almost 
in desperation and after appointing yet another fi nance minister, the king 
was convinced that no major reforms would be possible unless they received 
the backing of an Estates General— the traditional representative body that 
was the closest institution France ever had to the En glish Parliament. Over 
the centuries the French monarchs had done everything possible to avoid 
such a meeting, only too aware of the growth of Parliament’s authority across 
the Channel. But now, for the fi rst time in 175 years, the Estates General 
was summoned to convene in the spring of 1789.

At fi rst the politics of the crisis had played out at the highest levels of 
government in negotiation with France’s leading aristocrats, churchmen, 
and magistrates. But as the po liti cal struggles grew ever more intense and 
as the fi nancial crisis and the king’s radical proposals became public knowl-
edge, the broader population was progressively drawn into the aff air.6 Given 
the secrecy of the royal administration, most French citizens initially had 
no idea why the Assembly of Notables had been summoned. Adrien Colson 
realized the unpre ce dented nature of the event, but he was altogether 
uncertain of the objectives, the meeting date, or the composition of the 
“Notables,” and virtually every letter to his friend in the provinces re-
counted the latest rumors— many of them false— concerning the As-
sembly. He culled such news from the meager information available in 
the newspapers or from stories circulating in the streets. Only gradually 
did it become evident that the government was in deep fi nancial straits and 
that the monarchy was encountering unexpected and highly articulate op-
position from the aristocracy. By spring Colson, along with Nicolas Ru-
ault in Paris and Félix Faulcon and his correspondence network in Poitou, 
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 were devoting ever more space in their letters to the extraordinary struggle 
between the king and the Notables. In the course of the following year 
they began describing events not only as outside observers, but as con-
cerned citizens with opinions of their own. Some supported the monarchy, 
others the parlements, though it was not uncommon for them to modify 
their opinions from week to week as the situation evolved. Soon broader 
elements of Paris also became involved. Th ere  were several demonstrations 
and pro cessions through the streets in support of the parlement, led in 
par tic u lar by young law clerks, fearful of losing their jobs if the sovereign 
court was abolished.7

Th e politicization of the French public between 1787 and 1789— the “Pre- 
Revolution,” as it is sometimes called— was further stimulated by the con-
vocation of the provincial assemblies in many regions of the kingdom. Th e 
three “estates”— the Clergy, the Nobility, and the commoners of the Th ird 
Estate— all chose representatives through successive local and regional elec-
tions. Th e deputies thus selected  were to collaborate with the intendants— the 
royal offi  cials in charge of each province— in administering the province 
and levying taxes. All assembly votes would take place “by head”— rather 
than by corporate estate, as had usually been the case in the Estates Gen-
eral. It was a stunning innovation by a monarchy that had long claimed to 
rule by divine right through an authoritarian bureaucracy. It provided an 
apprenticeship in representative politics for many individuals who would 
soon sit as deputies in the Estates General.8

Moreover, once the Estates General had been summoned— in July 1788— 
the new fi nance minister, the Swiss banker Jacques Necker, took the re-
markable step of seeking the opinion of French citizens on how the as-
sembly should be or ga nized. His circular letter to municipal governments 
throughout the realm stimulated an extraordinary mobilization of hun-
dreds of town councils and improvised citizens’ committees. Such groups 
not only debated the or ga ni za tion of the Estates but also discussed solu-
tions for other perceived problems faced by the nation. Soon a critical 
question became the number of representatives that each estate would 
elect and the manner in which the deputies would vote: by individual (as in 
the provincial assemblies) or by corporate estate (as in the most recent 
Estates General of 1614). Th e nature of the vote seemed particularly im-
portant, since the First and Second Estates (the Clergy and the Nobility) 
 were both expected to be controlled by the aristocracy, so that a vote by 
estate would place them in a position of dominance.
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In certain regions, local citizens, calling themselves “patriots,” went well 
beyond Necker’s directives and began or ga niz ing their own assemblies at 
the provincial level. In Dauphiné, in southeastern France, commoners and 
liberal nobles  were able to reach a compromise and work together in pro-
posing a joint “regeneration” of the kingdom. In Brittany by contrast— on 
the opposite side of the kingdom— nobles and commoners literally came 
to blows, and the Th ird Estate concluded that no compromise was pos-
sible. During the same period in Paris a highly infl uential group of liberal 
aristocrats and a sprinkling of commoners began meeting— a “Committee 
of Th irty,” as historians would dub them— to advocate a series of liberal 
reforms and attempt to infl uence the coming elections.9

Th e po liti cal awakening of the population was further intensifi ed by the 
great fl ood of pamphlets published and circulating throughout the country. 
Stimulated by the exceptional events and by the king’s apparent eff orts to 
solicit their views— notably through the end of censorship— literate citi-
zens everywhere began focusing their attention not only on fi nances but 
on a range of other problems besetting the state. Th ey sorted through the 
great diversity of ideas that had emerged in the century and improvised 
new solutions to fi t the circumstances, proposing their own plans for 
reform or off ering commentaries on the plans of others. Th ey applied them-
selves in much the same spirit of pragmatic reform—“daring to know”— 
that had moved citizens in previous years to propose solutions for poor relief 
or improved agriculture or street lighting.

A number of future Revolutionaries— like Faulcon, Gaultier de Biauzat, 
Robespierre, Jérôme Pétion, and Antoine Barnave— added their own con-
tributions to the fl urry of pamphlets. Many of their writings  were not ex-
ceptionally radical, at least by the standards of the coming Revolution.10 
Yet almost all spoke of the necessity of expanding the infl uence of the Th ird 
Estate commoners. Increasingly, they also refl ected on the need for some 
kind of written constitution and for fi lling government and church posi-
tions on the basis of talent rather than of ancestry. Many  were also sharply 
critical of the aristocracy, even as they professed their praise and love for 
the king. Both Colson and Ruault, neither of whom penned pamphlets of 
their own, followed the debates with growing interest. Colson regularly 
stopped by the Palais Royal in central Paris to browse and sometimes to 
buy the latest publications, dozens of which  were appearing on the shop 
stands every day.11



Th e Spirit of ’89

45

By late 1788 and 1789 a concerted opposition to such reform proposals 
was also beginning to emerge. Both the Parlement of Paris (in September 
1788) and a second session of the Assembly of Notables (in December) sup-
ported an or ga ni za tion of the Estates General that would maintain a vote 
by order and the dominance of the aristocracy. Several nobles who had once 
supported liberal reform now reversed their positions and embraced a con-
servative backlash, frightened by the ever- more- radical positions of some 
members of the Th ird Estate. In late 1788 one such noble, Duval d’Eprémesnil, 
formed a reactionary “club” meeting in Paris, said to be frequented by a 
hundred or more nobles who actively promoted conservative candidates for 
the coming elections to the Estates General. Th is “Committee of a Hun-
dred” was undoubtedly far more infl uential among the nobility of the na-
tion than the liberal Committee of Th irty. Th us, by early 1789 a “patriot” 
party and an “aristocratic” party  were already beginning to emerge, or ga-
nized in sharp opposition to one another.12

Th e Creation of the National Assembly

Th e convocation of the Estates General fi nally got under way in March of 
1789. In the end, the king and his council agreed that the number of depu-
ties representing the Th ird Estate would indeed be “doubled,” that they 
would equal the combined number of clerical and noble deputies.13 Although 
the pro cess was complex and diff ered substantially from region to region, 
it represented the broadest and most demo cratic election in Eu ro pe an his-
tory. Within the Th ird Estate, any commoner who paid almost any amount 
of tax could take part. Th e elections  were or ga nized in several stages, so 
that those actually sent to the Estates General would have passed through 
three or even four successive electoral assemblies, an experience that served 
as further training in parliamentary procedures. In most cases, it was the 
best educated and most articulate members of the urban professional and 
commercial classes who ultimately won out. By contrast, the selection of 
noble deputies took place in a single stage and frequently led to the choice 
of the most prestigious aristocrats present. Th e successful use of fear tac-
tics on the part of the conservatives greatly limited the number of liberal 
nobles dispatched to the Estates. As for the clerical deputies, most electoral 
assemblies  were bitterly divided between the noble bishops and the com-
moner parish priests. But  here too the electoral rules  were remarkably 
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demo cratic, so that some two- thirds of the clerical delegation to the Estates 
General would consist of simple parish clergymen.

At least as important as the election of deputies, however, was the provi-
sion that each assembly, at every stage in the pro cess, should draw up a 
statement of grievances or cahier de doléances. Th e practice itself was not 
new and had been a part of the pro cess in centuries past. But in the present 
circumstances, in the midst of the municipal mobilization and the pam-
phlet campaign, it encouraged citizens everywhere to take stock of their 
situation. Th ere  were public debates not only on the problems of state fi -
nances but on a  whole array of social and economic issues that people 
encountered in their daily lives. Some assemblies relied heavily on “model 
cahiers,” brochures circulated in the provinces to encourage people to 
transcend local issues and consider broader, more “liberal” proposals. In 
the end, especially among the Th ird Estate, the cahiers pro cess generated 
soaring expectations, as people began dreaming that many of their hopes— 
some long held, others only just “discovered”— might actually be realized.

Th e Estates General formally began on May 4, as a thousand elected 
deputies from the Clergy, the Nobility, and the Th ird Estate paraded through 
the streets of Versailles, the royal capital some fi fteen kilometers to the west 
of Paris. Not all of the representatives had yet arrived. Some— like those 
from the city of Paris— remained to be elected, and others  were still making 
their way from distant corners of the kingdom and from far- fl ung French 
colonies around the world. But in the cultural language of eighteenth- 
century France, the ordered pro cession of the deputies present— most of 
them bedecked in the appropriate dress of their estate— symbolized the 
unity of France and the hope for a new order in which all elements of society 
might participate. Almost everyone who described the scene that day waxed 
poetic. “Perhaps nothing of its kind,” wrote Ménard de la Groye, “has ever 
surpassed the magnifi cence of this imposing ceremony, admired by all the 
world as the most beautiful ever to have shown on the face of France.”14

Few of those present could have predicted the events that would tran-
spire during the tumultuous weeks that followed.15 Indeed, historians some-
times wonder how the representatives of the Th ird Estate became so rad-
ical so rapidly. In part the representatives’ views had already been profoundly 
transformed by two years of debates in pamphlets and in various provin-
cial and electoral assemblies. It was out of this experience, no doubt, that 
the commoner deputies quickly adopted the strategy of refusing even to 
confi rm their credentials or to or ga nize their sessions until the representa-
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tives of all three orders agreed to sit in the same room and vote by head. 
Th ey  were also encouraged in such a position by the actions, or rather the 
inaction, of the king. Louis had still failed to make a decision on how the 
deputies  were to vote, probably because his advisers  were themselves in 
disagreement. Th ere was also no clear conception as to what the Estates 
might and could accomplish. In theory, they remained a consultative body, 
conceived to support the tax reforms proposed by the government. After two 
years of debates, however, a great many Th ird Estate deputies had come to 
view the body as empowered to go far beyond the discussion of fi scal 
questions. If the king had stepped in early in the pro cess and had given 
the deputies specifi c instructions, it is possible that the majority would 
have accepted some kind of negotiated compromise. Yet the king long 
refrained from intervening in any meaningful way, and the commoners 
came to the conclusion that the good monarch wanted them to debate the 
issues and reach conclusions on their own. Left to their own devices, many 
members of the Th ird drifted toward ever- more- radical positions.

Th is radicalization grew, moreover, through the very situation in which 
the Th ird Estate deputies found themselves. Th ey  were irritated with the 
deputies of the Nobility, not only because of their refusal to consider any 
form of compromise but also because of their haughty and contemptuous 
attitude whenever the commoners encountered them. Th is perception of 
arrogance only further crystallized the impatience of the Th ird Estate to-
ward aristocrats and aristocratic privilege in general. Th e Th ird’s attitude 
was also aff ected by the treatment they received from the general popula-
tion among whom they lived. Th e people of Paris and of Versailles had been 
intensely politicized by the ongoing electoral assemblies, the public readings 
of pamphlets, and the informal debates unrolling throughout the city. Men 
and women ostentatiously supported the commoner deputies, embracing 
them in the streets, off ering them fl owers while they sat in cafés; cheering 
and urging them forward as they deliberated in their hall. With no armed 
forces at their disposal, relying only on the strength of their principles, the 
Th ird Estate readily accepted the people’s support. All of their meetings 
 were open to the public— in sharp contrast to the secret sessions of the 
Nobility and the Clergy. “Th ose voting,” as one deputy wrote, “had to 
draw their energy and their purity from the opinions and attendance of 
the public.”16 It was a fi rst instance of the elite’s reliance on the pop u lar 
classes, a trend that was to have a long and complex history during the 
Revolution.
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Th e early days in Versailles also represented an intense intellectual ex-
perience for the Th ird Estate deputies. Th e initially chaotic meetings— with 
representatives milling about the hall or standing on chairs to give impro-
vised speeches— gradually became more ordered. Despite their original op-
position to any kind of or ga ni za tion, it soon became necessary to appoint 
a president and to assume some semblance of parliamentary procedure. By 
late May and early June, the Th ird entered into a series of passionate de-
bates over the purpose of the Estates General and the objectives they should 
be seeking. Several of the deputies  were gifted orators, and they began to 
share ideas, playing off  one another, learning from one another, while the 
less articulate members listened with rapt attention. In their correspondence 
to friends and family, many individuals conveyed the power of the argu-
ments they heard and the extent to which they  were swayed toward more 
radical positions from one day to the next. Deputies described the meet-
ings as a didactic experience, as a veritable “school of Revolution.”17

As early as May 20 a small group of radicals in the Th ird Estate, led by 
the deputies from Brittany, proposed summoning the other two estates to 
join with them in a common meeting; if the others did not appear, it was 
argued, the Th ird should proceed on its own without them. At the time, 
the proposal was massively rejected in favor of continuing negotiations with 
the Nobility and Clergy in the hope of reaching a compromise. But in early 
June, after a month of inaction and faced with both growing pop u lar pres-
sure and the per sis tent intransigence of the Nobility, a majority of the Th ird 
was persuaded— partly through a speech by Abbé Sieyès— to return to the 
Breton proposal. A formal roll- call was read in the hall of the Th ird Estate 
on June 10, calling out the names of all of the deputies in all three estates. 
In fact, only three clergymen broke ranks and joined with the commoners 
for the roll- call. On June 17, following lengthy debates, the Th ird deputies 
unilaterally converted themselves into a sovereign “National Assembly.” 
Equally dramatic, they declared that all former taxes  were illegal— although 
they would be maintained temporarily until a new fi scal system could be 
put in place. Th e two declarations, both of which would have been un-
imaginable to the majority only a few weeks earlier,  were now accepted with 
near universal assent. Th e representatives sealed their decision with an oath, 
vowing in the name of God, the king, and the nation to faithfully fulfi ll 
their functions as representatives of the nation. On June 19 a majority of 
the Clergy, dominated by the contingent of commoner parish clergymen, 
voted to leave their hall and sit jointly with the new National Assembly.
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Reactionary nobles had long urged the monarch to take a hard line and 
coerce cooperation from the Th ird Estate. Faced with the unpre ce dented 
declarations of June 17 and the Clergy’s decision of June 19, the conserva-
tives  were fi nally able to shake Louis into action. Th e king agreed to return 
in person and make a formal declaration to the “three estates.” In the mean-
time, the hall of the National Assembly was locked, supposedly to rearrange 
the room for the king’s appearance. On June 20, stunned and outraged at 
being closed out of their hall, and cheered on by the crowds following 
their every action, the deputies migrated down the street to an indoor 
tennis court. Th ere they swore a second and far more sweeping oath, never 
to disband as an assembly, even if they  were forced to meet elsewhere, until 
they had drawn up a new constitution and fulfi lled their obligations to the 
nation.

In the “Royal Session” of June 23, Louis XVI adopted almost all of the 
positions of the conservative nobles, rejecting the existence of a “National 
Assembly,” commanding a vote by order on most questions, forbidding the 
Estates from touching any of the rights and privileges of the Nobility without 
their consent, and threatening to dissolve the assembly if the Th ird rejected 
his commands. Although all of the deputies  were then ordered to leave the 
meeting hall, the commoner deputies, by previous agreement, remained 
in their seats. Gilbert Romme, who was watching from the galleries, de-
scribed the scene: “Sorrow and dejection, tempered by admirable courage, 
fi lled every heart and was painted on every face.”18 In a series of rousing 
speeches, several of the assembly’s most powerful orators— Mirabeau, Bar-
nave, Sieyès, Camus— now declared that not even the king could disband 
a National Assembly and that the deputies must remain true to their pre-
vious oaths. Th ey then voted themselves parliamentary immunity: anyone 
attempting to arrest them or disperse them would be guilty of a capital 
off ense. It was yet another dramatic revolutionary escalation.

We know from their private correspondence that a great many deputies 
 were anxious and uncertain by this turn of events and by the apparent op-
position of the king. Once outside their meeting hall and beyond the brave 
words of Mirabeau and the others, they  were beset by doubts and fears. 
Th ey liked to believe that Louis had been misled and badly advised and 
that he would eventually understand the “desires of the nation,” but many 
wondered if they would not do better under the circumstances to accept 
the king’s “compromise.” Yet the new National Assembly received enthu-
siastic approval from a number of other sources. Everywhere they went, as 
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delegations or as individuals, the deputies continued to be cheered and feted 
by the general population of Paris and Versailles. Th e clerical deputies who 
had voted to join with them on June 19 never relinquished their support and 
persisted in meeting with them in the Versailles church where they had 
taken refuge after their hall had been locked. And then, on June 25, 
forty- seven liberal nobles, following a night of soul searching, also aban-
doned their order and began sitting with the National Assembly. Many 
of them came from the greatest aristocratic families of the realm, and as 

Th e Tennis Court Oath, June 20, 1789, by which deputies of the new National 
Assembly vowed to write a Constitution. Th is celebrated depiction by Jacques- 
Louis David well illustrates the spirit of ’89 and the extraordinary fervor with 
which patriots supported the Revolutionary changes. Th e president Bailly stands 
on a table to administer the oath. One can distinguish the abbé Sieyès, sitting just 
beneath Bailly; Mirabeau (right foreground, in a dark coat, striding forward); 
Barnave ( just behind Mirabeau); Robespierre (right of center, baring his breast with 
his two hands); Pétion in front of Robespierre with his back turned; Barère (sitting 
at left, writing his newspaper); and the trio of the Protestant Rabaut Saint- Etienne, 
the priest Grégoire, and the monk Dom Gerle (center foreground). Engraved by 
Jazet, © Coll. Musée de la Révolution française, Domaine de Vizille, MRF 1988.48.



Th e Spirit of ’89

51

they entered the hall, each was introduced separately and welcomed by an 
explosion of applause and emotion.

It was only on the afternoon of June 27, however, that all of the elected 
deputies from all three orders  were fi nally convened together. Shifting his 
position once again, the king now ordered the dissident Nobility and Clergy 
to sit in the combined assembly. Louis persisted in referring to the depu-
ties as the “Estates General.” And many of the nobles and clergymen com-
pelled to sit with the commoners seethed with unforgiving rage— some even 
leaving Versailles to demand the approval of their “constituencies” or to 
abandon the assembly altogether. But for the majority of the deputies and 
for most of the nation looking on, it seemed like a great victory. Jean- Sylvain 
Bailly, the president of the new National Assembly, called for a two- day 
adjournment, and the populations of Paris and the surrounding villages 
and towns gave themselves over to an enthusiastic celebration. For many 
observers, it seemed that the revolution was over— and indeed, a number 
of journalists and deputies now began for the fi rst time to use the word 
“Revolution” to describe the events that had transpired. When the depu-
ties returned they would elect a committee to begin formulating a consti-
tution, a constitution that most believed could be drafted quite rapidly.

Th e Revolution, however, was far from over. Th e patriots liked to tell 
themselves that the king had reversed his position because he had fi nally 
understood the just demands of the nation. But in retrospect, there is evi-
dence that the king was still under the infl uence of conservative advisers 
and that the decision of June 27 was only a ploy, allowing him to play for 
time while a military coup was or ga nized. Within a week everyone was 
aware that large numbers of mercenary troops— most of them German- 
speaking—were being concentrated around Paris and Versailles. And then, 
on July 11, there was the frightening news that Jacques Necker and the other 
liberal members of the king’s council had all been dismissed and replaced 
by archconservatives. What ever the king and his advisers had in mind— and 
historians continue to debate Louis’ motives— the revolutionary dynamic 
would now turn ineluctably toward violence.19

Th e Violence of ’89

In fact, outbreaks of violence had beset the nation during much of the 
previous year. In the beginning the troubles could be traced to a series of 
meteorological accidents which directly coincided— through a strange 
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course of fate— to the period of the Pre- Revolution. On July 13, 1788, just 
as the king was summoning the Estates General, a terrible series of storms 
swept across northern France. A combination of high winds and hail, a veri-
table “hurricane,” as people described it, fl attened much of the ripening 
wheat and left it rotting in the fi elds. In some areas the grain harvest was 
thought to have been reduced by a third or more, a disastrous situation in 
a society in which bread represented such a large proportion of the diet. 
Colson quickly realized the extent of the disaster and the potential eff ects 
for the po liti cal stability of the country: “We fear there may be riots,” he 
wrote in early August, “over the impending rise in the price of bread.” And 
he reported rumors that large numbers of troops  were being brought into 
the Pa ri sian area to protect against the anticipated unrest. By autumn the 
price of bread in Paris and in most of France was already rising rapidly.20

But the situation was made im mensely worse by the harrowing winter 
of 1788– 1789, which may well have been the coldest of the eigh teenth cen-
tury: “without example in human memory,” as one woman in Alsace de-
scribed it.21 For some seven weeks, from late November through the second 
week in January, the cold was particularly intense. By the end of December 
three feet of snow lay on the ground in Champagne, the Loire River 
had three to four feet of ice, and rivers all over France— the Seine, the Saône, 
the Rhône— were frozen solid. Fruit trees split open from the cold, vine-
yards  were badly damaged or killed, and wine bottles froze and exploded 
in people’s cellars. Th e ice on the Seine not only blocked all transportation 
of grain for over forty days but halted the functioning of mills for grinding 
the grain already available. As Gilbert Romme traveled to Paris in December, 
he was reminded of the winters in northern Rus sia, which he had only just 
left. To make matters worse, fountains also froze in many of the cities, and 
it became diffi  cult to obtain water for drinking and cooking. When a thaw 
fi nally began in late January, great blocks of fl oating ice ripped out mills 
and bridges and riverside factories and caused widespread fl ooding. In some 
areas the winter wheat was said to have been “totally destroyed.” It was 
feared that the spring crops would germinate later than usual, postponing 
the normal harvest and causing further upward pressure on bread prices.22

Amateur scholars scoured the archives to fi nd rec ords of worse winters 
at any time in French history. Th ousands died of the cold or the induced 
hunger: “the most horrible famine that men have ever seen,” as a canon 
in Troyes described it. Sickness born of the cold was pervasive in Paris: 
“Everywhere,” wrote Colson, “we hear the sad symphony of coughing.”23 
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But at least as bad as the real famine was the fear of impending famine. 
Rumors spread of wealthy merchants or bakers hoarding grain to capitalize 
on the disaster and push up their profi ts. By midwinter, as prices continued 
to rise, grain revolts began breaking out in towns and rural areas almost 
everywhere. In Berry, Lemaigre reported a constant fear of violence incited 
by bread prices. In Rouen, crowds had “declared war” on bakers whose shops 
 were openly raided. Spreading through fear, spreading through rumors of 
hoarding, spreading through neighboring examples, hundreds of food riots, 
large and small, exploded across the country. Sometimes the rioters turned 
against specifi c groups in society— the nobles or the clergy, for example. 
But for the most part, the uprisings  were focused on the problem of food, 
of fi nding suffi  cient quantities of grain and of compelling merchants and 
bakers to sell it at a “fair price.” One historian has described the rioting 
that winter and spring as constituting the greatest wave of subsistence vio-
lence in the eigh teenth century and perhaps in all French history.24

Everywhere people worried about the large numbers of poor and hungry 
roaming the countryside looking for something to eat. Robber bands or 
“brigands”  were said to be circulating in rural areas, preying on the coun-
trypeople through theft and extortion. Th ere  were stories— some no doubt 
true, some not— of ragged strangers announcing that a peasant’s barn or 
grain supply might suddenly catch fi re if the beggars  were not fed or given 
money. “We’re assaulted  here from every direction by brigands,” wrote 
Lemaigre in central France in December 1788. By April and May there  were 
small- scale panics in some parts of the country, with rumors spreading of 
bands of “brigands” on the move, stealing and burning and raping as they 
went. In the face of such unrest the royal government created a system of 
exceptional courts without appeal, conceived to streamline the prosecution 
of rioters, courts that would prefi gure in some respects the Revolutionary 
Tribunals of 1792 to 1794.25

From April through June there was a relative lull in the rioting.26 Th e 
election of the Estates General and the drafting of local statements of griev-
ances brought even many of the most humble citizens into the po liti cal 
pro cess, and everywhere people  were waiting with high expectations for 
the results of the assembly in Versailles. But as meetings of the Estates Gen-
eral dragged on without results, and as grain prices peaked at the highest 
levels of the century, the increasingly volatile mixture of anticipation and 
fear set everyone’s nerves on edge. In July and August rebellions and panics 
would explode throughout the kingdom, bringing waves of violence even 
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worse than in the spring, unlike anything in France since the seventeenth 
century.

For the po liti cal elites of the nation gathered in Versailles, the most im-
mediate and threatening acts of violence  were those occurring in Paris it-
self. Th e city had been relatively quiet in the years immediately preceding 
the Revolution, and there had been no major collective uprisings since 1775. 
Yet no population was more directly attuned to po liti cal events than the 
Pa ri sians. Long years of religious turmoil between Jansenists and anti- 
Jansenists and de cades of well- publicized struggles between the Parlement 
of Paris and the monarchy had left the citizens of the city suspicious of 
authority and in some cases prepared to criticize the king himself. All ob-
servers agreed, moreover, on the Pa ri sians’ propensity for violence, espe-
cially among males of the artisan and working classes.27

Within weeks after the “hurricane” of July 1788, small grain riots had 
broken out in parts of Paris— much as Colson had feared— although the 
massing of the military in and around the city seems to have cowed the 
population through the spring of the following year. But an event arising 
out of the elections for the Estates General in Paris— organized over a month 
later than in the rest of the country— produced a major revolt at the end 
of April 1789. Th e errant words of two of the electors, misinterpreted and 
misrepresented through the city’s rumor mill— and supposedly mocking 
the subsistence problems of the common people— brought hundreds of men 
and women into the streets in the always restless Saint- Antoine neighbor-
hood on the eastern edge of Paris. Th e attack on the  house of the elector 
Réveillon led to the deaths of several soldiers and of dozens— and perhaps 
hundreds— of the rioters themselves, killed at the time or in the harsh re-
pression that followed.28

Th roughout the months of May and June the citizens of Paris closely 
followed the debates in Versailles and experienced much the same fl uctua-
tions of emotions as the deputies themselves. With the massing of merce-
nary troops around Paris in the fi rst weeks of July and the rumors of an 
impending attack against both the National Assembly and the city, and 
with the continuing increases in the price of bread, anxieties became al-
most unbearable. In nearly every letter, Colson reported frightening ru-
mors, with stories that bread would soon entirely run out and that civil 
war could begin any day.29

On the morning of July 12 the news of the dismissal of Necker and of 
the formation of an archconservative ministry sparked widespread tur-
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moil in the city. Pa ri sians feared for the future of the new National As-
sembly, but they  were perhaps even more frightened by the threat of 
armed invasions of their neighborhoods. Anticipating an attack, men 
barricaded their streets at night and women dug up paving stones and 
carried them to the rooftops, so they could bombard enemy soldiers if 
they should appear. Roving bands of people, some of them led by radical 
elites, attacked military contingents in the city. Th ey also launched a va-
riety of uncoordinated attacks on customs stations and against various 
individuals and convents thought to be hoarding grain. On several occa-
sions royal troops sent to halt the uprisings mutinied and came to the 
support of the people they  were ordered to repress, “remaining deaf to 
the orders of their commander,” as Romme described it. Finally, after a 
day of seething violence, “bourgeois” leaders, who had continued to meet 
in the city’s electoral assemblies, took steps to halt the descent into chaos. 
Pushing aside the Old Regime offi  cials whom they no longer trusted, 
they took control of the Pa ri sian government, eff ecting a veritable mu-
nicipal revolution. At the same time they began reor ga niz ing and greatly 
expanding the city’s “bourgeois” militia, creating a citizens’ guard to keep 
order in the streets.30

Th en, on the afternoon of July 14, semior ga nized groups of Pa ri sians 
found themselves in open battle against the Bastille, the medieval fortress 
with its eight massive stone towers near the eastern edge of the city. Th e 
action began as a peaceful appeal by citizens for arms and ammunition to 
defend themselves. But the ner vous soldiers manning the fortress opened 
fi re on the people in the courtyard below. Soon several hundred artisans, 
shop keep ers, and minor offi  cials, armed with makeshift weapons, entered 
into a full- scale fi refi ght. At a critical moment the people  were assisted by 
a group of professional soldiers who arrived on the scene, some of whom 
positioned a cannon in front of the inner drawbridge. In this situation, the 
commander of the fortress decided to surrender.31

Th e fall of the Bastille did not, however, lead to an end of the violence. 
Close to a hundred Pa ri sians had been killed at the foot of the fortress in 
what seemed for all the world like an ambush, and there  were widespread 
cries for revenge.32 Th e commander and several of the defending soldiers 
 were killed, along with the former po liti cal leader of the city— the prévôt 
des marchands. Colson, who lived nearby, was convinced of the treachery 
of the soldiers who had defended the Bastille, and he readily justifi ed the 
killings. In any case, the heads of several victims  were paraded through 
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the streets on the end of pikes— the razor- sharp pole- like weapons origi-
nally devised for a defense against cavalry. Other suspicious enemies, as 
well as suspected looters, received similar treatment. Romme summarized 
the events: “Any individual who was suspected was immediately led away 
to the city hall and, if he was found guilty, executed. Armed pillage was 
punished on the spot with a bullet through the head.”33 Th ere was also a 
growing mistrust of all nobles in Paris, nobles widely suspected of having 
plotted an attack against the National Assembly and Paris. Th ey  were for-
bidden to leave the city, and many retreated in terror to their residences. 
Th e rumors of ambush, the pop u lar demands for just revenge, the merging 
of fear and anger  were patterns of behavior to be repeated on a number of 
occasions in the coming years.

Attack on the Bastille, July 14, 1789. French citizens and patriotic soldiers attack the 
drawbridge of the Bastille from the inner courtyard, as they are fi red on from above 
by defenders on the ramparts. Over a hundred people  were killed. Jean-François 
Jainet, © Coll. Musée de la Révolution française, Domaine de Vizille, MRF 1988.117.
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All these events  were followed with growing anxiety by the deputies in 
Versailles some twenty kilometers from the city. No one was certain of the 
objectives of the crowds or the extent to which the violence could be con-
tained by the new municipal leaders. Yet everything seemed to change on 
the morning of July 15, when the king, accompanied only by his two brothers 
and a small contingent of troops, suddenly appeared in the deputies’ hall. 
Equally uncertain of the events in Paris and unnerved by the growing 
number of mutinies among royal troops, Louis now announced his ac cep-
tance of the “National Assembly,” with whom he vowed to work for the 
salvation of the nation. Necker was recalled to his post as minister, and 
two days later the king traveled into Paris to be welcomed by its citizens 
with thundering ovations. Within the Assembly itself, those noble depu-
ties who had boycotted the meetings after June 27 declared that they too 
 were ready to cooperate. With such a turn of events, most of the patriot 
elites came to condone the violence of July 14 as a regrettable necessity, imag-
ining that the Pa ri sians had been motivated solely by the desire to save the 
National Assembly.

Th e problem was that the violence persisted, even after the king had em-
braced the Revolution. Particularly mystifying to the patriot deputies was 
the pop u lar torture and murder on July 22 of the royal offi  cial Foulon and 
his son- in- law, the intendant of Paris, Berthier de Sauvigny— both rumored 
to have been involved in grain- hoarding schemes. Th ose who witnessed the 
event on the square adjoining the city hall  were appalled by the “atrocious 
and barbarous acts,” the “unimaginable refi nements of cruelty”— during 
which both men  were decapitated and Foulon’s heart was cut out and car-
ried into the council chambers.34 Th e radical journalist Prudhomme, who 
had previously glorifi ed the events of July with breathless enthusiasm, now 
struggled to understand and explain the continuing violence. In the wake 
of the “tumult of revolutions,” he wrote, “the national character has disap-
peared, and a normally kind and amiable people has become ferocious and 
barbarous.” And he appealed to his fellow citizens: “Frenchmen . . .  your 
hatred is dreadful and appalling. . . .  Your executions are an outrage to hu-
manity and make nature itself shudder.”35

Yet even as the patriots struggled to confront the violence in Paris, chaos 
and anarchy seemed to be spreading across the  whole of France.36 People 
in the provinces had initially received only confused and fragmented ac-
counts of the attack on the Bastille, an attack that seemed threatening and 
terrifying. Wild rumors began spreading of possible harm done to the king 
and queen, and of brigands and bandits being chased from Paris and heading 



Th e Coming of the Terror in the French Revolution

58

for the countryside. Romme himself— and no doubt other Pa ri sians as 
well— contributed to the rumors when he announced to his friends in cen-
tral France that armed vagabonds had been expelled by the Pa ri sian na-
tional guard and  were scattering across the countryside, spreading terror 
to many other regions.37 In Paris and in a few other towns of northern 
France, rumors also spread that great bands of “brigands”— bands who in 
fact never existed— were being paid by the nobility to destroy the ripening 
grain crops— all as part of an aristocratic conspiracy to destroy the Revo-
lution and punish the people. In most of the kingdom, however, it was the 
overwhelming fear of the collapse of authority and of roving bandits at-
tacking homes and villages—not of an aristocratic conspiracy— that set off  
one of the most extraordinary mass panics in history, known to contem-
poraries and to historians since as the “Great Fear.”

Th ere had been talk for months of the threat of criminal bands, and some-
times during the spring of 1789 stories of approaching “brigands” had 
sparked local alarms. But in late July and August a series of chain- reaction 
panics, moving from village to village, from town to town, swirled and criss-
crossed over hundreds of kilometers, ultimately aff ecting nearly three- fourths 
of the kingdom. One wave of fear, descending from the north, even en-
tered Paris itself, with rumors coursing through neighborhoods of ma-
rauding brigands attacking the northern suburbs of Saint- Denis and the 
Champs- Elysées. In some instances the terror led to the hysterical fl ight of 
men, women, and children into nearby woods or caves or to the nearest 
town. Th ere  were numerous reports of miscarriages among pregnant women, 
traumatized by the rumors. But in other cases, local people did their 
best to or ga nize a defense, arming themselves with what ever they could 
fi nd, throwing up impromptu barricades, or even marching out to confront 
the imagined attackers. Particularly in the towns, citizens sought to es-
tablish local militias for their protection. Often they also took steps to 
replace or reor ga nize their municipal governments, deemed incompetent 
or unpatriotic. Th ere was thus a wave of “municipal revolutions,” some-
times in direct imitation of the events in Paris, and more or less violent 
depending on local personalities and circumstances. But in most cases, all 
social groups in the community initially drew together in an attempt to stop 
the spreading chaos, with the new urban leaders and militia offi  cers chosen 
from local nobles and clergymen as well as from commoners.

Yet not all regions of the kingdom knew such social solidarity. In addi-
tion to the chain- reaction panics, seven smaller zones  were touched by vi-
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olent peasant uprisings, uprisings that  were sometimes linked to the Great 
Fear but that usually developed in de pen dently. In parts of lower Normandy, 
Hainaut, Alsace, Franche- Comté, Mâconnais, Dauphiné, and Vivarais, 
thousands of rural people, impelled by a diversity of local grievances,  rose 
up in rebellion. Th e target of choice was usually the nobility, and dozens 
of chateaus  were attacked and sometimes burned, as the countrypeople 
sought to punish hated individual lords or even to destroy the seigneurial 
system altogether. In some cases uprisings  were instigated by rumors that 
the king himself had ordered the people to attack the nobility. But the in-
surgents could also threaten any or all of those groups who had oppressed 
them in the past. Local clergy, tax collectors, royal administrators, munic-
ipal offi  cers, Jews, own ers of small factories, or middle- class landlords and 
money lenders: all might fi nd themselves under attack, depending on the 
local region and the social situation.38

Exhilaration and Anxiety

Th e deputies of the National Assembly— as municipal leaders throughout 
the country— agonized over how they might bring a halt to the violence 
and anarchy spreading across the kingdom. Just as people in the provinces 
 were often misinformed and confused by the events in Paris, so too the 
patriot leaders in Versailles had great diffi  culty discovering what was actu-
ally taking place in the countryside. From the beginning there was a ten-
dency to confl ate the panic of the Great Fear with the peasant rebellions, 
so that many concluded the  whole nation was in a state of insurrection. 
Th e great debates in late July and early August over how to end the 
chaos— whether through repression or appeasement or some combination 
of both— deeply divided the deputies and led to the emergence of a fi rst 
major factional divide among the patriots. In the end, the view that concili-
ation was the best means of bringing peace to the nation was a major factor 
in the spectacular decrees voted on the eve ning of August 4.

Already at the beginning of August a certain number of radicals had 
begun discussing the possibility of reducing or abolishing some of the more 
onerous seigneurial dues and obligations.39 During the night of August 3 
a plan was developed by members of the so- called Breton Club, the 
 informal group of liberal deputies from various provinces meeting with 
the delegation from Brittany. A liberal noble would step before the As-
sembly and off er to renounce the seigneurial dues owed to him personally. 
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Th ree other commoner deputies would then promote the idea and paint 
the evils of the seigneurial system in general. But once the maneuver 
had been executed in the eve ning session of August 4, the  whole Assembly 
seemed swept away by an “electric whirlwind” of generosity— as Mirabeau 
put it. Numerous deputies rushed forward to propose additional suppres-
sions of a  whole range of Old Regime institutions. Not only all of the sei-
gneurial dues but seigneurial courts, the lords’ hunting rights, the salt tax 
and other excise taxes, venality of offi  ce, the royal administrative system, 
the clerical tithes, and plurality of benefi ces  were all swept away. Perhaps 
equally important  were the renunciations of provincial and municipal priv-
ileges of all kinds, with the assumption that every French citizen would 
henceforth share in the same equal rights. Moved by fear, moved by gen-
erosity, moved by a sentiment of national fraternity— moved no doubt by 
all at once— nobles, clergymen, and commoners, both radicals and con-
servatives, participated in this hecatomb of Old Regime institutions and 
privileges.40 Toward two  o’clock in the morning, at the end of the epic 
session, sixteen articles of renunciations  were drawn up and accepted by 
acclamation.

In fact, many of the most dramatic “suppressions” would be implemented 
only during a transitional period of more than a year. And despite the dep-
uties’ declaration that they had “abolished feudalism,” a number of the sei-
gneurial rights would still be considered as “property,” and the peasants 
would be required to purchase their freedom at a substantial cost. Yet the 
thrill and inspiration of the moment cannot be underestimated. Th e jour-
nalist Prudhomme painted the scene in Paris, when people fi rst heard word 
of the August 4 decrees. Everywhere, on all the major streets and bridges, 
groups of citizens began gathering and talking and shouting out the news 
to passersby. “Th e exhilaration of joy spread quickly to every heart. We con-
gratulated one another. And in our enthusiasm, we christened our depu-
ties ‘the Fathers of the Country.’ It seemed as though a new day was breaking 
over France. . . .  Everywhere there  were feelings of fraternity, sweet frater-
nity.” When Gaultier de Biauzat tried to write home, he found he was “at 
a loss to express to you the grandeur and the beauty” of what had just trans-
pired. He wished, he said, that he had the powers of a poet.41

Just two weeks later the National Assembly took up the issue of a gen-
eral declaration of rights within the new regime. Th e debates  were far more 
arduous and contentious, however, than on August 4, and they would drag 
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on for almost a week. While the majority of deputies agreed on many of 
the fundamental “rights of man,” a number of nobles and clergymen  were 
convinced they must add a “declaration of duties,” and an amendment to 
that eff ect was defeated by only a slim margin. Th e representatives also 
wrangled at length over the precise wording of several of the articles. Th e 
most controversial concerned religious toleration, whether Catholicism 
should be considered the offi  cial state religion, and whether Protestants and 
Jews should be treated as equals. In the end, the  whole question was left 
ambiguous—“none should be troubled because of their opinions, even 
religious”— in a decision that pleased neither liberals nor conservatives. At 
the time several of the formulations  were considered to be temporary com-
promises to be reconsidered at a later date, when the Assembly was not pre-
occupied with so many other pressing issues. Nevertheless, the “Declara-
tion of the Rights of Man and the Citizen” rapidly came to be treated as a 
second foundation document of the Revolution, honored with reverence 
by all good patriots.

In their scholarly analysis of causes and eff ects, of personalities and al-
liances, of movements and countermovements, historians writing about 1789 
sometimes overlook the extraordinary emotional experience of those who 
lived through such events. Whether they directly participated in the As-
sembly or followed its achievements at second hand, contemporaries  were 
exuberant with joy and amazement. Letters written during the summer of 
1789  were fi lled with a kaleidoscope of impressions, scraps of images and 
memories jotted down pell- mell, as observers struggled to understand and 
describe their emotions. “Future generations,” wrote Dr. Campmas, “will 
fi nd it diffi  cult to believe the events of this year.” Th ey  were in awe that 
they achieved so much so rapidly, and numerous witnesses drew on the 
meta phor of eons of time compressed into days. Th e month of July, as one 
observer put it, “contained the events of an entire century.” Dominique 
Garat was quite overwhelmed. “It was scarcely two years ago,” he said, 
“that we fi rst began hearing those extraordinary and moving words, ‘indi-
vidual liberty,’ ‘national liberty,’ ‘constitution.’ And during those two years, 
so many events have pressed one upon another, so many revolutionary 
new insights have emerged among us, that one might say  whole ages have 
gone by.” 42

Th e Night of August 4 and the Declaration of Rights seemed all the more 
amazing in that hardly anyone had anticipated them. To be sure, during 
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the previous century virtually all of the individual elements of those de-
crees had been proposed by one writer or another, at one time or another. 
But before that summer few of the future Revolutionaries had even imag-
ined that the totality of such changes was a real possibility. Th e declara-
tions of the National Assembly went far beyond the demands of the great 
majority of the French population, as expressed in their statements of griev-
ances just fi ve months earlier. Brissot wrote of “this totally unexpected 
event”; Prudhomme of “this unforeseen blessing.” For Ruault, it was as if 
they suddenly awoke to fi nd that “woodcutters had brought down an en-
tire forest in a few hours.” As Garat remembered it several years later, it 
was only in the summer of 1789 that “I began to hope . . .  that ideas, which 
up until then had seemed only the stuff  of dreams, could actually be real-
ized on earth.” 43

Many  were convinced that the transformations they  were witnessing 
could have been eff ected only by divine intervention. “All that has trans-
pired,” wrote the deputy Th éodore Vernier in August, “is clearly the eff ect 
of Providence.” 44 When news of the recent decrees arrived in the prov-
inces, local leaders ordered special church ceremonies in which the clergy 
intoned the Te Deum, the traditional liturgy of thanksgiving off ered up to 
Heaven. Elsewhere there  were collective oathtaking ceremonies, with citi-
zens, men and women, making a solemn religious pledge to adhere to all 
the National Assembly’s decrees. Th e waves of oathtaking not only rein-
forced the new bonds of citizenship uniting the population but also served 
as a powerful symbol of the transfer of sovereignty to the community as a 
 whole.45

Numerous witnesses returned repeatedly in their letters to the image of 
a new age and a new man to emerge from the extraordinary events of that 
summer. “Now everything will change,” wrote Ruault in late July, “morals, 
opinions, laws, customs, administration. Soon we will all be new men.” 
Romme elaborated at length on the novelty of the new conception of the 
state. While virtually all other governments  were based on “force, ambi-
tion, and ignorance,” the French “want to create a regime founded on reason 
and justice, as the sole guarantees of liberty and the natural rights of man.” 
And he described how the events of the Revolution had come to totally 
dominate their lives: “It so utterly captures our attention and absorbs our 
time, that any other activity has become almost impossible.” 46 Th ere was 
no better example of the transformative power of emotion in a time of revo-
lution, pushing events forward further and faster than anyone could have 
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imagined only a few months earlier. For a great many people, the experi-
ence that summer and the ensuing commitment to the new system of po-
liti cal values had all the impact and power of a religious conversion, with 
much the same intensity of commitment as in the Protestant Reformation 
250 years earlier.

In the generosity of the moment, many Revolutionaries urged patience 
and tolerance for those fellow citizens— the nobles and the upper clergy in 
particular— who  were obviously having diffi  culty accepting the new system 
of values, the ethos of liberty and equality that was integral to the “new 
man.” Both Jacques Brissot and the marquis de Lafayette promoted clem-
ency for all those who had previously opposed the Revolution. In the As-
sembly patriot deputies supported reconciliation and fraternity, and many 
 were hopeful that with time, the recalcitrant nobles could be convinced to 
“renounce the prejudices of their education.” Th roughout the month of July 
they encouraged the noble and clerical deputies to participate in Assembly 
debates. As one gentleman recalled, “for the time being the orators of 
the Th ird Estate yielded up the rostrum; the nobles, they said, should be 
 allowed to speak their mind.” Similar policies might also be advocated 
by provincial leaders. Antoine- Claire Th ibaudeau underscored the speech 
of a local patriot in Poitiers: “Citizen nobles, your minds have tempo-
rarily gone astray, but your hearts have not. You will lose nothing in the 
Revolution.” 47

Yet the patience and forbearance of the patriot Revolutionaries  were not 
unlimited. Th ere  were bounds beyond which negotiation and compromise 
would always be unacceptable. Having once tasted the new system of lib-
erty and equality, they could no longer abide the return to an authoritarian 
government or a hierarchical society based on birth. If they rapidly grew 
impatient and intolerant with the opposition, their intolerance came from 
their fervent belief that the values in question  were necessary for the new 
society they had come to envision and that patriots must be prepared to 
do what ever necessary to save the Revolution and preserve those gains. Th is 
was the spirit in which French men and women everywhere would soon 
begin swearing an oath to “Live free or die!”

Indeed, throughout 1789 and throughout much of the Revolution the 
exuberant enthusiasm for change and the hopes for the future  were always 
bound together with fear and anxiety: fear of the chaos generated by 
Revolution, fear of the potential for revenge by those whose special rank 
and privileges had been stripped away by the sweeping transformations. 
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Th e uneasiness and anxiety for the future had already been evident on the 
eve of the Estates General. In March of 1789 Colson had shared his ap-
prehensions with his friend in Berry: “France,” he wrote, “is faced with 
a future that could be either extraordinarily fortunate or extraordinarily 
unfortunate. Not in the last ten centuries has there been such a crisis, a 
crisis that before the end of the year will either raise the nation to 
the summit of power and grandeur, or reduce her to utter calamity and 
destruction.” 48

As the summer progressed and as the waves of panic and violence touched 
nearly every province of the country, the anxiety and volatility became even 
more intense. By August it was evident to almost everyone that the abso-
lute monarchy had crumbled and that the nation was faced with a veri-
table interregnum until new po liti cal and administrative structures could 
be established in the place of the old. Ruault returned to this theme again 
and again, despite all his enthusiasm for the po liti cal changes and the “new 
man” that he hoped would emerge: “Th e most diffi  cult is having simulta-
neously to tear down and rebuild on the same terrain; during the interval 
one must live in the street or under a tent. Th is is what happens with the 
collapse of all power and all royal authority.” In late August Rosalie Jul-
lien poured out her anxiety to her husband, who was away on business in 
southern France: “We are pushed about by so many currents, we are agi-
tated by such diverse passions . . .  that it is like whirlwinds rushing and 
colliding in a violent storm.” 49 Th e crisis of power and authority, the fear 
of incipient anarchy  were to continue for many long months and lead to a 
 whole range of problems for the Revolution and the Revolutionaries.

Th e October Days

During the months of August and September the tensions and threats of 
violence only slowly abated. Although the peak of the turmoil had occurred 
in July, the reverberations of the Great Fear and the peasant uprisings con-
tinued to unsettle the countryside well into the autumn, with several mini- 
panics and new sightings of “brigands” recorded in various parts of the 
kingdom.50 In early August Colson’s colleague in Berry, the local agent for 
the noble family they both served, was threatened by the peasants and had 
to be placed in protective custody. In September there  were reports of con-
tinued rioting in Châteauroux, Vierzon, and Orléans. And there was seem-
ingly unending agitation in Paris itself, as a series of bread riots and labor 
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protests broke out. Members of the Revolutionary municipal government 
 were threatened, and rumors circulated of a plan to lynch Lafayette, the 
commander of the new national guard. Th ere  were newspaper stories of 
bands of aristocrats pouring into the city, some said to be plotting to kidnap 
the king and launch a counterrevolution. Fears of grain shortages  were also 
rising once again. Colson, Ruault, Jullien, and many of the National As-
sembly deputies in Versailles all commented on the diffi  culties of fi nding 
bread. One had to line up at the bakery by four  o’clock in the morning in 
order to obtain a loaf. Th e bread sold was of such poor quality that many 
complained it was making them ill, and the city was forced to mobilize the 
national guard to protect the bakers. In mid- September, Colson partici-
pated in a special forty- hour prayer session in his parish church, beseeching 
God for a return of peace and prosperity to the city and the kingdom.51

In the midst of such concerns, a crucial debate was unrolling in the Na-
tional Assembly over the powers to be given to the king in the new Con-
stitution.52 Led by Joseph Mounier and many of his colleagues from the 
province of Dauphiné, a group of moderates began advocating strong royal 
authority to hold the nation together, a government in which the king would 
hold an absolute veto over any laws voted by the legislature. Th e coalition— 
known to historians as the “Monarchiens”— developed the most highly or-
ga nized po liti cal block in the Assembly, with regular eve ning meetings to 
determine strategy and maintain voting discipline. Soon the group had at-
tracted a following among the more moderate members of the clergy and 
nobility, and an alliance with certain reactionary nobles who sought to ex-
ploit the demo cratic pro cess to defeat the radicals at their own game. Th e 
lengthy debate between those who urged an absolute veto and those who 
advocated no veto at all fi nally ended in the compromise of a “suspensive 
veto.” Yet such an arrangement potentially allowed the king to block laws 
for up to six years, leaving many deputies angry and disgruntled. Th e  whole 
issue was even more disconcerting for the “Left” of the Assembly in that 
Louis had still never formally accepted the August 4 decrees or the Decla-
ration of Rights.53

Th e factional confrontations in the Assembly  were yet another cause of 
the continued unrest in Paris. Th roughout August and September crowds 
gathered daily at the Palais Royal in central Paris, where they  were harangued 
by various self- appointed speakers standing on tables to make themselves 
heard. Attacks  were leveled not only against the aristocrats but against the 
Monarchiens as well, with some demanding a purge of all those deputies 
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supporting a royal veto. At the end of August, the radicals in the Palais 
Royal even attempted a march on Versailles to convey their views to the 
king and the Assembly— although the movement was quickly blocked by 
Lafayette and units of the national guard.

However, the idea of such a march continued to be discussed by the Pa-
ri sians. Passions  were aggravated with reports of a reception in the king’s 
palace, in which aristocratic offi  cers in the presence of the queen had in-
sulted the Revolutionary symbol of the “cocarde”— the tricolor target- like 
badge now worn by all patriots. On the morning of October 5, upset by 
the recent events in Versailles and tired of standing in bread lines, several 
hundred Pa ri sian women began mobilizing. Colson saw them walking 
through the street below his window, laughing and mocking the men who 
watched them pass by, men who readily teased them in return. Mercier 
too underscored the carnival- like atmosphere: “It would be diffi  cult to 
imagine the exuberance, the turbulence, the comic exhilaration . . .  the cries, 
the noise, the picture of an ancient saturnalia.” But the women displayed 
anger and violence as well as wit. Many of them  were ostentatiously armed 
with simple weapons, knives or small swords. Th eir fi rst objective was the 
city hall, where they apparently went looking for arms and where they 
threatened to lynch a clergyman whom they found standing nearby.54 Th en, 
accompanied by a smaller number of men, they set out on the long route 
through the city and westward across the countryside toward the royal cha-
teau, slogging through an increasingly heavy downpour. As they made their 
way they recruited other women, some joining with enthusiasm, others 
through coercion. Th ey fi nally arrived in Versailles toward nightfall and 
burst into the National Assembly, soaked and bedraggled.55 Although the 
women’s principal demand was for bread, they clearly had a sense of the 
po liti cal situation and insulted and threatened several of the Monarchien 
deputies. Th e situation became more dangerous with the arrival of thou-
sands of men, national guardsmen led by Lafayette, as well as other unor-
ga nized bands of Pa ri sians.

Eventually the Assembly leadership took a delegation of women to see 
the king, who met them in the palace and promised to consider their de-
mands for bread. But early the next morning the crowds of women and 
men, who had spent the night outside in the rain, grew unruly once again. 
Several palace guards  were attacked and killed, and hundreds of people 
broke into the palace itself. Th e king and queen escaped unharmed. But 
Louis was terrifi ed for the safety of his family, and he now agreed not only 
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to do what he could to increase the bread supply but to accept all the Au-
gust decrees and the initial articles of the Constitution. Equally signifi cant, 
he promised to move his residence to the Tuileries Palace, the western wing 
of the Louvre in central Paris. Within a week the National Assembly would 
follow the monarch and set themselves up in an indoor riding stadium a 
few hundred meters from the Tuileries. Henceforth both the king and the 
Assembly would reside in the midst of the most intensely politicized city 
in all of France.

Market women leave Paris en route to Versailles, October 5, 1789. One woman is 
astride a cannon pulled by other women, some carry ing pikes. Another stands up 
above the cannon and urges other women to follow them. Th ey are accompanied 
by a few men, though the main force of national guardsmen would follow only 
later. Jean-François Jainet, © Coll. Musée de la Révolution française, Domaine de 
Vizille, MRF 1984.661.
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Th e October Days left a powerful impression on everyone who lived 
through them. A great many deputies and middle- class Pa ri sians  were deeply 
shaken. It was often their fi rst direct contact with the violence of the crowds, 
and the experience was nothing less than traumatic. One clerical deputy 
suff ered a ner vous breakdown and was incapacitated for weeks. Others felt 
profoundly disillusioned with the actions of “the people,” whom they once 
thought they knew and who now seemed foreign and incomprehensible. 
Rosalie Jullien found the episode enormously upsetting: “I am overwhelmed 
with sadness,” she wrote to her husband, “and remain at home, without 
personal fears but only with prayers to heaven for the stability of the state.”56

Yet other Revolutionary elites— almost all of them future radicals— were 
ready to see the people’s violence as a regrettable necessity. Th e deputy 
Goupilleau expressed satisfaction with this “second revolution,” the capit-
ulation of the king, and the humiliation of the aristocracy. Th e journalist 
Brissot also emphasized the positive results of the event. In order not to 
“diminish the joy of this memorable day,” he wrote, “they must cover the 
recent bloody incidents with a patriotic veil.” Others went out of their way 
to attribute the violence to the people’s misery. Romme went even further. 
He was increasingly convinced, he wrote to his friend, that violence itself 
had a role in the transformation of France and that rational argument might 
not always suffi  ce. If they  were ever to convert the  whole population to the 
blessings of the Revolution, “reason will perhaps need to be accompanied 
with terror.”57

It had been an extraordinary, exuberant, and tumultuous year. For the 
majority of the townspeople the great declarations of August, abolishing 
feudalism and announcing the Rights of Man, would remain engraved in 
their memories as they  were engraved on the tablets of town halls and club 
rooms throughout France. To the end of his life the Paris windowmaker 
Jacques Ménétra would never forget the events of that summer, which 
“were to lead us to freedom and give us laws worthy of a great people,” a 
time when all “men saw themselves as brothers.”58 For a great many men 
and women the very concept of identity seemed to have mutated in 1789. 
Th e transformed sense of self, of the new links among individuals and 
between individuals and the state was integral to the image of the “new 
man” that was so pervasive in the writings of the period. It was an image 
evoking a sense of brotherhood and nationhood that was part and parcel of 
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the “spirit of ’89.” Among our Revolutionary witnesses, the very tone and 
character of the correspondence seemed to change during the year. Col-
son’s business notes became ever more politicized, his comments on current 
events, previously consisting of only a few lines, now consuming entire let-
ters. So too Ruault’s Voltairian sarcasm and bemused detachment  were 
replaced by a far more serious and passionate style. Faulcon was self- 
conscious about similar changes in his prose: “I can neither feel in my heart 
nor express with my pen that happy cheerfulness with which I formally 
seasoned my writings.” In the present situation, “It is impossible for a well- 
intentioned man not to paint the situation in somber colors.”59

For the year 1789 had a darker side. It was impossible to have lived through 
those months without retaining a deep sense of uncertainty— intermixed 
at times with anxiety and suspicion. If 1789 was extolled as a year of lib-
erty, it could also be described as “a terrible year.” 60 It had begun with the 
most frightful winter anyone could remember. Th ereafter there had been 
hundreds of grain riots and thousands of deaths through starvation, fol-
lowed by a summer of violence and chaos in Paris and the provinces and a 
terrifying panic that touched much of the country— the “year of the Fear,” 
as people still remembered it in the mid- nineteenth century.61 Th e events 
of those months prefi gured and foreshadowed many of the problems that 
would plague the Revolution for years to come: the rapidly evolving power 
vacuum, the emergence of a counterrevolution in sharp opposition to the 
new ideals, the rise of factional divisions among the patriots, and the pe-
riodic explosions of pop u lar violence.



Over the following year the new National Assembly, the “Constit-
uent” Assembly as it now called itself, set out with great energy to write a 
constitution and create a new regime from the wreckage of the old. Th e 
deputies who made up that body  were, in many respects, a remarkable group 
of individuals. A certain number emerged as exceptional orators, capable 
of infl uencing the  whole assembly through the power of their logic and their 
rhetoric. Th ere was the impassioned speaker, writer, and journalist, Count 
Mirabeau; the young lawyer from Grenoble, Antoine Barnave, only twenty- 
eight years old; the veteran of the American Revolution, Alexandre Lameth, 
scion of one of the great noble families of France; the golden- voiced Prot-
estant pastor, Jean- Paul Rabaut Saint- Etienne; and the two staunch de-
fenders of the common man, Jérôme Pétion and Maximilien Robespierre. 
But a great many others— whose names are remembered today only by 
specialists— were at least as infl uential, working long hours behind the 
scenes in committee meetings or on the fl oor of the legislature.

Th e deputies had not only to terminate all those institutions abolished 
on the Night of August 4 but also to create entirely new administrative, 
tax, and judicial systems, along with new civil and penal codes, while simul-
taneously pursuing sweeping reforms of the military, the police, and the 
clergy. Moreover, the reforming vision of the patriot deputies continued 
to expand, with a number of new Revolutionary moments: the projected 
nationalization of church property in November 1789, the emancipation 
of the Protestants in December, the suppression of monastic orders in Feb-
ruary 1790, and the abolition of the nobility in June of that year. Th e task 
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was all the more daunting in that decisions involved such an exceptionally 
large and often unwieldy body of legislators— close to 1,200 men, compared 
to the 558 members of the contemporary  House of Commons or the mere 
106 in the U.S.  House of Representatives.1

Th roughout this period it was the hope of virtually all of the patriots 
that they might work hand in hand with the king. Th e monarch was widely 
perceived as the vital center, essential for the unity of the new nation. It 
was a view that had found pop u lar expression in the statements of griev-
ances in March 1789 and that continued to be expounded in letters received 
by the Assembly from citizens throughout the kingdom.2 A monarchy was, 
after all, the only system the French had ever known, and for the present 
hardly anyone considered the possibility of a nation without a king. Among 
the Assembly’s earliest constitutional decisions— in September 1789— was 
that France should remain a hereditary monarchy in the male line. Even the 
fi rebrand Jean- Paul Marat would continue to praise the king through the 
end of the year.3

In retrospect, however, we know that the king was profoundly unhappy 
with the Revolution as it developed after June 1789, and especially after 
the October Days, so traumatic and unsettling for Louis and his entou-
rage. In a secret letter to his cousin, the king of Spain, written soon after 
the October events, he formally repudiated all those acts passed by the As-
sembly since the fall of the Bastille, acts that he felt had been extorted 
through intimidation; and he embraced a traditional image of authoritarian 
kingship. His eff orts to bring about necessary reform had, in his view, been 
perverted by a small conspiracy of radicals, unrepresentative of the French 
population as a  whole. Th ereafter, he seems to have followed a politique du 
pire, assuming that the Revolution would soon fall apart through an ac-
cumulation of unworkable laws.4 Yet the patriots had no inkling of Louis’ 
inner sentiments. Th ey preferred to believe that the king was essentially 
well meaning and that he had now reconciled himself to the Revolution.

Th e Edge of Anarchy

As the constitutional framework for the new central government began to 
take shape in Paris, however, the nation was swept by a crisis of authority 
unlike anything the French had experienced in their lifetime. In the thinking 
of the National Assembly, most of the structures of the Old Regime  were to 
be maintained, to carry on business as usual until a new set of institutions 
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could be created to take their place. But after all that had happened during 
the fi rst summer of the Revolution, business as usual was scarcely a viable 
option, and many of those institutions  were soon on the verge of collapse. 
Th e intendancy system, the linchpin of administration under the absolute 
monarchy, had already been seriously weakened in the two years before the 
Revolution, especially when the intendants had been forced to share power 
with the provincial assemblies.5 But it was the brutal murder of the inten-
dant of Paris, Berthier de Sauvigny, in July 1789 that struck terror in the 
hearts of all royal administrators. In the weeks that followed, numerous 
intendants resigned or abandoned their posts, along with their local agents, 
the subdelegates. “All the intendants,” reported Nicolas Ruault, “are 
deserting their posts, abandoning their offi  ces, and fl eeing as rapidly as 
possible.” Even those who stayed on until they  were formally dismissed 
in the summer of 1790 had essentially lost all their authority, and did little 
more than pass along decrees from the National Assembly.6

Th e intendants, moreover,  were not the only royal offi  cials to experience 
the loss of their legitimacy. Tax collectors, police commissioners, and those 
in charge of the grain supply fl ed for their lives or lay low throughout the 
summer and sometimes long afterward.7 Th e judiciary was also deeply af-
fected. Th e decrees of August 4 had abolished the seigneurial courts, the 
most important form of justice at the parish level, and though the seigneurial 
judges  were supposed to continue functioning until they  were replaced, they 
 were widely ignored and disobeyed. Even the highest courts of the land, 
the parlements,  were reduced to a shadow of their former selves. In Paris, 
the parlementary magistrates ceased all activity during the mid- July crisis 
and never again convened as a full body. Th e National Assembly ordered 
them to remain permanently “on vacation” after the summer recess and 
thereafter their functions  were assumed by a small vacation chamber or 
by the local Châtelet court in Paris. Judges in the lower royal courts, ac-
cused of having favored the privileged orders under the Old Regime,  were 
now widely scorned or ignored. Many of them simply ceased making judg-
ments, especially since there was often no reliable police to enforce their 
decisions. Th ey  were also wary of vigilante actions by crowds of people— 
like those who had murdered offi  cials in Paris. In November 1789 the min-
ister of justice, Champion de Cicé, noted the diffi  culties encountered by 
any judge who attempted to rule against pop u lar sentiments: “It would be 
altogether cruel to compel them to maintain a function that would put 
their lives in danger.”8
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Th e National Assembly itself was only too well aware of the breakdown 
of authority penetrating much of the kingdom. Mirabeau lamented the 
present situation in which all recognized authority, he felt, had ceased to 
exist. “Th ere is no longer a king,” wrote Adrien Duquesnoy, “nor a par-
lement, nor an army, nor a police; . . .  All rights and all duties are ignored; . . .  
Anarchy is increasing and will continue to increase.”9 In such a state of 
aff airs, and in their urgent eff ort to hold the country together, the Assembly 
and the royal ministers  were forced to improvise. Th ey communicated as 
best they could with the intermediary commissions of the provincial as-
semblies or with what ever remnants of the Old Regime bureaucracy  were 
still in operation. Th ey also worked through individual deputies, who  were 
encouraged to send decrees and declarations directly to the local electoral 
assemblies or correspondence committees with whom they had remained 
in contact.10 It soon became clear, however, that the only administrative 
bodies still consistently functioning with some mea sure of legitimacy  were 
the town governments.

To be sure, municipal politics throughout the realm often remained tur-
bulent and unsettled. Th e “municipal revolution” that had begun in Paris 
in July continued to spread, as local citizens attempted to modify or oust 
the Old Regime oligarchies that had controlled their towns for generations. 
Faced with the need to defend themselves from the imagined “brigands” 
during the Great Fear and from the growing chaos in the countryside, 
groups all over France set up emergency committees to take charge of local 
aff airs. Such transformations frequently began in the provincial capitals 
and then spread by example to the smaller towns. Sometimes through vi-
olent revolts, more often through various forms of persuasion and coercion, 
the former municipal leaders  were forced to stand aside or associate them-
selves with the patriots or at least substantially change their ways and em-
brace the Revolutionary values of liberty and democracy. Sometimes the 
new “permanent committees” set up in the towns  were the direct heirs of 
the improvised patriot groups fi rst formed in 1788, prior to the convoca-
tion of the Estates General.11

In almost every case, the fi rst act of the reformed town government was 
to declare its allegiance to the National Assembly. Th roughout the last 
months of 1789 the Assembly was fl ooded with hundreds of letters of 
adherence. Formal statements of loyalty  were frequently reinforced by 
collective oaths sworn by the  whole population— men, women, and 
children— in dramatic ceremonies or ga nized in the town square or before 
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the city hall. Imitating the oaths of the deputies in June 1789 or adhering to 
the decrees of August 4, citizens everywhere raised their hands and vowed 
to be faithful to “the nation, the law, and the king.”12 Th e enormous re-
serves of devotion and enthusiasm for the National Assembly displayed by 
the townspeople would be of immea sur able value in holding the nation 
together during the dangerous interregnum that followed the summer of ’89.

In the short term, however, this “municipalization” of the Revolution 
also had its drawbacks. Even as they proclaimed their allegiance to the Con-
stituent Assembly, some of the towns began acting as veritable mini- 
republics, eager to assert their in de pen dence after years of domination by 
the Old Regime bureaucracy. Several proceeded unilaterally to raise their 
own taxes, arrest suspects, and issue “ordinances” or “proclamations”— 
normally the prerogative of a sovereign body— all in the name of “public 
security” and pop u lar sovereignty. Faced with the chaos of the surrounding 
countryside, they also created paramilitary “national guard” forces, mobi-
lized to intervene against rural and urban uprisings and to ensure supplies 
of grain for their citizenry.13

Th e deputies in Paris realized the dangers of such a situation, and they 
placed a high priority on creating a new administrative system that would 
tie the nation together. After lengthy debates in the fall and winter of 1789– 
1790, they established a four- level hierarchy of departments, districts, can-
tons, and municipalities, in descending order.14 To see to the judicial needs 
of the new regime, they also created a network of tribunals at the district 
and departmental— and eventually national— levels. Both the tribunals and 
the administrative bodies  were to be elected by the local population. In 
defi ning the electorate, however, the majority of the Assembly made the 
fateful decision of limiting suff rage and the pool of potential offi  ceholders 
to “active citizens,” those men who paid a certain minimum amount of 
taxes. Th e creation of this two- tiered system of “active” and “passive” citi-
zens would be vigorously opposed by a small group of deputies, led by Pé-
tion and Robespierre. Th e demand for universal male suff rage would soon 
become one of the major bones of contention between radicals and mod-
erates in the Assembly.

In February 1790 formal elections  were or ga nized to replace the provi-
sional municipal governments. It was a signal moment in the Revolution 
in that demo cratic elections  were now instituted not only in the towns but 
in thousands of villages throughout the realm that had not previously been 
touched by such changes. Even though the electorate was limited to “ac-
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tive citizens,” it was a major step in instructing the population in the work-
ings of democracy and self- government. Th e creation of the upper levels of 
the administration, however, took substantially longer. Unlike the munici-
palities, there  were no institutional pre de ces sors for the districts and de-
partments. Special commissioners  were appointed to oversee the pro cess 
of setting up lists of eligible voters, or ga niz ing elections, and mediating the 
struggles that frequently arose between competing towns and regions within 
the new departments.15 It was well into the summer of 1790 before the new 
offi  cials  were in place. Th e law courts created by the Constituent Assembly 
required even more time before they began operation. Many  were elected 
only in late 1790 or 1791, and they often began functioning several weeks 
or months after the Old Regime courts had been disbanded.

Once the system was up and running, those elected to offi  ce demon-
strated great dedication to their duties. Th e vast majority fi rmly believed 
in the ideals of the Revolution, and they did their best to implement the 
Assembly’s decrees. But it was no easy task to read and understand the reams 
of new laws arriving almost daily. Such laws dealt with everything from 
the tax system, elections, and the sale of church property to restructuring 
municipal and parish boundaries, or ga niz ing the national guard, and su-
pervising compensation for Old Regime offi  ces abolished by the Revolu-
tion. For administrators who took their jobs seriously— and almost all of 
them did— the demands on their time and energy  were im mense.16

Th e local leadership had also to contend with an array of internal power 
struggles. Th e new administrations had not been implanted in a vacuum. 
Th ey  were invariably aff ected by local po liti cal rivalries and animosities, 
some dating to the Old Regime, others to the yearlong interregnum when 
communities and individuals had acquired a taste for self- determination. 
Given the considerable authority that had been granted them, the new ad-
ministrative elites ruffl  ed the feathers of other local dignitaries, especially 
those who had lost their former power. Certain regions  were plagued by 
successive resignations of offi  cials, who  were frustrated with the impossi-
bility of obtaining compliance and who sometimes feared for their own 
safety.17

In theory, the lines of authority within the new system  were quite clear: 
emanating downward from the royal ministers through the department, 
district, and municipal bureaucracies. But in reality it was extremely dif-
fi cult to enforce laws and directives sent from one level to the next, and 
there would be numerous examples of recalcitrance, passive re sis tance, or 
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open disobedience to instructions arriving from above. In some instances— 
especially in the more controversial questions such as church reform or the 
prosecution of emigrants— local authorities might drag their feet or de-
vise policies of their own for po liti cal or ideological reasons.18 Th e situa-
tion could be made worse, moreover, by the coexistence of diff erent levels 
of the bureaucracy in the same locale. In over eighty cases all three sets of 
offi  cials— department, district, and municipal— were located in the same 
town, facing each other from offi  ces across the central square or within the 
same building, each with its own somewhat diff erent agenda and constit-
uency. Numerous complaints fl owed into Paris, lamenting the diffi  culties 
and insubordination generated by such rivalries.19

Following the conclusions of the nineteenth- century writer Alexis de Toc-
queville, historians and social scientists have often emphasized the conti-
nuities between Old Regime absolutism, on the one hand, and the strong 
centralizing tendencies of the later Revolution and the Napoleonic era, 
on the other. But it is a mistake to overlook the intervening years from 
1789 through 1793, when the Revolution was characterized by intense de-
centralization.20 Th ere can be no doubt that such a state of aff airs made it 
extremely diffi  cult to know who was in charge in a given place in a given 
moment, and it would thus help promote an atmosphere of uncertainty 
and mistrust.21

Th e Dynamics of Democracy

Yet the breakdown of authority was not only a question of institutions. It 
also arose from the evolving attitudes of the Revolutionaries themselves. 
Th e values of liberty and democracy came rapidly to penetrate the  whole 
society, and they led to a questioning of authority, to a delegitimization of 
traditional power relations at almost every level. Many years later the win-
dowmaker Ménétra recalled the thrill of excitement that he and his friends 
had experienced in Paris during those fi rst heady days of the Revolution, 
when “the word ‘liberty’ repeated so frequently had an almost supernat-
ural eff ect enfl aming every patriot.”22

Th e initial decrees of the National Assembly and its Declaration of the 
Rights of Man had elevated the concepts of freedom and self- determination 
to the status of fundamental principles. Such ideas  were further inculcated 
through the remarkable electoral culture created by the Assembly. Soon a 
substantial proportion of the citizenry was empowered with the right to 
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choose not only their deputies and local administrators but also their court 
magistrates, justices of the peace, parish priests, and bishops. As one his-
torian has described it, “Th e elective principle became the battering- ram 
of the new regime against the old. . . .  Henceforth, no institution was safe 
from the sanction of public consent.”23 In fact, the concepts of liberty and 
public consent  were so fundamentally untested that no one was quite cer-
tain of their limits. Mirabeau was quick to size up the potential danger: 
“Once all the old boundaries have been erased,” he observed, “it will take 
a certain time before new limits can be known and respected.”24

Th e ambiguous impact of the new culture of liberty was epitomized by 
the extraordinary development of newspapers. Under the Old Regime pe-
riodical publications had been limited in numbers— especially by compar-
ison with the En glish press— and submitted to tight government control. 
Th ough a few newspapers, imported from outside the French state, might 
escape such censorship, a substantial portion of the reading public con-
tinued to rely on offi  cial or semioffi  cial government papers like the Journal 
de Paris or the Mercure de France or the various local newssheets printed 
in the provinces. It was only in July 1789 that newspaper censorship fi -
nally collapsed. Th ereafter, there was a remarkable explosion of publica-
tions, as ambitious writers and publishers rushed to capitalize on the new 
freedom and make a name for themselves. Some 30 new papers appeared 
in Paris alone during July, 28 more in August, and by the end of the year 
no less than 140 titles had come out— 59 of them published as dailies. Soon 
dozens more  were appearing in provincial towns. As editors sought to 
carve out niches for themselves in a climate of vigorous competition, there 
was a rapid experimentation with subject matter, styles, and approaches to 
journalism. Some papers provided scrupulous accounts of the “facts,” in-
cluding careful digests of debates in the National Assembly with few or no 
editorial comments. Others  were published in a didactic mode to explain 
the new laws as they  were promulgated and to educate various elements of 
the citizenry to the meaning of democracy— urban workers, for example, 
or women, or peasants.25

However, the period also witnessed the appearance of an intensely par-
tisan press, with journalists— and sometimes individual deputies in the 
Assembly— defending specifi c factions or positions across the po liti cal spec-
trum from radical egalitarian democracy to reactionary aristocracy.26 Since 
censorship had disappeared and libel laws  were scarcely enforced, editors 
might fi ll their columns with exaggeration, rumor, and violent attacks 
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against their rivals. For the journalist Mercier, such extremes  were unfor-
tunate, but they could best be limited by the “market,” as the public simply 
ceased purchasing newspapers known to contain lies. Yet Ruault, who had 
long supported freedom of the press, grew impatient with the lack of bal-
ance and the false accusations: “All these journalists, some fanatically sup-
porting, others fanatically opposing our Revolution, are swept up in the 
fury of a publishing volcano. One can only pity both their hatred and their 
enthusiasm.”27

Th e “supernatural eff ect” of liberty was also central to the great surge of 
protests by workers for higher wages and better working conditions. Th ere 
was, to be sure, a long tradition of journeymen organizations within the 
guild system of the Old Regime. Yet the late summer of 1789 and the months 
that followed saw a proliferation of meetings, marches, and strikes. At 
the end of August Adrien Colson was amazed by the number of Pa ri sian 
workers who wished to create separate associations and elect offi  cers to de-
mand higher pay and shorter hours.28 Over the following weeks journeymen 
tailors and wigmakers, blacksmiths and cobblers, coal heavers, carters, 
carpenters, and typesetters all demanded the right to or ga nize collectively 
to improve their situations. Even groups with little tradition of association 
under the Old Regime  were uniting to make demands: clerks in the court-
house, for example, and groups of domestic servants from all over the city.29 
Signifi cantly, such activities often went hand in hand with demonstrations 
of po liti cal support for the new regime. In January 1790 the coal heavers 
marched in pro cession, three by three, to the Paris city hall to declare their 
endorsement of the newly elected municipal government. Soon thereafter, 
the porters in the central market did much the same. Most such workers 
 were quick to adapt the rhetoric of the Revolution to their own economic 
struggles. Th us, the journeymen typesetters demanded to be “freed from 
the chains of despotism” imposed by the masters. Th ey also set about 
establishing a representative government, with their own version of a leg-
islative assembly consisting of delegates from each print shop. Colson 
was particularly surprised when in 1791 workers began demanding full 
po liti cal equality, no matter what their incomes, “on the pretext that 
all men have been declared equal before law and nature.”30

A similar questioning of authority permeated the French military, as sol-
diers and sailors and low- ranking offi  cers— all of them commoners by 
birth— leveled attacks against their aristocratic commanding offi  cers. Th e 
potential for insubordination was already in evidence in the summer of 1789 
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when hundreds of soldiers had refused orders to use force against the crowds 
of patriots in Paris. Th e soldiers’ sympathy for the cause of the Revolution 
and their open rejection of orders from their superiors had been a central 
factor in the success of the early Revolution. Yet episodes of insubordina-
tion continued well into 1791, refl ecting the soldiers’ long- standing griev-
ances against their meager pay and the draconian discipline under which 
they suff ered. Protest was undoubtedly infl uenced as well by the eff orts of 
civilian patriots, suspicious of the motives of the noble offi  cers who domi-
nated the command structure of the military. Patriotic societies invited 
soldiers garrisoned in their towns to attend club meetings. Soon pro- 
Revolutionary committees  were established within military units, militating 
for better pay and living conditions. According to one young soldier, Jo-
seph Noël, offi  cers  were accused of keeping them in a state of “slavery.”31

Between August 1789 and October 1791 there  were nearly fi fty instances 
of revolt or insubordination of soldiers against their commanders, most of 
them occurring in frontier garrisons or seaports.32 Although many of these 
protests  were relatively minor, a few led to major confrontations and vio-
lence. By far the most dramatic occurred in the northeastern town of Nancy 
in August 1790, when several hundred soldiers mutinied, accusing their 
commander of dishonesty with company funds. Heavy cavalry and artil-
lery  were sent in brutally to repress the insubordination. In the fi ghting 
that ensued, over two hundred individuals  were killed, some thirty  were 
hanged in reprisal, and over eighty soldiers from the Swiss mercenary 
regiment of Châteauvieux  were sent off  to the galleys as prisoners. Th e 
majority of the National Assembly, now increasingly worried by the threat 
of war and unsettled by the widespread military indiscipline, fully approved 
the harsh repression. But many Pa ri sian radicals protested, and the Nancy 
Aff air became a cause célèbre dividing radicals and moderates among the 
Revolutionary elites.33

Th e most massive rejection of traditional authority, however, occurred 
in the countryside. Beginning in the spring of 1789 and continuing in spo-
radic waves through 1793, peasants in virtually every corner of France took 
part in a variety of protests aimed at all those institutions and social groups 
that had dominated them under the Old Regime. Most such protests took 
the form of passive re sis tance and noncompliance, but there  were also 
 uprisings that spread across several provinces. While the explosion of riots 
in the spring of 1789 had been motivated primarily by rising grain prices 
and the fear of famine, after the summer of that year, peasants frequently 
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focused on the seigneurial system. Th e “abolition of feudalism” by the 
National Assembly on the Night of August 4 had only temporarily calmed 
the situation and soon aroused at least as many problems as it solved.34 Th e 
legislators determined that most feudal dues  were a form of property, so 
that peasants would be expected to purchase their freedom from such “prop-
erty rights” through moneyed compensation. Yet almost everywhere the 
countrypeople interpreted the “abolition” of August as immediate and de-
fi nitive and simply ceased all payments. In careful studies in Poitou, Franche- 
Comté, Bresse, Vivarais, and Quercy historians have been hard pressed to 
fi nd a single community initiating the “purchase” stipulated by the decrees. 
Once the laws  were clarifi ed in early 1790, some lords launched suits through 
the courts to force payment from their former “vassals.” But the rural com-
munities responded with a combination of countersuits, passive re sis tance, 
and threats of violence— or real violence— toward anyone trying to col-
lect the dues. In many cases, the noncompliance was supported by local 
offi  cials and national guard units.35

Moreover, the rural insubordination went well beyond the seigneurial 
dues. Th roughout the kingdom, people began entering and exploiting the 
private forests and other uncultivated lands of the nobles and clergy— as 
well as the royal forests of the king. Th ere  were hundreds of complaints of 
countrypeople cutting wood, killing animals, picking fruit, or netting fi sh 
in various private lands, both for their own use and for sale in the towns— 
activities that the National Assembly and its committees seemed unable 
to halt. Already in July 1789 a police offi  cial in Soissons had noted the sudden 
appearance of large game animals— deer and boar— in the local butcher 
shops. Th e royal forests of Chantilly  were devastated by poachers throughout 
the fi rst years of the Revolution. Th ere  were also reports of trees being sur-
reptitiously cut down at night along roadways or in public squares. Th ose 
attempting to halt such activities— gamekeepers or rural police— were 
threatened and mistreated. In one case peasants even tried to force their 
lord to refund poaching fi nes that he had imposed on them before the 
Revolution.36

As they rejected the seigneurial dues, a great many countrypeople— and 
some city dwellers as well— rapidly ceased paying their taxes. Th e National 
Assembly’s fi rst formal act on June 17, 1789 had been to declare all Old 
Regime taxes illegal, since they had not been accepted by the nation. Th ough 
the deputies immediately stipulated that the taxes must continue to be paid 
until they could be replaced by a more equitable system, a great many 
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people— through wishful thinking or feigned ignorance— preferred to 
imagine that all taxes had been abolished outright. Soon it was virtually 
impossible to collect any form of public assessment. State income taxes, 
sales taxes, excise taxes, municipal duties, and tithes for the church all dried 
up. If they bothered to justify themselves, the peasants pointed to the crop 
failures of the previous year, to the economic downturn caused by the dis-
ruption of commerce, to the substantial contributions now paid by the priv-
ileged classes and which, it was argued, ought to suffi  ce. Th is refusal of all 
taxation was strongly opposed by both the National Assembly and the local 
elites. Town leaders  were concerned not only with the fi scal viability of the 
Revolution but with municipal fi nances that relied on entrance dues, market 
fees, and other local levies. Th ey issued “ordinances” demanding compli-
ance, and they mobilized the national guard in an attempt to enforce col-
lection. But at least through early 1791, when the nation fi nally abolished 
the Old Regime taxes and converted to the new system, the crisis persisted, 
and collectors took their lives in their hands if they tried to demand 
payment.37

Th e rural re sis tance might also take the form of violent rebellion. In the 
summer of 1789 such rebellions had been limited to seven specifi c areas. 
However, successive incidents of peasant uprisings would continue to break 
out well into 1792 and ultimately touch almost every region of the country. 
Although the crisis in grain production was largely resolved in the Paris 
basin by November, other provinces  were hit by later crop failures, made 
all the worse by the widespread pop u lar opposition to the transport of grain 
from one region to another. Many of the riots targeted wagons or river barges 
fi lled with grain for interregional shipment. But food was not the only cause 
of rebellion. Other insurrections involved taxes and tax collectors, Protestant- 
Catholic rivalries, feuds between national guard units, or attacks on the 
tithes— especially after the National Assembly “abolished” these clerical 
taxes on the Night of August 4 but continued to require transitional pay-
ments through the end of 1790.38

Th ere was also a marked upsurge in violence directed against seigneurial 
lords. A fi rst great wave swept across the southwest in late 1789 and early 
1790, as the fall harvest came in and as many lords attempted to force 
continued payment of their dues in money or in kind. Violence spread 
by contagion across the regions of Limousin, Quercy, Aquitaine, and 
Rouergue— provinces largely untouched by such uprisings the previous 
summer. Asserting that the National Assembly had suppressed such dues, 



Th e Coming of the Terror in the French Revolution

82

peasants attacked both noble chateaus and their occupants. But there  were 
probably even more assaults against the symbols of feudalism, such as cha-
teau weathervanes or church pews owned by nobles. At times the violence 
seemed to resemble a charivari, the traditional raucous rite of community 
disapproval, with peasants adopting an exuberant celebratory mode as they 
tore down weathercocks or made bonfi res of the lords’ benches pulled out of 
the churches.39 Th e violence against individuals was probably greatest where 
nobles banded together in an attempt to protect their property, sometimes 
leading to small- scale civil wars. Yet as in the earlier insurrections, the coun-
trypeople could lump together several diff erent grievances, so that de-
pending on the social dynamics of a given community, they might also 
direct their anger at clergymen, state offi  cials, wealthy townsmen, or Prot-
estants. In Alsace there  were violent attacks against Jews, whose homes 
 were looted after the occupants  were forced to fl ee for their lives.40 In one 
village of central France, rioting peasants forced their curé to draw up a list 
of grievances, like a new cahier de doléance, with a  whole series of demands: 
the right to hunt and gather wood on the noble’s private lands, improved 
rights for sharecroppers, an immediate lowering of the tithes, and the right to 
inspect the grain stores of local notables to ensure against grain hoarding.41

Faced with the incessant violence and threats of violence, the urban elites 
did their best to control the situation. Th ey mobilized the local national 
guards or the Old Regime police and courts. But on occasion the guardsmen 
sympathized with the rebels and refused to act, and the courts  were them-
selves threatened or ignored. Th e townsmen could do little more than watch 
and hope for the best or appeal to the National Assembly. “In the midst 
of the anarchy which is devastating the countryside and of so many other 
obstacles,” pleaded the leaders of Besançon in late 1789, “how can a mu-
nicipal government ever hope to fulfi ll its functions?” Ruault summed 
up his own fears: “With this single word of ‘liberty,’ one can burn down 
a  house or a chateau or a town and wreak destruction throughout the 
countryside.” 42

Th e Fracturing of Authority

As the Revolution progressed, the situation became even more complicated 
with the emergence of several parallel powers, organizations that competed 
with the offi  cial structures created by the National Assembly and some-
times with the Assembly itself. Th ree such powers would pose par tic u lar 
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problems for the Revolutionary authorities: the national guards, the sec-
tions of Paris, and the pop u lar societies.

National guard units had fi rst been created by the town governments, 
as they struggled to maintain order in the chaotic conditions of the summer 
of 1789. Once the crisis had been overcome, the new guardsmen spent much 
of their time in drill practice, marching about in fi ne martial regalia, ac-
companied by fl ags, music, and drums, and providing ceremonial enhance-
ments for diverse patriotic events.43 Almost everywhere, they  were domi-
nated by young men of the middle classes, since they alone had the leisure 
to train and the resources to purchase uniforms. Indeed, the National As-
sembly decree of June 1790, which sought to standardize the great variety 
of improvised militias formed over the previous year, specifi ed that only 
“active citizens” could participate. Units  were or ga nized by neighborhood, 
and sometimes by age cohort, with adolescent boys and se nior citizens 
forming their own companies.44 At fi rst relatively few of the guardsmen 
possessed fi rearms. Most marched about with sabers or antique hunting 
pieces or diverse agricultural tools. But in moments of danger, muskets  were 
distributed from government armories, muskets that  were rarely returned 
to the authorities afterward, so that many companies  were able to accu-
mulate signifi cant stores of arms. By 1791 the small town of Varennes and 
most of the surrounding communities had stockpiled substantial supplies 
of weaponry, following a series of rumored foreign invasions. In this way 
town leaders would mount a surprisingly impressive show of force when 
the king was captured as he attempted to fl ee through the region in June 
of that year.45

Over time many national guard companies  were increasingly radical-
ized. Not all citizens had the inclination and the staying power to con-
tinue regular participation, so that units commonly came to be dominated 
by those most fervently committed to the spirit of ’89. With their im mense 
faith in the patriotic cause and their possession of arms, they became the 
self- appointed shock troops of the Revolution. With or without the sup-
port of the town governments to which they  were theoretically subordi-
nated, they aggressively kept watch over the former privileged classes and 
the other real or perceived enemies of the Revolution. Th e National As-
sembly’s committee on research received numerous complaints from 
town governments against guardsmen who refused to obey their orders. 
In some cases, it was a question of individual rivalries, with power strug-
gles born in the Old Regime now playing out in the competition between 
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municipal leaders and commanders of the national guards. In Brittany 
several units undertook unilateral incursions into the countryside to at-
tack rural nobles and suspect clergymen. In Quercy they initiated a series 
of assaults against chateaus, until they  were successfully halted by the 
town authorities. In Languedoc companies of guardsmen  were often di-
vided along confessional lines, in which more radical Protestant companies 
faced off  against pro- Catholic units, rivalries that sometimes exploded into 
violent confrontations. Already in November 1789 the minister of jus-
tice would complain against the unruliness of the guardsmen: “I do not 
have the means of disciplining the national guards, nor of commanding 
them to follow the law, nor of opposing them with enough force to control 
them.” 46

In Paris the evolution of the national guards was somewhat diff erent. 
As elsewhere in the kingdom, the Pa ri sian guardsmen  were initially 
volunteers from the middle class. Both the lawyer Colson and the editor 
Ruault would off er their ser vices several times a week. Yet given the depu-
ties’ desire to maintain law and order in the city where they themselves 
resided, the National Assembly would be particularly concerned to main-
tain control over local companies. Th e institution’s fi rst commander, the 
marquis de Lafayette, was himself a deputy, and he could generally be 
counted on to cooperate closely with the Assembly. In addition to the 
volunteers, Lafayette also recruited a number of paid professional soldiers, 
who long remained loyal to him personally. From the fall of 1789 through 
1790 the young commander kept them busy putting down riots and in-
vestigating suspected counterrevolutionary activity throughout the city.47

Over time, however, the demo cratic impulse aff ected the Pa ri sian citi-
zens’ militia, as it touched so many other institutions. Th e guardsmen  were 
allowed to elect their own offi  cers, so that politics might be a factor in the 
choice of leadership. Several such offi  cers  were enmeshed in neighborhood 
activities, and they encouraged their battalions to become more radical and 
in de pen dent. In late 1790 and 1791 some district battalions began acting 
on their own or refusing orders from the central command. Th eir insub-
ordination would be especially dramatic on April 18, 1791, when guardsmen 
prevented Louis XVI and his family from leaving the Tuileries Palace, de-
spite the direct orders of Lafayette.48

Another Pa ri sian institution would reveal even greater in de pen dence from 
the beginning of the Revolution: the sixty neighborhood district assem-
blies.49 Created as primary electoral bodies for the Estates General, they 
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refused to disband after the elections had taken place, and they rapidly es-
tablished themselves as the principal organs of grassroots democracy in the 
capital. During the interregnum of 1789 and 1790 they asserted control over 
a range of neighborhood functions, including the provisioning of food, the 
operation of markets and fountains, and the administration of charity. Th ey 
also directed the surveillance of suspects and counterrevolutionaries, and 
they  were soon competing with the municipal government and with La-
fayette himself for control of the national guard battalions that had been 
or ga nized by district.50

Certain district leaders evolved a theory of pop u lar sovereignty that went 
further than anywhere in France in promoting the concept of direct de-
mocracy. During debate on the royal veto in September 1789, several dis-
tricts took strong po liti cal positions, and two demanded that no decision 
be made by the National Assembly until the issue had fi rst been discussed 
by the districts.51 Some neighborhood leaders attacked the very idea of “pas-
sive” citizenship and supported universal male suff rage and the participa-
tion of all men in the national guard. In the spring of 1790 they attempted 
to create a separate, more demo cratic central committee, in direct compe-
tition with the offi  cial Paris government.52 Finally, in May the National 
Assembly attempted to put a stop to such unruliness by entirely reor ga-
niz ing the neighborhood institutions. Th e sixty districts  were dismantled 
and replaced by forty- eight “sections” that  were henceforth to convene only 
for voting purposes. National guard units remained or ga nized by the older 
districts, making it diffi  cult for the sections to control them. In some cases, 
there seem even to have been eff orts at gerrymandering, to break up cen-
ters of radicalism and combine them with more moderate neighborhoods. 
Yet in the administrative magma that persisted in the spring of 1790, the 
spirit of neighborhood in de pen dence was rapidly reborn in the sections. 
Sectional assemblies  were soon acting very much like the defunct districts, 
meeting regularly— not just for electoral purposes— and adopting strong 
po liti cal positions.53 Th ough they no longer controlled the national guard, 
they could still mobilize large collective demonstrations and petition the 
National Assembly to make their opinions known on specifi c issues. By 
the summer of 1791 the sections had become a power to be reckoned with 
by all future revolutionary governments.

Many of the same men who participated in the national guards would 
also create associations of like- minded individuals dedicated to supporting 
the National Assembly and the new constitution. Some of these associations 
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 were only very loosely or ga nized, like the groups meeting in cafés in Paris 
or other large cities. Th e Pa ri sian Guittard de Floriban described himself as 
a “member” of the Café Procope in Paris, where he met regularly to dis-
cuss po liti cal questions and sometimes to draw up petitions or send delega-
tions to meet with deputies.54 Far more infl uential  were the pop u lar patri-
otic societies or “clubs,” as they  were commonly called. Some of the clubs 
could be linked to Old Regime associations like Masonic lodges or reading 
societies or the po liti cal groups that had mobilized in the towns in the fall 
of 1788. Th e earliest such societies  were created in de pen dently in late 1789 
in a number of the larger French cities. By the end of the year some twenty 
 were meeting in Bordeaux, Lyon, Dijon, Lille, Nancy, and several other 
major towns. But the most infl uential by far was the “Society of Friends of 
the Constitution” or ga nized in Paris about the same time. Th e “Jacobin 
Club”— so called because it met in the disaff ected convent of Saint- 
Jacques—was created by a co ali tion of progressive deputies from the Na-
tional Assembly itself, so that it rapidly acquired a semioffi  cial status as the 
voice of the Left in the Assembly. Among the most important leaders  were 
Barnave, the Lameth brothers (Alexandre and Charles), Pétion, and Robe-
spierre, although it initially included a wide variety of deputies from all 
three former estates.55

Soon the Paris Jacobins had inspired the creation of similar patriotic so-
cieties in the provinces, most of which formally affi  liated with the mother 
society and entered into regular correspondence with it. Over 300 
such groups had formed by the end of 1790, and some 800 by June of 
1791— including at least one in every department in the country.56 But while 
the Pa ri sian Jacobins remained the most prestigious of the clubs, it was never 
as dominant in the early years of the Revolution as it would later become. 
Th e rec ords of the provincial societies reveal that they exchanged letters and 
speeches with numerous other clubs in the kingdom, creating a dense 
and relatively decentralized network for the communication of thoughts 
and ideas. Bordeaux, Toulouse, Marseille, Poitiers, and a number of other 
regional capitals  were major poles of attraction, their deliberations serving 
as examples for clubs in nearby smaller towns.57

Like the national guard units with whom they  were often allied, the clubs 
 were dominated by the urban elites. Membership dues remained relatively 
high, and only the more comfortable elements of society had the leisure to 
participate regularly in meetings. Yet as a mark of their demo cratic com-
mitment, they opened their discussions to the general public, and all citi-
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zens, including women,  were invited to observe the proceedings, sitting in 
the galleries or in other spaces outside the debating fl oor. In Bordeaux a 
certain number of nonmembers described themselves as “the regulars of 
the galleries.” Artisans, shop keep ers, or soldiers for the most part, they seem 
to have attended quite regularly and to have provided the background reg-
ister of cheers and hisses to accompany the Jacobin debates.58 Th e central 
purpose of the clubs, as the members saw it, was to support the constitu-
tion being drafted by the National Assembly, and prior to the summer of 
1791 they almost never took positions against that Assembly. In addition, 
most societies assumed an educational role, subscribing to an array of 
newspapers— made available to the membership— and reading and dis-
cussing the most important decrees. Many worked to propagate the new 
ideas in the countryside, distributing simplifi ed accounts of the laws and 
assuring the translation of texts into local languages and dialects. In this 
manner, they assisted the population in the apprenticeship to democracy 
and to Revolution. Like the national guards, however, they also assumed 
a surveillance role, rooting out and condemning suspected plots and other 
counterrevolutionary activities. By January 1791 all Paris Jacobins  were 
obliged to swear an oath, vowing to denounce conspiracies wherever they 
might be found. Th e clubs thus embodied the dual psychological sentiments 
felt by the Revolutionary elites in general: the passionate hope for the cre-
ation of a new society, coupled with the anxiety that those who had the 
most to lose  were secretly or ga niz ing to destroy the Revolution.59

Over time the pop u lar societies, like the national guards, tended to em-
brace more radical positions. Th e Paris Jacobins had initially enrolled a broad 
range of patriot deputies, including moderates like Lafayette and Talley-
rand. But by mid- 1790 they  were admitting numerous nondeputies, many 
of them substantially more zealous and impatient with moderation. As the 
sessions became increasingly spirited and raucous and as the speakers 
adopted progressively more demo cratic positions, most of the moderate 
deputies resigned or simply ceased attending. A similar trend toward radi-
calization could be observed in many of the affi  liated provincial societies.60

Th e year 1790 also saw the formation of a number of more moderate clubs. 
Perhaps the most notable was the Society of 1789, created in Paris by a group 
of eminent intellectuals and infl uential deputies, men such as Lafayette, 
Mirabeau, the abbé Sieyès, and the phi los o pher Condorcet.61 Further to 
the right was the “Monarchist Society,” formed in late 1790 and self- 
consciously positioning itself in opposition to the Jacobins. By mid- 1791 
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some fi fty conservative clubs of one sort or another had been created around 
the country, modeled on the Paris monarchists and adopting names such 
as “Friends of the King,” or “Friends of Peace.” While supporting the con-
stitution in general, they sought a more elitist approach to politics and the 
strengthening of the powers of the king. However, the majority of such 
associations  were soon forced to disband, after they  were attacked by pop-
u lar demonstrations or by the local authorities who suspected them of coun-
terrevolutionary tendencies.62

Other clubs even more to the left than the Jacobins  were also created in 
Paris. Th e society of the “Friends of Truth,” growing out of an earlier semi-
secretive Cercle social, initially met in the Palais Royal on the Right Bank 
and drew together many radical intellectuals of the city.63 Even more in-
fl uential was the Society of the Friends of the Rights of Man, usually known 
as the “Cordeliers Club.” Heir to the assembly of the Cordeliers district, 
abolished in 1790, it brought together many of the most radical journalists 
and po liti cal fi gures in the city. Several of its members would later play 
leading roles in the National Convention and the Terror: Georges Danton, 
Camille Desmoulins, Jean- Paul Marat, François Robert, Louis- Stanislas 
Fréron, Philippe Fabre d’Eglantine, and Pierre- Gaspard Chaumette, among 
others. Unlike the Jacobins, none of the Cordeliers leadership sat in the 
National Assembly, so that the group was not initially linked to the legis-
lative establishment. Since they originally formed in opposition to a de-
cree of the National Assembly dismantling the districts, they never shared 
the deferential attitude toward the Assembly long maintained by the Jaco-
bins. Th ey saw their central vocation to be the full application of the Dec-
laration of the Rights of Man and the Citizen. If all men  were equal be-
fore the law, all men should have the right to vote, not just those who had 
property and paid greater taxes. In this sense, the constitution being drafted 
by the Assembly was deeply fl awed. In general, they saw themselves as the 
defenders of the lower classes: opposing extensive powers for the king, 
encouraging the politicization of soldiers and sailors, and supporting 
free- peoples of color. But they  were closely akin to the Jacobins in their 
suspicions of the former privileged and their preoccupation with the 
possibilities of hidden conspiracies.64 Indeed, the symbol of the club 
was a large eye of watchfulness.

As the Jacobins developed a system of affi  liated clubs throughout France, 
the Cordeliers helped create a network of some thirty like- minded “fra-
ternal societies” in various neighborhoods of Paris. Th e lower classes  were 
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encouraged to participate, and one of the clubs even called itself “the fra-
ternal society of the indigent.” Equally important, the network favored the 
participation of women. Th e Cordeliers themselves welcomed female at-
tendance and occasionally permitted speeches by women. Th e “Fraternal 
Society of the Two Sexes,” which was strongly supported by the Cordelier 
François Robert and his journalist wife, Louise Kéralio, allowed women 
virtually equal membership, including the right to speak and serve as club 
offi  cers.65

Soon clubs attended exclusively by women also began forming. At least 
sixty such societies  were created throughout the kingdom, some with well 
over a hundred members. Th e En glish agent William Miles reported that 
everywhere in the streets of the city “the women assemble and discuss 
po liti cal questions.” 66 Th ough Rosalie Jullien had been frightened by the 
turmoil and chaos of 1789, she soon acquired a taste for the new demo-
cratic culture and was sitting in the galleries of the Constituent Assembly 
and the meetings of her section. She also attended sessions of the Jacobin 
Club, along with 200 or 300 other women, some of them arriving three 
hours before the meeting in order to have a seat.67 She followed with 
growing excitement the great street demonstrations of 1791 and 1792— 
often with her young son in tow— and by the summer of 1792 she was to-
tally enthralled with politics: “State aff airs,” she wrote, “are the aff airs of 
my heart. I think, I dream, I feel only them.” 68

Many women  were now forging new careers for themselves as Revolu-
tionary journalists or writers. Indeed, the period would see a sharp increase 
in the number of female authors publishing books, articles, and pamphlets.69 
Among the most radical, Olympe de Gouges, a playwright and novelist 
before 1789, applied the logic of liberty and equality to the plight of women 
in a Declaration of the Rights of Woman and the Citizen. She spoke out force-
fully against “the perpetual tyranny” exercised by men over the female sex, 
declaring that “women are born and remain free and equal to men” and 
that they should have the right to vote and be given access to “all honors, 
positions, and public offi  ces, according to their abilities.”70 Other writers, 
notably the marquis de Condorcet, questioned whether women  were re-
ally inferior by nature, as Western culture had so long assumed, or whether 
they  were simply disadvantaged by a lack of equal education. To be sure, 
only a tiny minority of educated women demanded complete po liti cal 
equality and female suff rage, and the majority assumed the continuation 
of some kind of hierarchical gendered relationship. Yet there  were growing 
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demands for equal inheritance, equal property rights, and the equal con-
trol of children for wives and mothers. It was another indication of the con-
tagion of liberty and equality and of the questioning of authority among 
every element of society.

Th e vibrant activity of the “parallel powers”— popular societies, sectional 
assemblies, and national guard battalions— was one of the most charac-
teristic features of the period. Such groups  were at once a fount of energy 
and support for the Revolution, and a potential source of disunity and dis-
aggregation. As the rhetoric of the Jacobin Club evolved in a more radical 
direction and as membership in the Cordeliers Club and the fraternal so-
cieties of men and women grew, the majority in the National Assembly 
became increasingly uneasy. Soon the surveillance role of the clubs was being 
extended to the laws passed by the Assembly itself, laws that  were some-
times characterized as profoundly wrongheaded, if not counterrevolu-
tionary.71 Such suspicions would be transformed into open opposition 
at the time of the king’s attempted fl ight in June 1791.

Th e Limits of Fraternity

Despite the anxiety and uncertainty experienced by wide segments of French 
society during the fi rst year of the Revolution, the late spring and early 
summer of 1790  were marked by a growing strand of optimism. Th ere was 
an infectious hope that once the new administration had been established, 
replacing the moribund system of the Old Regime, the chaos would sub-
side, the Revolution might be completed, and the ideals of liberty and 
equality, part and parcel of the spirit of ’89, could be peacefully enjoyed 
by all.

In February of 1790 the Revolution seemingly received a great boost 
when Louis XVI appeared before the National Assembly and pledged his 
support to the new regime, urging the deputies to assist him in reestab-
lishing unity and order in the realm. Although the speech was probably 
written by the minister Necker and in no way refl ected the king’s inner 
ambivalence, the deputies and the population as a  whole  were convinced 
that Louis had embraced the new regime, and they  were ecstatic. For Colson 
the king’s appearance signaled a new alliance between the monarch and the 
nation. Th e following Sunday his parish priest even read the king’s 
speech at the pulpit, and the  whole congregation broke into applause and 
shouts of “Long live the King!” “I rejoice in the public joy,” wrote Ruault, 
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“in the hope that we may all now live together as friends, that all hatreds 
will be extinguished in a general reign of peace.” Th e event also sparked 
another wave of solemn oathtaking: fi rst in the Constituent Assembly 
itself— the third such oath the deputies had sworn since June 17— and then 
throughout the capital and across the nation.72 In the midst of the general 
euphoria, the king and his family  were allowed to leave Paris for the fi rst 
time since the October Days and to spend the Easter season in the royal 
chateau of Saint- Cloud just west of the city.

Th e surge of optimism and good feelings was also marked by a “Federa-
tion” movement sweeping across the nation. Most historians describing this 
trend have focused on the great festival in Paris on July 14, 1790, the fi rst 
anniversary of the fall of the Bastille. But in fact the earliest such move-
ments can be traced to the autumn of 1789 and a series of grassroots orga-
nizations to promote unity in the provinces. In the wake of the Great Fear 
and the collapse of the royal bureaucracy and police, a number of towns 
and small regions began improvising local alliances to preserve law and 
order and insure the grain supply. Th e majority of such alliances seemed 
to have developed in eastern and southern France at a considerable distance 
from Paris. Communities in Franche- Comté, Vivarais, Burgundy, Upper 
Gascony, and many other areas banded together and coordinated the 
activities of their local militias in an attempt to bring peace and security to 
the surrounding countryside. In the foothills of the Pyrenees, for example, in 
late September 1789 the small town of Lavaur drew up a “contract of unity” 
with twenty- four other municipalities in the region to or ga nize joint 
operations against acts of violence which “plunge the country into fear and 
distress.” At almost the same moment, the municipal authorities of Millau 
and Villefranche in the Massif- Central created a “confederation” to con-
front “the dire eff ects of rampant anarchy, this scourge of public order.” 
References  were made not only to various forms of sedition but also to the 
failure of individuals to pay their taxes. In the following months similar 
movements  were afoot in many other regions of the nation, from Brittany 
to the Rhône Valley.73

As time went on, there was an evolution in the motives and spirit of such 
federations. Emphasis was placed not only on maintaining law and order 
but also on expressions of fraternity and a common devotion to the father-
land and the Revolution in general. Guardsmen joined together in Besançon 
in November, in Valence in January, in Anjou and Brittany in February. 
In the latter case speakers declared that henceforth they “were neither 
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Bretons nor Angevins but French!” By the spring federation ceremonies  were 
being held in almost every corner of the kingdom.74 Flags deployed and 
drums beating, local militias converged for grand military reviews before 
the various municipal authorities. Religion frequently played a central role, 
with a formal blessing of fl ags and masses sung within a church or at an 
improvised outdoor altar. Th ere  were patriotic speeches, artillery salutes, 
and solemn oaths by guardsmen with swords extended. Some spoke of their 
hope that “the French would henceforth have but a single soul.” Th ey swore 
to protect the rights of man, to maintain law and order, to promote the 
free circulation of grain, and to fi ght the enemies of the fatherland if nec-
essary. Th ereafter, everyone in attendance, including women and children, 
repeated the oath. Th e  whole might be sealed with neighborly handshakes 
and the “civic and fraternal kissing of cheeks,” followed by banquets, street 
theater, fi reworks, and public balls lasting well into the night. Th roughout 
southern France celebrations often ended in the joyous dance of a faran-
dole, with guardsmen, offi  cials, soldiers, priests, and much of the popula-
tion, women and men, linking hands and snaking their way through the 
town to the sound of drums and diverse folk instruments.75

Th e deputies of the National Assembly and the Paris municipal leaders 
had closely followed the ceremonies unrolling in the provinces. Th e en-
thusiasm for acts of fraternal  union swept through the Assembly itself on 
June 19, 1790, the eve of the fi rst anniversary of the Tennis Court Oath. In 
a dramatic night session, compared by many to the Night of August 4, the 
deputies voted to abolish altogether the hereditary nobility in France. For 
the patriot majority, including a number of liberal nobles who had long 
supported the Revolution, the new decree fulfi lled the promise of the Dec-
laration of the Rights of Man, marking a fi nal step in the creation of a true 
commonwealth of equality and fraternity.76 Th e following eve ning patriots 
from Paris and Versailles or ga nized a great banquet in the park of the Bois 
de Boulogne to celebrate their support for Revolutionary fraternity and the 
freedom of all peoples and nations. In the spirit of unity, toasts  were even 
drunk to the conservative deputies in the National Assembly, the “blacks,” 
and to the “conversion of the aristocrats.” It was a vision of fraternity that 
was truly universal and inclusive.77

Th e monumental Festival in Paris on July 14 was conceived as the ulti-
mate national expression of the diverse provincial federation movements 
over the previous months. National guardsmen from towns in all eighty- 
three departments  were invited to the capital to participate. Salaried workers 
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and unpaid volunteers labored for weeks to construct a great earthwork 
stadium on the parade grounds of the Champ de Mars just to the west of 
Paris, a collective eff ort that seemed the very symbol of fraternity. Colson 
was unusually eloquent in describing the scene: the teams of dock workers, 
coal heavers, apprentice wigmakers, schoolboys, “swarms of clergymen,” 
nuns from the Hôtel- Dieu, and a great many women from every element of 
society, pushing wheelbarrows and shoveling dirt “with as much energy and 
enthusiasm as the men.” “Th ere was a general feeling of happiness, joy, and 
satisfaction.”78 Much the same enthusiasm was felt by the guardsmen 
themselves, marching into Paris from all over France to take part in the 
celebration. Contemporary travelers described the hundreds of young 

Federation Ball, July 18, 1790. After the great Federation ceremony on the Champ 
de Mars (July 14), festivities continued for almost a week.  Here men and women 
dance, drink, and rejoice around a great obelisk of Persian lanterns built on the 
Champs- Elysées. A few priests and nuns are also visible. Jean-Louis Prieur, 
engraved by Pierre-Gabriel Berthault, © Coll. Musée de la Révolution française, 
Domaine de Vizille, MRF 1986.59.41.
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men crowding the roads en route to the capital. A great many had never 
journeyed outside their home towns or villages, and the trip itself— 
sometimes involving several hundred kilometers on foot— seemed a kind of 
pilgrimage, a fi rst physical encounter with the nation that was henceforth 
to shape a new sense of identity.79

Some deputies and municipal offi  cials had worried that counterrevolu-
tionary forces might profi t from the festival to launch a coup.  Horses and 
carriages  were banned from the streets that day, and men  were forbidden 
from carry ing canes or clubs.80 But in fact the ceremony went off  without 
a hitch. Despite the blustery weather and the periodic downpours, several 
hundred thousand people cheered with abandon as offi  cials, soldiers, 
guardsmen, and the king himself took oaths of allegiance to the new Con-
stitution. Events  were punctuated throughout the day with the jaunty and 
optimistic song that had only recently appeared in the city: “Ça ira! Ça 
ira!”—“It will be ok, it will all work out.”81 And the Federation in Paris 
coincided with similar celebrations in towns and villages throughout the 
nation held at the same hour, accompanied by weeklong festivities of all 
kinds. Th e creative innovations by local offi  cials seemed endless: outdoor 
masses at altars to the fatherland; concerts of bands and bells and batteries; 
fl ags, fi reworks, and illuminations with torches and candles throughout 
the night; women in white dresses with tricolor scarfs and little boys in 
national guard uniforms marching in serried ranks; newborns baptized for 
the occasion with names like “Liberté” or “Mars- Victoire.”82

For a great many French, there was the ardent hope that the Festival of 
Federation would bring an end to the Revolution; that the new regime sup-
ported by the king and soon to be embodied in a Constitution would at 
long last restore the kingdom to calm and stability. Contemporaries returned 
to the vision of a new age in which all humankind would become happier 
and better off , in which the king, the Catholic religion, and the former 
privileged would each have a place.

Within a few weeks, however, the mood of harmony and good feelings 
would rapidly dissipate. As summer merged into fall, the rancorous par-
tisan politics that had characterized debates in the National Assembly from 
its earliest weeks would intensify. Too many critical issues remained unre-
solved: the national debt and the new forms of currency, the or ga ni za tion 
of the church, the indiscipline of the military, the continuing refusal of 
the peasantry to pay taxes and seigneurial dues.83 Th ough the adminis-
trative power vacuum disappeared with the installation of a new bureau-
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cracy, the crisis of legitimacy remained: the problem of reestablishing civic 
discipline and setting the bounds of freedom and autonomy. Even in their 
more exuberant moments of enthusiasm for fraternity, the French con-
tinued to grapple with the simultaneous fears of external threats and 
internal conspiracy.

Many of the conservative nobles and clergymen in the National Assembly 
and in the society at large had been anything but enthusiastic about a 
Festival of Federation that seemed to signal the king’s ac cep tance of the 
patriot agenda. Colson was saddened that so many Pa ri sian nobles, in-
cluding the marquise for whom he worked, had refused to take part and 
 were leaving the city because they did not want even to see the Federation. 
It was patently obvious that aristocrats such as these had not been ex-
cluded from the nation. Th ey  were excluding themselves.84

And in the fi rst six months of 1791 three new sources of uncertainty would 
enormously complicate the task of the National Assembly and intensify a 
growing culture of suspicion and mistrust: an incipient religious schism; 
an expanding wave of noble emigration; and above all, an attempt by the 
monarch himself, Louis XVI, to abandon the constitutional monarchy cre-
ated in his name.



Through the end of 1790 and through much of 1791 the National 
Assembly continued its eff orts to draw up a constitution. Yet as the Old 
Regime crumbled and as the spirit of democracy and decentralization 
penetrated the  whole nation, the deputies  were confronted with an array 
of problems and responsibilities they had never anticipated: from peasant 
uprisings and national guard rivalries to worker unrest and revolts in 
the military. After 1790 they had also to face a series of insurrections in the 
French colonies of both free people of color and slaves, insurrections that 
many attributed to the Revolutionary emphasis on liberty. In Paris itself 
the representatives found themselves increasingly under pressure from the 
sections and the various clubs and fraternal societies. A major debate in the 
Assembly could bring thousands of men and women into the streets: sur-
rounding the hall, packing the audience galleries, and shouting out their 
opinions in the midst of the speechmaking. But most troubling of all, 
patriots throughout the nation  were assailed by multiform movements of 
opposition that sought to block or destroy all their attempted reforms. 
It is impossible to understand the Revolutionary elites during this period 
without taking into account the very real forces of counterrevolution that 
opposed them.

No doubt every major revolution engenders re sis tance from those whose 
social and po liti cal positions are threatened or whose values are put into 
question. In the case of the French Revolution such opposition can be traced 
to the earliest transformations of 1789. Although a certain number of Old 
Regime aristocrats— like Lafayette or Mirabeau or the Lameth brothers— 
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continued to support the Revolution, the majority was fundamentally 
opposed and often openly hostile. Th ey adhered for the most part to a 
value system radically diff erent from that of the emerging Revolutionary 
culture. Th rough their family upbringing and life experiences, most nobles 
continued to believe in an inegalitarian and hierarchical society that was 
ultimately “racist” in its conception.

To be sure, one would be hard- pressed to identify a unifi ed counterrev-
olutionary position in 1789. Like the Revolutionaries themselves, those 
opposing the new regime would only gradually develop a coherent ideology, 
an ideology drawn from a variety of eighteenth- century themes and ideas, 
pieced together after the fact to justify their actions. Like the patriots, they 
too sometimes took elements from the Enlightenment. Th ey sprinkled their 
texts with the watchwords of “reason,” “nature,” and “happiness”— arguing 
that the changes pushed by the radicals  were eminently irrational and would 
only lead to chaos. Th ey too appealed to the writings of Rousseau, though 
they often adopted the more moralistic strands of that complex and some-
times contradictory thinker. Yet the opponents of the Revolution  were also 
infl uenced by the “counter- Enlightenment” of the later eigh teenth century. 
For de cades a host of infl uential Catholic apologists— supported by the Sor-
bonne, the Parlement, and the Clergy of France— had hammered away at 
the ideas of the best- known phi los o phers of the Enlightenment. A partic-
ularly virulent attack— destined for a long life in the counterrevolution— was 
leveled by the ex- Jesuit abbé Barruel and other writers associated with the 
conservative review, L’année littéraire. Th roughout the 1770s and 1780s the 
group alleged the existence of a conspiracy of phi los o phers, Protestants, 
and Free Masons, working in secret to overthrow the monarchy and de-
stroy the church. In addition, the conservative aristocracy may well have 
been inspired by the “troubadour literature” of the Old Regime: histories, 
novels, and poetry— largely ignored by scholars today— that lionized the 
knights of the Middle Ages. Many pictured themselves as brave and hon-
orable warriors, pledged in a crusade to win back the holy land of France 
for their king and their God.1

Th e rare statements of grievances of the period, written by individual 
noblemen in March 1789, revealed a group that was on the  whole profoundly 
conservative, opposed to almost any change in the social system, and often 
unwilling to give up their tax privileges. Even the more broadly conceived 
collective grievances, drawn up by groups of nobles to be sent to Versailles 
and sometimes infl uenced by the articulate minority of liberals,  were 
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substantially more conservative than those of the commoners, especially 
in their views on society.2 Indeed, during the last months of the Pre- 
Revolution the opposition had been solidifi ed, especially under the infl u-
ence of Duval d’Eprémesnil’s “committee” in Paris. Once the meetings 
had begun in Versailles, the conservative stalwarts won over even more of 
the Second Estate by playing on the threat to all noble privilege if the pa-
triots  were allowed to have their way. In the end only about one in six of the 
noble deputies had supported the patriot position in June 1789.3

From the beginning of the Revolution a sharp diff erence in attitudes was 
already clear in the rhetoric of the debates. While the patriots  were enthralled 
with innovation and the “new man,” the nobles placed a premium on tra-
dition and antiquity. If the Revolutionaries proposed a Declaration of Rights, 
the aristocrats insisted on a “declaration of duties.” 4 It soon became evi-
dent, moreover, that many of those opposing the Revolution would defend 
their position with all the conviction and moral fervor of the revolution-
aries themselves. While the patriots swore an oath to “live free or die,” their 
opponents made it clear that they too  were ready to die rather than to ac-
cept the overturn of the Old Regime and the values it represented.

Th e Paths of Aristocratic Opposition

Within days after the fall of the Bastille a fi rst group of dissident nobles 
began trooping across the frontiers.5 Many of them followed the king’s youn-
gest brother, the count of Artois, to the kingdom of Piedmont- Sardinia 
in northwestern Italy, ruled at the time by the count’s father- in- law. By 
September the young prince had established the fi rst counterrevolutionary 
committee with the explicit intention of overthrowing the Revolutionary 
government. For the next fi fteen months the group attempted to foment 
a variety of insurrections. Th ey imagined— with an almost total incompre-
hension of the nature and extent of the Revolution— that all the recent 
changes had been imposed by a tiny minority, and that with only a small 
eff ort on their part the population would rush to join them and welcome 
the return of the Old Regime. Th ey soon concocted a variety of conspira-
cies, linking themselves with dissidents in the southeastern regions of 
Languedoc and Provence and the city of Lyon. Most of their plans also 
included the “liberation” of the king from Paris. A fi rst botched plot at the 
end of 1789— probably supported by the king’s second brother, the count 
of Provence— led to the arrest and execution of one of their accomplices, 
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the marquis de Favras. A more ambitious plan, set for December 1790, would 
have freed the king and launched a general insurrection throughout the 
kingdom. But this too was uncovered by the Revolutionary police and re-
sulted in numerous arrests.

Th e eff orts of these early “emigrants”  were long hampered by internal 
squabbles between Artois and the other great aristocrats who had joined 
him. Soon the prince also had a falling out with his father- in- law, who was 
not anxious to bring down the wrath of France on his own small state. 
In January 1791 the small band of reactionaries was forced to leave Italy 
and travel northward, fi nally fi nding refuge in the German Rhineland. 
 Here the group would receive more competent leadership from Charles- 
Alexandre de Calonne, the former fi nance minister, who soon became 
the prince’s de facto prime minister. With considerable po liti cal savvy, 
Calonne began negotiations with various of the major Eu ro pe an powers 
in an attempt to win support for a general invasion of France. Th e emi-
grants also set out to create their own counterrevolutionary army— or in 
fact, three separate armies, since the diverse emigrant factions continued 
to quarrel among themselves.

With the advantage of hindsight, most of the early counterrevolutionary 
movements originating outside France seem remarkably inept and at times 
ridiculous. Yet the Revolutionaries themselves could never be certain how 
extensive and eff ective such plots might be. After all, great aristocrats had 
dominated French society for centuries, and it was logical to think that 
they might continue to control the situation as they had in the past. Th e 
Constituent Assembly soon had solid evidence of the various attempted 
uprisings. As word of the conspiracies leaked out to the public and as they 
 were taken up and debated by the deputies, fears  were inevitably aroused 
in Paris and elsewhere in the country. Rumors of such activities would help 
engender periodic panics spreading through the streets of the capital.6

Both the Assembly and the population  were also aff ected by opponents 
to the Revolution present and directly visible inside France itself: conser-
vative groups working openly to oppose, modify, or bring down the new 
regime. Th ree organs of internal opposition  were particularly evident to 
patriots in Paris: the reactionary deputies within the National Assembly, 
the reactionary newspapers, and the diverse conservative clubs. Although 
there was always a fi ne line between conservatism and counterrevolution, 
many participants in these three groups moved rapidly toward open and 
intransigent opposition to everything the Revolution stood for.
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For the majority of the formerly privileged deputies in the National 
Assembly— the nobles and “upper” clergy of bishops and other aristocratic 
clergymen— the summer of 1789 had been altogether traumatic.7 Th e forced 
 union of the three estates, the destruction of the seigneurial system and 
the tithes on August 4, the rise of pop u lar violence— much of it aimed di-
rectly at them— had all been profoundly threatening and upsetting. A sub-
stantial number of noble deputies had even left the Assembly in July and 
August, some going home to consult with their constituencies, others 
making plans to leave the country.8 In the short term most such deputies 
reconciled themselves to many of the changes. After all, they had been or-
dered to participate in the National Assembly by the king himself. Th ey 
 were also comforted by the Assembly’s decision that their seigneurial “prop-
erty” would be respected until it was reimbursed by their former “vassals.” 
For a time, they opted to accept the new rules of the game and work within 
the system— with the possibility of slowing and perhaps reversing the Rev-
olution. Many  were also swept up in the struggle to obtain advantages in 
the new administrative system for the towns they represented, notably in 
the choice of capitals for the departments and districts. Toward the end of 
1789 the staunchly conservative noble, Irland de Bazôges, expressed his hope 
that “in the new order of things I can still be called to serve in public life.”9

Th e conservative and reactionary deputies also began or ga niz ing po liti-
cally.10 In alliance with the more moderate “Monarchiens,” the Right man-
aged to win several votes in the Assembly, and during the autumn of 1789 
they  were sometimes able to dominate the choice of the presidents and sec-
retaries in the Assembly’s bimonthly elections. Th e central issue that held 
the various factions of conservatives together may well have been the fate 
of the clergy and the church. While the aristocrats undoubtedly included 
a certain number of deists and religious scoff ers, as a group they remained 
close to traditional Catholic orthodoxy, and they soon developed a close 
alliance with the majority of clerical deputies in the Assembly. If we can 
believe Baron de Gauville, it was the debate on the question of religious 
toleration in the Declaration of Rights that fi rst united the group and led 
them to sit together on the right side of the hall.11 Indeed, the co ali tion 
soon became known derogatorily as “the blacks”— in part no doubt be-
cause of the substantial number of black- robed clergymen who sat in their 
midst. When the Assembly moved to Paris after the October Days, the re-
actionary deputies began meeting regularly to debate strategy in the convent 
of the Grands Augustins on the left bank of the Seine. Several exceptionally 
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talented orators emerged to defend their position, including Abbé Maury, 
the chevalier de Cazalès, Reynaud de Montlosier, and the marquis de 
Foucauld de Lardimalie. Maury, in par tic u lar, was ostentatious and fl am-
boyant in his opposition, taunting and baiting the patriots, challenging 
virtually every Revolutionary mea sure, and prophesying that the  whole 
experiment would soon collapse in ruin.

By early 1790 one deputy described the intensely polarized Assembly as 
consisting of “two armies ready for combat,” continually confronting one 
another in rhetorical clashes.12 One of the most dramatic and tumultuous 
debates occurred in mid- April 1790, once again over the issue of religion. 
Compromise votes the previous November and December had approved 
the principle of selling a portion of church land to pay the state debts that 
 were threatening to overwhelm the Revolution. But the details of the sale 
had been left purposely vague— and many assumed that only the lands of 
the regular clergy would be aff ected. Now, however, the patriot leadership 
demanded the auctioning off  of virtually all ecclesiastical property. Many 
clerical deputies felt deeply betrayed, believing they had been promised the 
preservation of church lands. In the midst of the debate one patriot cler-
gyman, hoping to calm the fears of the conservatives, proposed that Ca-
tholicism be offi  cially declared the state religion. But the patriot majority 
rejected the motion, arguing that it was incompatible with the principle of 
religious freedom. Th e “blacks” exploded in indignation, and with their 
hands raised to heaven they took an impassioned oath to sacrifi ce their lives 
for the defense of the Catholic Church.13 Some 300 of them met in the 
neighboring Capuchin convent to draw up a formal protest, repudiating 
the legitimacy of the Assembly’s majority vote and sending thousands of 
pamphlets throughout the kingdom condemning the decision. Although 
most patriot groups in the provinces rejected the pamphlet, it helped in-
fl ame Catholic- Protestant tensions in certain regions of southern France.14 
For the patriots the maneuver seemed clear proof that the conservative mi-
nority sought to incite violent opposition against the Revolution.

Th e incident of April 1790 marked a fi rst turning point in attitudes for 
many nobles in the Assembly. Irland was outraged by the decision, and he 
increasingly concluded that po liti cal cooperation with the Assembly was 
impossible: “What a strange abuse of eloquence, reasoning, and language!” 
he wrote, referring to what seemed to him a blatant attack on the Catholic 
faith. “No people on earth has ever done the like.”15 Even more upsetting 
for nobles like Irland was the Assembly’s decision the following June 19 to 
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abolish the hereditary nobility altogether. What ever the enthusiasm of the 
moment among the patriots, there can be no doubt that a certain spirit of 
revenge also played a role in the decision: revenge against the Right’s re-
jection of majority rule in April, revenge for their steadfast opposition to 
almost all Revolutionary mea sures, revenge for the long years of noble con-
descension under the Old Regime. “So we have revenge at last,” wrote one 
commoner deputy, “for all the humiliations we had to endure from these 
arrogant little counts.” Nicolas Ruault described the reaction in Paris: 
“Th e people rejoice over the decree abolishing the nobility . . .  , because they 
 were tired of seeing the nobles with all their insolence and arrogance.” “Th is 
spirit of vengeance,” he added, “is not the most desirable.”16 Th e patience 
and compromise displayed by the patriots the previous summer now seemed 
largely to have disappeared.

Predictably a great many of the nobles  were beside themselves with fury. 
Individuals who had never before spoken in the Assembly came forward 
with passionate protests. Noble status, they declared, was a question of blood 
and of “race.” It was an absurdity and an aff ront to their honor that the 
Assembly should claim to abolish their God- given prerogatives and supe-
riority. Foucauld de Lardimalie protested “with all his soul” a decree that 
“overturns and destroys everything and will create a chaos of people mixed 
together from every condition.” For the count d’Escars, “Th ere is no power 
on earth that can prevent me from leaving my title of nobility to my de-
scendants, a title that was given only by God.”17 Over the following month 
hundreds of protests poured into the conservative press from nobles 
throughout the kingdom, denouncing and rejecting the decree. Th ough 
most members of the former Second Estate had ultimately been convinced 
to abandon their seigneurial rights— for which, in theory, they  were to be 
reimbursed— they drew the line at the “honor” of their noble status. A great 
many ceased attending the meetings or abandoned the Assembly altogether, 
choosing to emigrate rather than to remain in a kingdom controlled by 
the Revolutionaries.18

But while the voice of opposition was increasingly silenced in the Na-
tional Assembly after the summer of 1790, it was vigorously maintained to 
the very end of the monarchy in the conservative press.19 Like the patriot 
newspapers, the eight to ten Pa ri sian periodicals on the Right represented 
a wide variety of styles, formats, and po liti cal stances. Th ere was the more 
staid and moderate Mercure de France, close to the Monarchiens in the As-
sembly; and the brilliantly satirical Actes des apôtres, composed by a team 
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of conservatives, many of them deputies in the Assembly. Th ere was also 
an assortment of far more vitriolic sheets: the Gazette de Paris by Farmian 
du Rozoi; the Ami du roi of the Abbé Royou, the self- conscious heir of the 
Année littéraire of the Old Regime; and Gautier de Syonnet’s Journal de la 
cour et de la ville, widely known as “the petit Gautier.” Th ey  were written 
by a curious variety of editors. Several had emerged from the same milieu 
of Old Regime “Grub Street” authors that spawned the patriot journalists. 
Most of them had initially supported the Revolution. But whether through 
genuine conviction or because they sensed a lucrative niche opening up for 
opposition newspapers, they rapidly moved to the right after the October 
Days. In 1791 the opposition papers taken as a  whole could boast some 
100,000 subscriptions in Paris and the provinces and a substantially larger 
total number of readers. As best we can tell, the readership was dominated 
by the former privileged classes, nobles and clergy, perhaps a fi fth of whom 
 were women.

By early 1790 the conservative journalists  were describing the Revolu-
tion as an unmitigated disaster. Endless accounts  were given of the destruc-
tion of time- honored institutions, of massacres and mayhem, of the per-
petration of intolerance and cruelty— despite all the patriot rhetoric about 
reason and logic. In fact, the very ideas of liberty and equality  were folly, 
since “in e qual ity is inherent in the world” and “subordination is the basic 
link, the very soul of society.”20 Left to their own devices the common people 
 were vicious animals. If France was to be saved, it was essential to return 
full authority to the king and to recognize the impossibility of the people 
ruling themselves. For the editors of the Ami du roi and several other jour-
nalists, the Revolution had nothing to do with pop u lar sovereignty. Re-
turning to the pre- Revolutionary predictions of Abbé Barruel, they an-
nounced that all that had transpired was the work of a small minority of 
phi los o phers, Protestants, and Free Masons. Soon such newspapers not only 
attacked the Revolution but actively promoted its overthrow. Th ey urged 
the other Eu ro pe an powers to invade France and oust the “Jacobites”— as 
they commonly termed the Friends of the Constitution— and they strongly 
encouraged nobles to emigrate and join the counterrevolutionary armies. 
Th e image of the chivalrous knights of old was called upon repeatedly to 
justify the struggle: they  were “crusaders setting forth to conquer the holy 
land of their fathers,” as the Gazette de Paris put it. And there  were endless 
references to the celebrated warriors of the past, like Du Guesclin or Ba-
yard or Turenne.21 On several occasions the Pa ri sian crowds attacked the 
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publishing offi  ces and roughed up the editors of papers that so castigated 
the Revolution. For the most part, however, a liberal commitment to freedom 
of the press prevailed and the conservative newspapers  were allowed to con-
tinue publishing to the very end of the monarchy in August 1792.

Th e most fanatical of the conservative journalists easily matched such 
patriot extremists as Marat and Fréron in the violence of their rhetoric, the 
brutality of their attacks on individuals, and their calls for revenge and 
blood. “One must have the courage to repeat the fact,” wrote the Petit 
Gautier, “that France can only be regenerated through a bath of blood. You 
must seize the iron sword of destiny that presides over all empires and revo-
lutions.”22 Like certain of the patriot extremists, they characterized their 
opponents as bloodthirsty “monsters” preparing a new Saint- Bartholomew’s 
Day— referring to the massacre of Protestants in Paris in the late sixteenth 
century. Th e patriot and the counterrevolutionary journalists clearly read 
their opponents’ papers.23 Th ey played off  one another, sparred with one 
another, as both sides developed a Manichaean logic that demonized and 
dehumanized their opponents. Th e increasingly intense verbal violence 
fl aunted in the extremist press served to prefi gure the physical violence that 
would soon explode throughout the country. In any case, the Rightist press 
played a major role in sensitizing the patriots to the presence and the danger 
of counterrevolutionary threats. “Aristocratic, royalist, and anti- patriotic 
brochures are more numerous and more violent than ever,” wrote Ruault 
in early 1790. “Civil war is in people’s minds. May God keep it from going 
any further!”24

As for the conservative clubs, most  were not strictly speaking counter-
revolutionary. Th us, the Pa ri sian “Constitutional Monarchy Club,” as its 
name implied, advocated granting greater authority to the king within a 
constitutional structure. Yet the patriots  were immediately suspicious, es-
pecially when it became clear that membership was dominated by the former 
privileged orders and when the club began giving charity to the poor in 
what seemed an obvious ploy to win pop u lar support. Th e deputy Legendre 
worried that “beneath the mask of an acceptable title, a horde of aristo-
crats are meeting.”25 Many of the Pa ri sian common people clearly agreed, 
and soon thereafter a crowd invaded the club and forced it to close.

Yet conservatives of various stamps continued to meet less publicly in 
cafés, at the homes of individuals, or in the “salons” of Duval d’Eprémesnil, 
Madame d’Escars, or the chevalier de Bouville. Bouville, in fact, was one 
of the principal organizers of the so- called salon français, which soon be-
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came resolutely counterrevolutionary. It seems to have come into existence 
in the spring of 1790 and to have been attended by deputies who had sup-
ported the failed resolution to declare Catholicism the state religion. 
But like the Jacobins, the group soon saw the participation of numerous 
nondeputies— up to 600, according to one report. In addition to or ga niz ing 
a series of formal protests against the decrees of the National Assembly, co-
ordinated primarily by Bouville, the salon seems early to have been in cor-
respondence with the count of Artois and the emigrants in Germany. Th e 
group was probably involved in an early conspiracy to remove the king from 
Paris and, perhaps, in the abortive uprising in the southeast at the end of 
1790. It may also have been the rallying point for the fl ood of young no-
bles who rushed to the Tuileries Palace on February 28, 1791, when rumors 
spread that the king’s life was in danger. A few months later, following the 
emigration of most of its members, the salon français largely ceased its meet-
ings. Th ereafter, the small group that remained in Paris provided the 
nucleus for one of the earliest spy networks in France. It secretly sent 
information on the Revolution— usually of dubious value— to the count 
d’Antraigues in Italy, who forwarded it to various foreign powers. Led by 
Pierre- Jacques Lemaître, a former Jansenist with considerable experience 
in clandestine activities under the Old Regime, the network would be 
uncovered by the police only after the Terror in 1795.26

Th e Religious Catalyst

Th e religious policies of the Revolution incited opposition not only among 
the conservative deputies but also among elements of the larger popula-
tion. Th e refusal to declare Catholicism the state religion, the decrees 
granting equal rights to Protestants and Jews, and the election of a Protes-
tant pastor (Rabaut Saint- Etienne) as president of the National Assembly 
could all arouse protests. In provinces like Languedoc and Alsace, with large 
non- Catholic minorities, many Catholics  were convinced that the followers 
of Luther and Calvin had seized control of the Assembly. During the spring 
of 1790 such fears led to violent religious troubles in the southern towns of 
Montauban and Nîmes. Th e Nîmes confl ict, in par tic u lar, resulted in the 
death of some 300 Catholic supporters. In August of that year 20,000 Cath-
olic national guardsmen met on the plateau of Jalès in northern Languedoc, 
largely in reaction to the Nîmes disaster. Th e meeting was modeled on the 
recent federation movements among the patriots. But participants replaced 
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the patriot tricolor badges with red crosses on their hats, and rather than 
a show of unity and reconciliation, there was a strong undercurrent of ha-
tred and revenge. In the weeks that followed, several of the leaders of the 
Jalès federation established ties with the count of Artois and the emigrant 
army.27

About the same time a rather diff erent set of religious and po liti cal forces 
led to open civil war in the small enclave of papal territory near the mouth 
of the Rhône River. A confl ict between pro- French sympathizers in Avi-
gnon and supporters of the Pope in the surrounding towns was compli-
cated by a bitter factional struggle within Avignon itself, pitting Catholic 
moderates and anticlerical radicals. In October 1791 over sixty Catholic citi-
zens would be brutally murdered by radical extremists and thrown into 
the tower of La Glacière in the Palace of the Popes. Th e “Massacre of La 
Glacière” would become a major scandal, debated and denounced in the 
National Assembly and throughout France.28

Religious tensions  were thus already high in certain provinces when the 
National Assembly decreed the reor ga ni za tion of the Catholic Church, 
known as the “Civil Constitution of the Clergy” (passed on July 12, 1790). 
Although the deputies insisted that they had no intention of touching the 
Catholic religion itself, their transformation of the ecclesiastical structures 
was remarkably radical. Having already abolished the regular clergy and 
announced the sale of most church land, they now eliminated the posi-
tions of all clergymen not directly administering the sacraments— such as 
canons, chaplains, and nonresident benefi ce holders— who  were sent into 
retirement with small pensions. Bishops and parish clergymen  were con-
verted into “civil servants,” henceforth to be paid by the state and elected 
by the lay population, rather than being picked by the Catholic hierarchy. 
Th e boundaries of all dioceses  were redrawn to correspond with the civil 
administrative departments— thus eliminating over fi fty bishoprics and 
their bishops; the revenues of the bishops  were greatly reduced, and in the 
future they would be chosen from among the parish clergy rather than from 
great aristocratic families, as in the past. Equally radical, the deputies simply 
announced the new law to the Pope in Rome, without requesting his 
ratifi cation or blessing.29 Not since the Reformation of the sixteenth 
century had a Eu ro pe an state unilaterally eff ected such sweeping changes 
in the church.

Th e  whole situation was rendered even more complicated at the end of 
1790 when the Assembly voted that all “ecclesiastical civil servants” must 
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swear an oath of allegiance to the new Constitution, including the Civil 
Constitution of the Clergy. A small minority of clergymen had begun 
denouncing certain elements of the reforms, and the deputies had grown 
increasingly impatient. “It is diffi  cult to feel forgiveness for [these priests],” 
wrote Th eodore Vernier, who in his youth had considered joining the clergy. 
“Th ere are times when we can be indulgent, but now it is time to fi nd out, 
once and for all, if the Nation is to be respected.”30 In fact, the legislation 
passed in late November was specifi cally intended for the bishops, widely 
believed to be the primary source of opposition. It was almost as an after-
thought that the deputies also included the parish clergy, assuming that 
the vast majority would readily comply. Any priest who refused to pronounce 
the required formula “purely and simply” without restrictions of any kind 
was to be dismissed from his post.

In the early weeks of 1791 clergymen all over France  were compelled to 
stand at their altar, raise their hand, and swear a solemn, religious oath. 
Th e po liti cal leadership was not surprised when all but two of the bishops 
serving in France refused to acquiesce. Th ey  were stunned, however, when 
almost half of the 50,000 parish clergymen also refused. In fact, the parish 
priests and their assistants  were deeply divided over the Civil Constitution 
and its meaning for the church. A great many enthusiastically embraced 
the Revolutionary legislation, convinced that the new laws would initiate 
reforms necessary for the spiritual renewal of Catholicism. Others, how-
ever, felt that they could not accept such an oath without restricting it to 
civil questions alone. Th e state must respect their in de pen dence in spiri-
tual matters and their allegiance to the Holy Father in Rome. Th e deci-
sion was even more complicated because of the pressure exerted on priests 
by the laity. In some regions the oath ceremony was transformed into a 
kind of general referendum for or against all of the religious policies of the 
Revolution, policies that might be perceived very diff erently depending on 
the local religious culture. Th is active involvement of the parishioners may 
help explain the remarkable regional variation in oathtaking. Th us, in the 
heavily Protestant regions of Languedoc and Alsace, where many Catho-
lics  were convinced that the Revolutionaries  were trying to force them to 
become Calvinists or Lutherans, people might riot against any clergymen 
who attempted to take the oath. Likewise around much of the periphery 
of the kingdom— from Brittany, Normandy, Anjou, and western Poitou 
through the northern border provinces of Lorraine, Franche- Comté, and 
portions of the Pyrenees— the clergy was often encouraged to refuse the 
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oath. Th e fi rst pop u lar protests against the Revolution in the department of 
Vendée— site of a massive counterrevolutionary uprising in 1793— can be 
dated to the implementation of the oath in the region. By contrast, 
throughout the greater Pa ri sian Basin and in a large swathe of provinces 
in central, southwestern, and southeastern France, both priests and parish-
ioners generally supported the oath. In these regions the local population 
might even do violence to clergymen who rejected the new legislation.31

Th e patriot leaders in Paris, however, had little understanding of the com-
plexities of the oathtaking pro cess, of the pressures from parishioners, or 
of the subtleties of theological reasoning. For them the oath was essentially 
a po liti cal, not a religious, act, and they  were baffl  ed by the actions of the 
“refractory” clergy who rejected it. Th roughout the fi rst six months of 1791, 
no other topic so dominated the correspondence of the deputies who wrote 
home to their families and friends. In nearly every letter Gaultier de Bi-
auzat expounded at length on the religious crisis. He agonized over the fact 
that so many priests in his home province of Auvergne— some of them his 
friends— had failed to comply. He marshaled all possible arguments in favor 
of the Civil Constitution; he tried to imagine the “eff ects of fear” or the 
“scrupulousness of conscience” that might have led to such refusals; and 
he hoped against hope that clergymen would soon change their minds and 
acknowledge the benefi ts of the new legislation. François- Joseph Bouchette 
was not the only deputy forced to confront opposition to the oath in his 
own family. His sister would continually scold him for his “impiety” in sup-
porting the Civil Constitution.32

Many provincial administrators  were at least as impatient with the re-
fractories as  were the legislators. To them the basic fact seemed obvious: 
the refractory priests had rejected the Constitution and, by that very act, 
had embraced a counterrevolutionary position. Th e situation was only made 
worse by those parish clergymen— a minority no doubt— who vigorously 
contested their impending eviction from their parishes for failure to swear 
an unrestricted oath. Th ey attacked the “constitutional” priests, sent in to 
replace them, as sacrilegious intruders whose sacraments would be ineffi  -
cacious and who would place the souls of their parishioners in peril of dam-
nation. It was feared they might also make use of the pulpit and the con-
fessional to castigate the patriots and denounce the Revolution in general. 
Especially in those areas where a large proportion of parish clergymen re-
jected the oath, local administrators  were angry and fearful that the clergy 
was undermining their authority and the legitimacy of the new regime. 
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Th ey became obsessed with the possible links between refractories and coun-
terrevolutionaries. Th ey knew that a number of bishops had fl ed the country 
and  were in relation with the emigrant princes across the Rhine and that 
they  were smuggling in pastoral letters repudiating the Civil Constitution 
and the newly elected constitutional bishops. Th ey also saw the reactionary 
press calling for a crusade against the Revolution in order to save the “true 
religion.”

At fi rst, in the name of religious freedom, the majority of the National 
Assembly had supported a policy of toleration. Th e refractories should be 
left alone and even allowed to perform the sacraments, as long as they stayed 
out of politics and did not disturb the peace. But many local authorities 
rejected such a position from the leadership in Paris who, in their view, 
had no experience with the reality of the problem. Th e refractories  were 
viewed as the secret source of all unrest and opposition in the rural areas. 
“In alarming the consciences of timid and scrupulous people,” wrote the 
leaders of the department of Aisne, “they are creating a faction that will 
soon outweigh that of good citizens.”33 In many departments blanket di-
rectives  were issued requiring all refractories to leave their former parishes 
or move to a town where the national guard could keep an eye on them. 
In a few cases they  were even imprisoned. By 1792 no less than twenty- 
eight departments had issued such directives, all of them technically illegal. 
Especially in western France, Alsace- Lorraine, and the Massif- Central, the 
ecclesiastical crisis created an ever- greater polarization between patriot 
townsmen and the strongly orthodox rural populations.34 Th e schism that 
was created within the Catholic Church was to last for over a de cade and 
was to have momentous eff ects on pop u lar attitudes toward the  whole 
Revolution.

Emigrants and Emigration

As the clergy confronted the crisis of the Civil Constitution and the oath, 
the French nobility also found itself facing a series of agonizing dilemmas. 
Th e vast majority— perhaps a hundred thousand individuals— still lived 
in rural chateaus or provincial town houses scattered across the kingdom, 
and like their commoner neighbors, they initially struggled to understand 
what was happening in Versailles and in Paris. Based on the contempo-
rary correspondence that has survived, many  were overwhelmed by the Rev-
olutionary events. Th ey felt besieged, as their basic assumptions about so-
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ciety came under attack and as they saw themselves the target of suspicion 
and hatred. During the summer of 1789, Marie- Alexandrine de Lisleroy, 
residing in her country  house in northern Languedoc, was beset with anx-
iety. Th e uprisings of the local peasantry and the people’s sudden refusal 
to pay their seigneurial dues “led me to sleepless nights, and to days of 
weeping, sighing, and praying. I was overwhelmed with dark and frightful 
suspicions.” Th ey felt a mixture of consternation and humiliation at having 
to appease their new “masters,” men who frequently came from the “dregs 
of society.” “It is only the nobles,” lamented the baroness de Barbier in 
Alsace, “who are forced to smile and be silent and submit to everything de-
manded of them, if they want to avoid being massacred as ‘aristocrats’ ”— 
and all this in the face of a village council composed of a tailor, a butcher, a 
carpenter, and two peasants, who delighted in lording it over them.35

Many noble families opted to lie low as best they could, retired in their 
country  houses or urban residences and consoling themselves with religion.36 
But for a great many younger gentlemen resignation was not an option. 
Spurred on by conservative newspapers, incited by conversations with fellow 
offi  cers in the regiments where many of them served, prodded by letters 
from nobles who had already left for foreign lands, they began thinking 
increasingly of emigration and armed struggle. Th ey  were, after all, sol-
diers trained to fi ght, and the overthrow of the evil that was Revolution 
seemed a goal that was eminently worth fi ghting for. At the end of 1790, 
the British ambassador Earl Gower was amazed by the number of nobles 
he encountered in Paris who “express openly in public their hopes of a speedy 
counter- revolution.” Soon the reactionary Gazette de Paris was publishing 
the “sacred list” of offi  cers who had vowed to “off er their swords” to fi ght 
for the liberation of France.37

Th e emigration of the French nobility occurred in waves. A fi rst cluster 
of departures had begun in the summer of 1789, when Artois and other 
members of the court aristocracy had fl ed across the borders. A second surge 
followed the National Assembly’s suppression of the nobility in June 1790, 
a decree that for many nobles marked a major break with the Revolution. 
But the largest movement emerged in the summer and autumn of 1791. In 
June of that year the entire corps of offi  cers, almost all of whom  were no-
bles, was compelled to take an oath of allegiance to the Constitution, not 
unlike that imposed on the clergy a few months earlier. Many offi  cers  were 
already deeply unhappy with the Revolution. For months they had been 
struggling with the indiscipline of their troops, troops who  were joining 
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Revolutionary clubs in ever- increasing numbers and who sometimes en-
tered into open revolt against their commanders. And just as they  were pon-
dering their decision on the oath, they learned that the king himself had 
attempted to fl ee Paris and France. Taken together, the oath requirement 
and the king’s fl ight generated a large new wave of emigration.38

For those currently serving in the military, the departure from France 
was relatively simple. A great many  were stationed near the frontiers, and 
only a short  ride was necessary to bring them onto foreign soil. Th e ma-
jority  were relatively young and unmarried and thus had fewer family com-
mitments to hold them back. According to one estimate, some three- fourths 
of all army offi  cers had abandoned their posts by the end of 1791. At about 
the same time an equal proportion of naval offi  cers in the port of Brest 
had failed to appear for ser vice.39 Yet noblemen residing in the interior of 
the kingdom also felt great pressure to emigrate. “Th ose offi  cers who re-
mained in France,” remembered the marquise de La Tour du Pin, “received 
letters from those who had emigrated, reproaching them for their cowardice 
and their disloyalty to the royal family.” Th e image of the brave and loyal 
knight, fulfi lling his chivalrous destiny to defend the king and protect the 
church, increasingly appeared in every letter, in every conversation among 
the gentlemen of France. Many years later Antoine- Claire Th ibaudeau viv-
idly recalled the nobles he had encountered leaving Poitou in 1791: “Th ey 
imagined themselves ‘paladins’ of old, fl ying away on the wings of honor, 
bragging they would soon return like thunder and lightning and force the 
patriots to come to their senses.” 40

But for the older generations of the nobility, for those who had never 
been in the army or who had long since retired and had wives and fami-
lies, the decision could be wrenching. Th e Barbier family in Alsace, like 
the majority of more modest noble families, ultimately decided that emi-
gration was eco nom ical ly impossible. Th e baronne explained to her son, 
who was already living in Austrian territories, that all they possessed was 
their landed property, and that if they left their home, they would lose ev-
erything and would have nothing left to live on. “We have no choice but 
to abandon ourselves to Providence and await with confi dence the instruc-
tions He may give us.” But many gentlemen felt compelled to leave, re-
gardless of their economic and family situations. Madame de Médel de-
scribed the situation near Poitiers where her fi fty- year- old husband, a former 
offi  cer, struggled to decide what to do: “In spite of themselves even sen-
sible men have been swept up in this frenzy. No one is left. Th ey have all 
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gone off , with much regret and without any money. Th ree- fourths of them 
are depressed to leave behind their wives, their children, and their estates.” 
Médel’s husband eventually succumbed to the pressure, and he would still 
be away fi ghting for the counterrevolution when she died in 1799.41

By the end of 1791 at least 10,000 emigrants had left. Th ey came from 
virtually every corner of France. Ironically, many regions of the country 
that had been little touched by the refractory clergy  were now confronted 
with the departure of a signifi cant segment of the local aristocracy.42 Dep-
uties of the National Assembly and its successor, the Legislative Assembly, 
regularly saw large numbers passing through Paris on their way to the fron-
tiers. By late 1791 over half of the nobles who had sat in the fi rst Assembly 
had also begun leaving the country, most of them joining the counterrev-
olutionary armies forming across the Rhine.43 Irland de Bâzoges, the noble 
magistrate who had never served in the army and had scarcely handled a 
fi rearm, left to enlist as a simple soldier.44 Th e population in general and 
the patriot leadership in par tic u lar  were intensely aware of such emigra-
tion and of the dangers it posed. A great many of the nobles made no ef-
fort to hide their intentions as they packed up and left their provincial resi-
dences and streamed through the capital en route to Germany.45 Such 
behavior provided direct and visible evidence of the numbers of the former 
dominant class who  were now heading off  to swell the ranks of the forces 
waiting to invade the nation and destroy the Revolution. It also helped raise 
suspicion against those nobles who remained behind, any of whom might 
well be in correspondence with the enemies abroad and plotting internal 
uprisings.

Th e King’s Flight and the “Terror” of 1791

It was in the midst of the growing tension over the refractory clergy and 
the emigrant nobles that the extraordinary news swept across France: the 
king, Louis XVI, had disappeared and was presumed to have fl ed to for-
eign lands. On the morning of June 21, 1791 he and his entire family  were 
found missing from their rooms at the Tuileries Palace.

Th e king had been deeply troubled by the Revolution, and he was un-
able to reconcile himself to his loss of the power and prerogatives of the 
Old Regime. If we can believe the memoirs of one of his ministers, he merely 
made a pretense of cooperation with the patriots, while waiting for the new 
regime to collapse in anarchy from its own unworkable schemes.46 Yet his 
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royal consort, the Austrian princess Marie- Antoinette, was far less passive 
in the face of events. As early as 1789 she urged the king to leave Paris, and 
by late 1790 she and her “friend” and probable lover— the Swedish count 
Axel von Fersen— were making detailed plans for the king to escape to Aus-
trian territory. Th ough the king himself long opposed the plan, fearing for 
the safety of his family and always fi nding it diffi  cult to make major deci-
sions, he fi nally came around to the idea in the spring of 1791. He was deeply 
unhappy with the Civil Constitution of the Clergy, which his advisers had 
convinced him to approve. And he was indignant over the events of April 
18 of that year, when he and his family had been prevented by crowds of 
Pa ri sians from leaving for an Easter sojourn at the palace of Saint Cloud— 
crowds who  were angered that Louis was taking communion with a re-
fractory priest and who feared that the outing was an excuse for a perma-
nent departure. As so many of the counterrevolutionaries, Louis had 
convinced himself that a small clique of radical Jacobins in Paris had seized 
control of the country and that if he could only reach the provinces, the 
vast majority of the nation would welcome his return to leadership.

At fi rst the great escape, which began in the night of June 20– 21, went 
remarkably well. Th e goal was to travel secretly to the northeastern fron-
tier, there to be welcomed and protected by a contingent of troops under 
the command of the marquis de Bouillé. If necessary, they would receive 
support from the Austrian army, positioned just across the frontier. With 
the help of Fersen, the king, the queen, and their two children— along with 
a small group of servants— succeeded in slipping out of the palace and es-
caping unnoticed from the ever- suspicious city of Paris. By dawn they  were 
rolling across the plains of Champagne in a caravan of two carriages and 
two guards on  horse back, disguised as a train of Rus sian nobles. Th ough 
the king was recognized on several occasions, the witnesses  were too shocked 
and uncertain to act, and the party was allowed to continue its journey. 
For a variety of reasons, however, the travelers fell several hours behind 
schedule and a detachment of troops, sent by General Bouillé to meet the 
royal party, concluded that the king was not coming and retreated from 
the scene.

Toward eight  o’clock that eve ning, as they crossed the small town of 
Sainte- Menehould on the edge of Lorraine, the royal couple was recognized 
once again, this time by a manager of the relay stables named Drouet who 
had once served as a cavalryman in Versailles. After the party had moved 
on, Drouet convinced the town council to act, and he and a friend gal-
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loped across country to overtake the caravan. In the small town of Varennes 
the two men  were able to rouse a group of patriots and national guardsmen, 
and the king and his family  were forced to halt. Th ere ensued a long night 
of negotiations between Louis and the Varennes town fathers. But with 
pressure from the crowds in the streets and with the arrival of a courier 
from the National Assembly, the royal family was forced to turn around 
and begin a slow, humiliating trip back to Paris, escorted by hundreds of 
national guardsmen. Th e return of the carriage into the capital was watched 
by tens of thousands of Pa ri sians, lining the streets in sullen silence, re-
fusing even to remove their hats in an obvious insult to the king.

Over the next three weeks, with the king and queen now held virtual 
prisoners in the royal palace, the deputies of the National Assembly 

Th e king’s fl ight halted by the national guard in Varennes, June 21, 1791. Th e royal 
carriage had just emerged from the archway in the center of town when it was 
blocked by a cart fi lled with furniture, positioned by Drouet and local guardsmen. 
One can just see the king in the carriage window. After his capture, the king and 
his family  were forced to return to Paris. J. Bulthuis, engraved by Daniel Vrijdag, 
© Coll. Musée de la Révolution française, Domaine de Vizille, MRF L 1985.848.59.
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struggled to fi nd a solution to the crisis. Th ey no longer believed that the 
king had been “kidnapped,” as some had initially suggested. But they 
 were frightened by the consequences of trying or punishing the monarch 
and appalled by the prospect of rewriting a Constitution on which they 
had labored for almost two years. Ultimately, the majority convinced 
themselves that Louis had once again been misled by his advisers. In 
mid- July they voted to continue drafting the Constitution as planned 
and present it to the king. If he agreed to sign it and abide by it, they 
would return him to power. Otherwise a regency would be established 
until the king’s young son, educated by pro- Revolutionary tutors, could 
assume the throne.

In the face of this decision, a number of monarchists and conservatives 
argued that the Assembly had gone too far and outstripped its authority; 
that a king had the right to travel wherever he wished and that confi ning 
him to the Tuileries after his return was an outrage to his sacred person. 
Th e reactionary press lambasted the Assembly, and one paper even launched 
a campaign for volunteers to serve as “hostages” for the royal couple, al-
lowing them to escape their  house arrest. In short order hundreds of men 
and women, overwhelmingly members of the former nobility, wrote pas-
sionate letters vowing to sacrifi ce themselves for the freedom of Louis and 
Marie- Antoinette.47

Yet the great majority of French patriots had been profoundly shocked 
by the attempted escape. Th e Assembly was fl ooded with anguished let-
ters from citizens throughout the kingdom, recounting their surprise and 
their consternation. Madame de Pompery, who rarely concerned herself with 
politics, described the reaction in her hometown in Brittany: “Here, as ev-
erywhere, we are deeply aff ected by the terrible news shaking the  whole of 
France. Everyone is caught up in ‘what if ’ and ‘why?’ and ‘how?’ Since the 
alarm is so widespread, even those normally little interested in politics are 
worried and distressed, thinking of their absent friends and losing sleep at 
night.” 48 During the interval of almost a month— with the king suspended 
from power and the Constituent pondering the decision it should take— 
everywhere in the country pop u lar societies, town councils, district and 
department assemblies, and improvised citizens’ committees began debating 
the situation on their own. Patriots had been especially angered by the per-
sonal message the king had left behind when he fl ed, a message in which 
he repudiated almost all the Revolutionary decrees that he had previously 
signed and sworn to uphold. Many citizens  were convinced that if the king’s 
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fl ight had been successful, it would have been followed by a foreign inva-
sion to crush the Revolution. Everywhere he was treated with extraordi-
narily harsh language and brutal caricatures— portrayed as a pig, a fool, a 
drunkard. In hundreds of letters addressed to the Constituent he was de-
scribed as a traitor and a liar who had perjured his sacred oath to support 
the Constitution. Many announced that they would follow the decision 
of the Assembly what ever that decision might be, and a surprising number 
declared they  were prepared to see Louis removed from the throne. A few 
even recommended that the monarchy be suppressed altogether and a re-
public created. Gaultier de Biauzat admitted receiving a large number of 
letters from towns and clubs in his province of Auvergne, demanding “that 
the nation treat the king as a criminal guilty of treason.” 49

Th e most dramatic and well- organized reaction against the monarchy 
was orchestrated in Paris.50 Within days of the king’s fl ight the Cordeliers 
Club and the various fraternal societies had or ga nized a series of protest 
marches across the city, with thousands of Pa ri sian men and women linking 
arms and shouting out slogans promoting the dethroning of the king and 
the creation of a republic. Soon the movement had attracted the support 
of a number of journalists, from Jacques Brissot, Louise Kéralio, and Jean- 
Paul Marat to the ex- marquis de Condorcet, all of whom vigorously sup-
ported the republican position. Dismayed by the Constituent’s refusal even 
to read their petitions and by its decision to reinstate Louis if he signed 
the Constitution, the protesters planned a monumental petition- signing 
event for July 17 on the Champ de Mars. Tens of thousands of Pa ri sians 
came out on that warm Sunday afternoon, some to sign the demand for a 
“new or ga ni za tion of executive authority” and some simply to watch the 
proceedings. But the majority in the National Assembly, feeling that their 
authority had been fl aunted and that republicans and unruly crowds  were 
pushing an insurrection, now lost all patience. Mayor Bailly and the Pa ri-
sian city council  were pressured by the Assembly to declare martial law. 
When a large contingent of national guardsmen was sent to the Champ 
de Mars to halt the ceremony, people began pelting them with stones. And 
the guardsmen, whether through anger or fear, opened fi re on the crowd 
and then charged with fi xed bayonets and with cavalry on  horse back. 
Dozens— and perhaps hundreds— of citizens  were shot or stabbed or tram-
pled in the panic that ensued. Tragically the killings occurred on the very 
spot where the great festival of brotherhood had taken place just one year 
earlier.
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For the fi rst time the patriot majority in the National Assembly had 
passed the threshold of state- sponsored violence. Th ey had strongly urged 
the Paris militia to crush the movement. Th ereafter, throughout July 
and much of August, the deputies pursued a policy of repression which has 
sometimes been portrayed as a trial run for the Terror.51 Th e Assembly’s 
surveillance committee continued to track down participants in the coun-
terrevolutionary conspiracy that had nearly succeeded in separating the 
king from the Revolution. But it was equally preoccupied with the “repub-
licans” who had directly defi ed the authority of the Assembly. Martial 
law was maintained and numerous individuals  were arrested in Paris, many 
of them held in prison without indictments. National guardsmen and 
plainclothes police spies circulated in the city with orders to halt all 
demonstrations or street gatherings. Surveillance of the press was reinsti-
tuted for the fi rst time since early 1789, and a number of key journalists 
from both the conservative and the radical republican press  were arrested or 
forced into hiding— Du Rozoi, as well as Marat, Desmoulins, and Kéralio. 
Many of the more moderate deputies hoped to end once and for all the per-
sis tent pop u lar turmoil that had reigned in Paris for months and to break 
the strength of those parallel powers— the sections and the clubs— that had 
put in question their policies.

While much of the repression in Paris was directly supervised by the 
committees of the National Assembly, similar or even harsher mea sures  were 
pursued in de pen dently in the provinces by various administrative bodies. 
Unknown strangers found traveling through France, individuals rumored 
to have used seditious language, anyone who even looked “suspicious”: all 
might be arrested and imprisoned without trial. Mail written by or addressed 
to suspect persons was illegally opened and searched for evidence of evil-
doing. But it was the refractory clergy and the nobility who  were subjected 
to the greatest scrutiny. For weeks local authorities had felt harassed by the 
activities of the nonjuring priests, and the news of the king’s fl ight had set 
off  a new surge of noble emigration. National guardsmen and police agents 
 were sent to raid chateaus and religious  houses all over the country, looking 
for unsavory activities. Refractory priests  were rounded up, whether or 
not they had caused disturbances. On occasion all nobles in a given area 
 were confi ned to their homes or required to reside in specifi c towns. A 
letter from the town council of Limoges was typical of dozens addressed 
to the National Assembly during this period. Offi  cials complained of the 
large number of former offi  cers and royal bodyguards crossing their town 
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en route to Paris— many of them carry ing letters from emigrant princes 
across the Rhine urging them to join up or suff er the “brand of infamy.” 
In general, the offi  cials announced, “Our aristocrats and refractory priests 
show the greatest audacity and are counting on the success of the 
counterrevolution.”52

Th e crisis of Varennes also led to a terrible schism within the Jacobin 
Club. Already in the spring of 1791 a majority of the Jacobin deputies had 
been recoiling from their earlier radical positions and pushing for an end 
to the Revolution. As the onetime radical Basquiat de Mugriet put it in 
late May, “a time for moderation has begun. Despotism has been entirely 
overcome. We now must establish the edifi ce of liberty on a foundation of 
unity and peace among all citizens.”53 In the days after the king’s fl ight, 
the violent language of many of the nondeputies in the Jacobin Club, spoken 
out against the king and in favor of a republic, had outraged the more mod-
erate majority of the Constituents. On July 16, led by the so- called trium-
virate of Barnave, Duport, and Alexandre Lameth— the onetime Young 
Turks of the Jacobin movement, now the advocates of moderation— almost 
all of the deputies walked out of the meeting and formed a rival “friends 
of the Constitution” across the street in the buildings of the former Feuil-
lant monastery. Only a handful of deputies— including Pétion, Robespi-
erre, Abbé Grégoire, and four or fi ve others— refused to leave the original 
club. Th ereafter each of the two groups claimed to be the true embodi-
ment of the original society.54

Over the coming weeks the Jacobins, led by Pétion, attempted several 
overtures for a compromise with the “Feuillants.” Sister clubs in the prov-
inces, appalled by the split, wrote fervent appeals for reunifi cation. Even-
tually some sixty of the Constituent deputies returned to the original mother 
society. But the schism proved irreparable, and it rapidly became the source 
of extraordinary bitterness between the two rival groups. Basquiat railed 
against his former colleagues who had remained in the Jacobins and who, 
in his opinion, thought more of popularity with the masses than of the 
good of the nation. It was essential that all true patriots abandon “a so-
ciety where exaggeration had replaced patriotism, where . . .  a few Friends 
of the Constitution, under the pretense of seeking pop u lar support, sought 
to plunge us into the most frightful anarchy.” Bouchette even accused 
them of being paid agents of a foreign power, bent on destroying the 
Revolution: “It is said that money from abroad is being used to promote 
republicanism. . . .  Th e goal is to launch a civil war.” Th ose remaining in 
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the Jacobins, for their part,  were outraged by the “tyranny” and repression 
of the Feuillant majority in the Assembly. Surely it was more than a coin-
cidence that they had seceded on the very eve of the brutal massacre of 
patriots on the Champ de Mars, a massacre promoted by a Feuillant ma-
jority in the Assembly. Patriots who once thought of themselves as brothers, 
moved by the common goal of creating a better world, now accused one 
another of treachery and betrayal.55 Th e terrible schism within the Jacobins 
in the wake of Varennes would have an enormous impact on factional divi-
sions among the patriots in the years to come.

In the midst of the crisis and the split of the radicals, the National As-
sembly forged ahead. With most of the conservative deputies boycotting 
the meetings and with the radicals in disarray, the Feuillants made a su-
preme eff ort to complete the Constitution, hoping that the king would sign 
the document and that the Revolution could be ended and calm restored 
to the country. In early September, exhausted by their eff orts and by their 
long confrontation with opposition on both their right and their left, the 
deputies declared that the fi nal version had been fi nished, and the docu-
ment was presented to the king. After reading and considering the Con-
stitution for over a week, Louis announced he would accept it. On Sep-
tember 14 he went to the Assembly hall to affi  x his signature and pronounce 
an oath of adherence. With the king’s support, the Assembly then decreed 
a general amnesty in favor of all prisoners arrested for po liti cal reasons. 
Everywhere the prisons  were emptied of counterrevolutionary and pro- 
Republican prisoners alike. From all over France patriot elites wrote let-
ters to the Constituent, affi  rming their allegiance to the new regime.56

But even though the Revolution was declared to be “over,” deep suspi-
cions persisted. In the minds of a great many citizens, the refractories and 
the emigrants remained as great a danger as ever. Even if the patriots hoped 
with all their heart that the king had mended his ways, they  were beset 
with doubts. Had Louis not already ignored and perjured three or four pre-
vious oaths? Could one really be confi dent that he would honor his latest 
signature? René Levasseur described the atmosphere in the autumn of 1791: 
“People still spoke . . .  of general reconciliation, of  union, of fraternity. But 
everything had changed. Unity was on their lips, but dissension was in their 
hearts.”57 Such  were the prevailing anxieties as the National Assembly for-
mally disbanded and the newly elected Legislative Assembly began its ses-
sions on the fi rst day of October.



5
Between Hope and Fear

From the very beginning, in their eff orts to transform the nation, the 
Revolutionaries had placed a premium on reason and on the rational re-
construction of French society and institutions on the basis of liberty and 
equality. And their or gan i za tion al achievements, many of which would have 
a long- term impact on France and on much of western Eu rope, should not 
be underestimated. Yet a time of Revolution is very diff erent from normal 
times. Th e experience of the years after 1789 invariably aroused a range of 
emotions, emotions that would often have a profound infl uence on the ac-
tions and perceptions of the elites. Before we turn to the second phase of 
the Revolution, the era of the Legislative Assembly, it is important to take 
stock of the evolving mindset of French men and women during this fi rst 
period.

Th e creation of a National Assembly, the fall of the Bastille, and the Rev-
olutionary decrees of August 1789 had sparked an intense thrill of excite-
ment and joy among a large number of French citizens. Changes that few 
had ever imagined possible in their lifetime had engendered a surge of near 
millenarian hopes for a world transformed, in which a “new man” might 
take control of his destiny and forge a society based on reason, equality, 
and universal brotherhood. Although this Revolutionary faith was initially 
centered in Paris and in the major towns of the kingdom, over the following 
years it even penetrated the rural villages, where the great mass of the pop-
ulation lived. It spread through the impact of pop u lar elections by which 
active citizens everywhere  were invited to choose their offi  cials and mag-
istrates. It spread through participation in citizens’ militias, where even 
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relatively humble men who paid suffi  cient taxes might be elected offi  cers. 
It spread through the eff orts of Revolutionary clubs to educate the popu-
lation and to or ga nize oathtaking ceremonies, festivals, and fraternal ban-
quets in which the new demo cratic ethos was hailed and performed in the 
presence of the  whole community.1 It is easy to forget how stirring was the 
mantra of “liberty, equality, fraternity” as experienced by the men and 
women of the Revolution. For it embodied a system of values, a  whole new 
basis for society that the Revolutionaries believed would change the world 
forever.

Yet even before the Estates General had met, hope and enthusiasm had 
gone hand in hand with fear and uncertainty. From the spring of 1789 Adrien 
Colson, Nicolas Ruault, and Félix Faulcon had all conveyed their concerns 
that attempts to enact major reforms might lead to chaos and anarchy, to 
“utter calamity and destruction,” as Colson had put it. Such anxiety had 
increased tenfold during the harrowing summer of 1789, with the waves of 
panic and violence and the emergence of a power vacuum in which many 
Old Regime institutions had collapsed and lost their legitimacy before a 
new system could be created to take their place. Almost from the begin-
ning, moreover, patriots had been beset with fear that the transformations 
 were too good to be true, that those who had dominated society under the 
Old Regime would do everything in their power to turn back the clock 
and reverse the achievements of 1789. Th e reality of the threat seemed con-
fi rmed, moreover, by the emerging movement of counterrevolution, led by 
a warrior class that was prepared to defend to the death an aristocratic and 
inegalitarian system, sanctioned in their view by both nature and religion. 
Th is complex mixture of contradictory emotions, the feelings of both fervor 
and fear, optimism and pessimism was much in evidence in the correspon-
dence of the period. “You have seen,” wrote the Breton lawyer Jean- Pierre 
Boullé, “how tormented I am by doubt. I am devoured by anxiety, . . .  
between hope and fear.” Th e small- town barrister from central France, 
Antoine Durand, described many of the same feelings: the “striking 
contrast between good and evil, anguish and hope, joy and sadness, 
which so rapidly follow upon one another.”2

To be sure, throughout the Revolution the relative balance between the 
two emotional penchants could fl uctuate in the face of changing events. 
For a time, in the spring and summer of 1790, the Revolutionaries had felt 
a wave of confi dence that once the transition had been achieved, once the 
Constitution had been instituted and the new administration had begun 
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functioning, everything would fall into place and the new age of liberty 
would be permanently established. Th ere had been just such a surge of self- 
confi dence during the federation celebrations spreading across the nation 
and culminating with the monumental ceremony in Paris on the fi rst an-
niversary of the fall of the Bastille. Th e rituals of collective oathtaking at 
the core of these festivals produced powerful feelings of unity and common 
purpose which contemporaries described in the most glowing terms.

However, the eff ects of such celebrations rarely endured more than a few 
weeks before the Revolutionaries found themselves facing a new array of 
dangers. Th e spring of 1791 had been particularly unsettling in this regard. 
Th e menace of the emigrant armies gathering in Germany and ostenta-
tiously announcing their imminent return to power was invariably 
disturbing. Perhaps even more distressing  were the perceived counterrevolu-
tionaries living in their midst, notably the tens of thousands of nobles still 
residing in the countryside and the large numbers of parish clergymen who 
had rejected the constitutional oath. Until such priests could be replaced, 
it was feared, the  whole rural population might be turned against the 
Revolution.

By late 1791 the feelings of anxiety had even penetrated the dreams of 
some of our witnesses. In October of that year Guittard de Floriban, who 
rarely mentioned his inner emotions, confi ded to his diary a terrifying night-
mare in which he fell off  a high wall into a great basin of water. “Dear God,” 
he cried out, “have pity on my soul!” A few months later Rosalie Jullien 
recounted a dream in which she was walking in the pale moonlight within 
a strange landscape when she too fell into a deep abyss.3 Th is climate of 
uncertainty, generated in large mea sure by the very nature of the Revolu-
tionary pro cess, would be intensifi ed by the eff ects of two other phenomena 
that increasingly infl uenced the population: rumor and denunciation.

Rumor in Revolution

Rumor, of course, is a phenomenon common to every society and to every 
age. In classical antiquity Virgil even treated it as a kind of female demigod, 
insidiously disrupting society with “facts and falsehoods mingled.” 4 In 
the more innocuous form of gossip, accounts of the private lives of neigh-
bors or persons of note might pass as a form of entertainment. Louis- 
Sébastien Mercier described such activities in Old Regime Paris, in which 
individuals “eager to feed themselves on the latest gossip . . .  forget their 



Th e Coming of the Terror in the French Revolution

124

families and the dinner hour, and give themselves over to the singular 
passion for exchanging nonsense in the middle of the street.” Colson fre-
quently confi ded to his friend in the countryside an assortment of un-
substantiated hearsay pulsing through the city, some of it true, some of it 
not. Th ere  were reports that the king’s sister, Madame Elizabeth, was 
about to join a convent; that a royal sister- in- law was pregnant; that the 
queen herself was with child. Much of this information was picked up by 
Colson from various individuals he encountered in his daily activities: the 
wine merchant across the street, or a cook he knew who worked in Ver-
sailles, or the unmarried daughter of his downstairs landlord. Other, more 
scurrilous accounts of the great might circulate through the city in manu-
script notes or printed scandal sheets, some of them distinctly porno-
graphic in nature.5

But rumors could also involve much more serious concerns. Social sci-
entists have demonstrated that people are particularly susceptible to rumor 
in times of uncertainty, ambiguity, and perceived danger and where there 
is a general lack of trust in the institutions conveying information.6 In this 
sense, rumors have been described as an alternative form of news, “impro-
vised news,” produced as a community struggles to ascertain the reality of 
its situation and to develop appropriate responses. Rumors  were almost cer-
tainly amplifi ed under the Old Regime by the extreme secrecy of the royal 
government and by the tight censorship of the press, which made reliable 
information frustratingly diffi  cult to come by. In fact, we often forget how 
few of the decisions of monarchs and ministers  were actually made public 
to contemporaries.

In periods of high tension, the city of Paris and other urban centers could 
vibrate with improvised news concerning the price of bread and the causes 
of its increase, or the threat of war, or the actions of the police. Rumors 
could reverberate from street to street and from window to window with 
extraordinary rapidity, following complex networks of conversations ex-
changed or overheard at a fountain or in a bread line or across a court-
yard. Peddlers, water carriers, bakers, and  house hold servants  were said to 
be particularly active in passing along such accounts. Any one individual 
might easily hear several diff erent, even contradictory, versions, for rumors 
rarely moved in a simple linear chain. As the stories  were repeated and dis-
cussed in multiple exchanges, they  were typically modifi ed and metamor-
phosed. Such modifi cations might occur in part through misunderstand-
ings in moments of tension and in part as individuals sought to justify their 
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own terror by exaggerating the extent of a perceived danger— implying that 
their fear came not from personal weakness or cowardice, but from a truly 
frightful situation.7 Modifi cations might also entail simplifi cations that 
made the message easier to remember and convey but that also edited away 
nuance and infl ated oppositions, rendering an account that glorifi ed he-
roes and denigrated villains into simplifi ed, black- and- white roles. Such ac-
counts  were also commonly aff ected by previously held attitudes concerning 
those persons and groups touched by the rumors. Individuals might subtly 
modify stories in such a way as to justify and confi rm preexisting resent-
ment toward long- standing antagonists. One might readily believe the worst 
and even embroider a more exaggerated account, when a rumor involved 
nobles or priests whom one had long disliked for other reasons. As the 
historian Marc Bloch put it, “We are easily led to believe what we need 
to believe.”8 Moreover, rumors not only disseminated interpretive ver-
sions of the “news”; they could also communicate moods and feelings. 
Th e emotions of anger or fear or general anxiety could move through the 
streets hand in hand with the stories of secret grain hoarding or of out-
rages exacted by the police.9

With the advent of the Revolution, both the nature and the intensity of 
rumors  were substantially altered. Stories circulating in the countryside con-
cerning events in the capital in July 1789 had played a major role in the 
chain- reaction panic of the Great Fear that spread across much of France. 
In Paris itself, to judge from the correspondence of our witnesses, the rumor 
networks continued to function as under the Old Regime, but they be-
came far more politicized. Rumors closely linked to Revolutionary events 
often replaced the social gossip and anecdotes of the earlier letters. Th e “im-
provised news” proliferated through an array of new centers for the exchange 
of speculative information. Th e sectional assemblies, the national guard 
meetings, and the neighborhood clubs  were all constantly attuned to the 
latest stories circulating in the city. Rumors  were further amplifi ed through 
the fl ood of often contradictory assertions in the hundreds of uncensored 
newspaper and pamphlet publications which had suddenly become avail-
able. Confronted with this profusion of writings and with little previous 
experience in evaluating a free press, many literate citizens could only treat 
the print media as another source of rumor.

Th e confusion provoked by the mass of papers and pamphlets was in-
creased, moreover, by the activities of newspaper hawkers. Commonly il-
literate themselves, the paper peddlers poured through the streets every 
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morning and afternoon, fi lling the air with shouts of impromptu “head-
lines,” conceived as much to attract sales as to convey the actual content of 
their merchandise. Th e deputy François Roubaud described the spectacle: 
“the endless roar of several thousand bellowing voices from seven in the 
morning until noon and from fi ve to midnight, announcing a major de-
cree, a great victory, a frightful plot of the aristocrats and the priests, an 
insurrection in such and such a town, always with the names and the facts 
completely distorted.” As time went on, some of the newspaper editors them-
selves felt compelled by the competition to develop short, pithy fi rst- page 
articles that could attract more sales and could be adapted by the paper 
sellers. In any case, Mercier was appalled by the eff ects of the rumors and 
falsehoods propagated in the city: “Simple proposals are transformed into 
formal decrees, and a  whole neighborhood argues endlessly or is seized with 
fright over something that never took place. Th ough the common people 
have been misled a thousand times by such false announcements, they con-
tinue nevertheless to believe them.”10

Th e power of rumor was especially tenacious among the Pa ri sian pop-
u lar classes, a great many of whom  were functionally illiterate and who 
partook primarily of an oral culture. Th e educated classes, on the other 
hand, maintained a more ambiguous position toward the stories circulating 
in the streets. Colson was often quite condescending in his description of 
such sources. He derided the rumors that  were obviously untrue, even ri-
diculous, and he added snide remarks about the credulity of the common 
people. “Th e news,” he wrote, “is mixed with fables, which greatly aff ect 
its veracity.”11 On occasion he even attempted to verify a particularly trou-
bling rumor, as when word of a riot near the city hall sent him scurrying 
over to see for himself (the news turned out to be totally unfounded). But 
if anxiety and the need for action  were intense enough, and if a rumor was 
repeated often enough— for repetition could increase credibility— certain 
unproved rumors might even be accepted by those who  were normally more 
skeptical of word- of- mouth reports. Th us, when the subject was especially 
important for him and when no other information was available, Colson 
did sometimes take rumors into consideration and give them credence. So 
too Rosalie Jullien reported to her husband even some of the more unlikely 
“news” she had heard through her apartment window, shouted out by a 
neighbor in the street for everyone to hear. As Dominique Garat explained, 
living as he did “with so many people thinking and behaving on the basis 
of suspicions, it was sometimes impossible not to have suspicions myself.”12
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Over time rumors seemed to reverberate through Paris with ever- greater 
intensity. Th e British spy William Miles commented on the extraordinary 
number circulating in the city in the spring of 1791, some based on pos-
sible events, others quite unbelievable: “All these tales,” he wrote, “absurd 
as some of the fabrications are, pass for authentic, and serve no less to be-
wilder than to infl ame the public mind.” For Mirabeau it was not just a 
question of “absurdities” among the “vulgar,” but of rumors that might cut 
across cultural divides and touch the  whole of society— especially in this 
time of upheaval: “In periods of calamity nothing is more striking to an 
observer than the widespread tendency to believe and to exaggerate the most 
appalling news. It would seem that logic no longer consists of calculating 
degrees of probability, but of giving credence to even the most unlikely 
rumors. . . .  We then resemble children, for whom the most frightening 
tales are always the most eagerly followed.”13

Th e number and nature of the rumors circulating in Paris and in other 
parts of the country can of course never be known. Since such stories  were 
normally passed by word of mouth— over the “grapevine,” as it  were— they 
are invariably diffi  cult to document. Yet we learn bits and pieces of the more 
unsettling rumors fi ltering through the streets from accounts in newspa-
pers and the correspondence and diaries of our various witnesses. Clearly 
the Great Fear of July was by no means the last major rumor to aff ect Paris. 
Soon after the October Days, a surge of panic coursed through the city 
that gangs of thieves  were planning to attack private homes during the night: 
“Th is abominable plot,” wrote Colson, “has caused alarm throughout Paris; 
a great many women, in par tic u lar, have fallen ill from terrible fright.” On 
October 10, under public pressure, the town fathers ordered the  whole city 
illuminated during the night. All inhabitants  were told to place candles or 
lanterns in their windows, so that the police and the national guard could 
more easily survey the streets.14 An even more chilling story began sweeping 
through neighborhoods in early December— conveyed to Colson through 
a conversation with his landlord and from the words of a newspaper hawker 
outside his window. Th ieves and murderers  were said to be plotting to break 
out of the Paris prisons and attack good citizens. Someone was said to be 
marking the  houses of the city with white and red crosses, indicating those 
who  were to be robbed and those who  were to be both robbed and killed— 
apparently reviving memories of the Saint- Bartholomew’s Day Massacre 
in the sixteenth century. Soon thereafter rumors raged that hundreds of 
aristocrats had acquired national guard uniforms and  were planning an 



Th e Coming of the Terror in the French Revolution

128

attack on Christmas Day to kill all the patriot leaders. Anxiety was so great 
that offi  cials once again ordered an illumination of the city during Christmas 
night. Colson ultimately rejected the Christmas plot as ridiculous and un-
proven and revived his mocking condemnation of pop u lar credulity. Yet 
the usually more skeptical Ruault seems to have believed it, crediting the 
city’s salvation only to the timely actions of the municipal government and 
the mobilization of the national guard.15

Such rumors  were probably infl uenced in part by the widespread belief— 
among both the elites and the masses— that the chaotic conditions and 
power vacuum of the early Revolution  were allowing criminals to prolif-
erate. Colson returned again and again over the fi rst two years of the Rev-
olution to what he perceived as a veritable crime wave.16 Whether the per-
ceived increase in theft and murder was real or not is diffi  cult to confi rm, 
but much of Paris clearly believed it was real. Th e rumor and reality of thefts 
and acts of violence even led to a series of lamppost lynchings by vigilante 
groups in certain neighborhoods. Between May 1790 and February 1792 
no less than thirteen lynchings or attempted lynchings are known to have 
taken place in Pa ri sian neighborhoods.17

In the wake of the king’s attempted fl ight in June 1791, the rumor mill 
became even more intense, bewildering, and disconcerting. Another wave 
of stories swept through Paris that criminals  were about to escape from 
the prisons and attack the Revolutionaries. At the same time there  were 
new chain- reaction panics in the provinces, with rumors sweeping across 
much of northern France that the Austrian army was on the march, burning 
and killing as it went. As the story spread westward from village to village 
and from town to town— eventually reaching the outskirts of Paris— the 
imagined invasion grew from a few hundred to tens of thousands of sol-
diers.18 Increasingly, as we shall see, all such rumors  were dominated by 
the deeply unsettling stories of counterrevolutionary conspiracy.

Th e Dialectics of Denunciation

Beyond the suspicions generated by the circulation of rumors, fear and mis-
trust  were reinforced during the fi rst years of the Revolution through the 
expanding practice of denunciation. From the earliest months denuncia-
tion was actively promoted by patriot elites as a salutary act, necessary and 
unavoidable if the gains of 1789  were to be preserved. Given the extraordi-
nary scope and novelty of the transformations the Revolutionaries sought 
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to bring about, their feelings of vulnerability  were perhaps all but inevi-
table. As early as July 1789 a journalist calling himself Le dénonciateur na-
tional had warned his readers against the machinations of the aristocracy 
and the possible betrayal of po liti cal leaders in general, all of whom  were 
assumed to be subject to corruption. In such a situation it was essential for 
all citizens to “keep their eyes focused on everyone and everything.”19 Th e 
elites  were perhaps also infl uenced by their studies in secondary school and 
the denunciatory texts of the Latin orators Cato and Cicero, which they 
had all been compelled to memorize. Th ere  were endless references in pam-
phlets and speeches to Cicero’s preservation of the Roman republic by 
rooting out the conspiracy of Catalina. It was largely on the basis of such 
texts that Camille Desmoulins proclaimed a “declaration of the rights of 
the accuser,” affi  rming the fundamental prerogative and duty of every cit-
izen in a democracy to search out the enemies of the state. If the ideals of 
the Revolution  were to survive and the threats of counterrevolution beaten 
back, citizens must be constantly on the watch against the adversaries of 
liberty, whoever they might be: “In the present circumstances, it is impor-
tant to favor denunciation.” It was in much the same spirit that Mirabeau 
had praised the positive value of such acts: “Under a despot,” he wrote in 
the autumn of 1789, “an act of denunciation would be repulsive. But in 
the midst of the perils that surround us, it must be considered as the most 
important of our new virtues, as the protector of our nascent liberty.”20

Yet the manner in which this new virtue was to be utilized, the form 
and function of denunciation in actual practice, was at fi rst somewhat un-
certain. Many Revolutionaries hoped that it would be suffi  cient to sensi-
tize citizens to the dangers they faced and that the disapproval of the com-
munity, as determined by the “tribunal of public opinion,” would intimidate 
all real or potential counterrevolutionaries.21 Several of the most talented 
newspaper editors of the period developed denunciation as a central com-
ponent of their journalism. Th ey styled themselves as watchdogs of the Rev-
olution and continually urged their readers to be vigilant. Jacques Brissot 
set the tone in July 1789 through the epigram published at the top of each 
issue of his Patriote français: “A free newspaper is the vigilant sentinel of 
the people.” Th e champion of the denunciatory art, however, was undoubt-
edly “the people’s friend” Jean- Paul Marat. From the fi rst appearance of 
his newspaper, accusation became a fundamental element of his stock in 
trade. “I am the eye of the people,” he wrote in September 1789. “Will you 
forever be children, will you never see the truth, and must the friend of 
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the people continually remove the scales from your eyes?” He encouraged 
citizens to address denunciations directly to him, so he could publish them 
in his paper. And when he strongly suspected the shady activities of one or 
another offi  cial, he might even compose a “letter to the editor” himself.22

Of course, patriots  were also aware that unscrupulous individuals might 
make false accusations out of a desire for personal gain or revenge. It was 
for this reason that all denunciations  were supposed to be made openly and 
in public, with denouncers signing their names to written statements. If 
an accuser was mistaken or motivated by personal animosity, the accused 
would have no diffi  culty— so the argument went— in defending himself 
before the jury of public opinion, and the truth would come out.23 Indeed, 
the need to make denunciations openly was one of the most powerful argu-
ments for complete freedom of the press. In August 1790 Gaultier de 
Biauzat admitted that at times “such freedom has led to libel and calumny.” 
But in the present situation, with the Revolution still struggling to consol-
idate itself, such exaggerations had to be tolerated: “After its long servitude, 
liberty now reasserts itself with enormous energy, and sometimes, at fi rst, 
oversteps the bounds.”24

Not all patriots, to be sure, shared in the enthusiasm for such accusa-
tory practices. Th e radical newspaper, the Révolutions de Paris, cautioned 
that an excess of denunciations could destroy all confi dence among citi-
zens, lead to exaggerated suspicions, and provide a means of vengeance and 
intrigue for those acting primarily from unsavory personal motives. If the 
denunciations continued unchecked, no one would want to serve in public 
offi  ce. Several of the Constituent deputies, like the Breton Legendre, com-
plained of the endless denunciations. Colson quickly grew tired of Marat’s 
jeremiads. He even wondered whether the Friend of the People was 
not being paid by the aristocrats to promote fear and confusion among 
citizens and whether his paper should not be renamed “the enemy of the 
people.”25

Yet there was also an economic logic to the inclusion of ample denun-
ciations in the newspapers. Th e editors  were faced with heavy competition, 
and there could be no doubt that denunciation made excellent copy and 
provided drama for the hawkers in the streets. Th e journalists  were well 
aware of the anxieties already widespread among their readers and of the 
suspicions of conspiracy propagated by rumors. Moreover, the newspapers 
 were not the sole organs of denunciation during the early years of the Rev-
olution. Accusatory practices  were reinforced by the activities of many of 
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the patriotic clubs. If one  were truly a friend of the Constitution, one must 
not only support the propagation and understanding of its ideals but also 
do everything in one’s power to foil those who sought to undermine or 
destroy it. Many pop u lar societies included a commitment to surveillance 
and denunciation in their foundation charters, as a fundamental obliga-
tion of membership. Th us, in Marseille, each new member took a pledge 
“to defend with my fortune and my blood every citizen who has the courage 
to denounce traitors to the fatherland and enemies of liberty.” “Never avert 
your eyes,” they  were warned; “spy upon the public conduct and even the 
private lives of offi  cials in order that they cannot prevaricate in their sa-
cred functions.” Some provincial Jacobins, like those in Toulon, wore tri-
color badges with an eye painted over, as a sign of vigilance.26 In this they 
followed a practice initiated by the Cordeliers in Paris, who prominently 
affi  xed the eye of surveillance to all of their publications and who urged 
their affi  liates throughout the city to be forever watchful of the former priv-
ileged and of the possibilities of hidden conspiracies.27

Th e Paris Jacobins made no mention of denunciations in their original 
charter of February 1790. But by the spring of 1791 they  were following 
the lead of certain provincial clubs in requiring an oath to “denounce all 
traitors of the fatherland, even at the risk of our lives and our fortunes.”28 
In late 1791 they addressed a circular letter to their network throughout 
the country, requesting reports on any suspicious activities taking place lo-
cally. “We invite you, brothers and friends,” they wrote, “to give us as soon 
as possible accurate and precise information on the condition of your de-
partment . . .  and generally on everything concerning public tranquility and 
security.” Th ereafter, at the beginning of almost every session, the secre-
tary read the correspondence arriving from the provinces denouncing var-
ious groups or individuals.29

Th at the eff orts of the pop u lar societies and the newspapers  were having 
an eff ect is well documented for the city of Bordeaux, the great Atlantic 
port in southwestern France.30 In the spring of 1791 the Bordeaux Friends 
of the Constitution followed the Paris Jacobins in requiring all its mem-
bers to swear a “second oath” to be on the lookout for the enemies of the 
nation and to formally denounce any they discovered. Over the next two 
years the club received over 200 letters of accusation from both members 
and nonmembers against a host of perceived evildoers. Inevitably, many of 
the denunciations  were aimed at the nobility and the refractory clergy 
and their purported local supporters. Th ese two groups  were commonly 
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presented as enemies of the Revolution by defi nition, and they aroused par-
tic u lar suspicion when stories circulated that they  were holding secret 
meetings— meetings which no patriot had actually witnessed but in which 
counterrevolutionary plotting was assumed to have taken place.

Yet the great majority of the accusations before the Bordeaux club— some 
three out of four— were aimed not at nobles or clergymen but at other com-
moners, neighbors, and colleagues in the community. Citizens  were attacked 
for a variety of misdeeds, from anti- Revolutionary sympathies to admin-
istrative malfeasance. Th ere  were strong condemnations against all those 
who had joined the rival conservative club, “Friends of the Law.” Even after 
the club was forced to shut down, patriots continued to identify and pursue 
all those who had attended the meetings and who  were never forgiven for 
this sin of their past po liti cal options. Other citizens  were called down for 
various forms of inegalitarian actions or words. Individuals  were criticized 
for a failure to use the address of “citizen” rather than “Monsieur,” or for 
speaking in “a haughty tone” or for being “accustomed to seeing them-
selves as a superior beings.” One commoner notable, sarcastically described 
as a “puny hero,” was chastened for taking on airs and ostentatiously riding 
about town on a white  horse. It was a dramatic demonstration of the ob-
session with equality that rapidly penetrated the  whole patriot community.

As time went on, a growing number of the accusations  were aimed at 
other members of the club itself. Brother Jacobins  were blamed for var-
ious forms of misconduct during the meetings, or in their roles as offi  -
cials, or for using unacceptable language, or for “hiding behind the mask 
of patriotism.” Sometimes such accusations  were clearly coded to target 
“incorrect” po liti cal orientations. Especially during the Legislative Assembly 
and the Convention, one fi nds the fi rst clear evidence of factional rivalries 
within the club and a tendency to support one or the other of the two 
major factions in the Convention, the Girondins or the Montagnards. It is 
not insignifi cant— and it is an ominous harbinger of the future— that by 
the fall of 1792 the Bordeaux Jacobins had essentially ceased denouncing 
clergymen and nobles and had turned to denouncing one another.

Denunciations in the eminently public forum of the Bordeaux Friends 
of the Constitution invariably left an eff ect on the  whole community. Th ere 
 were protests that anyone with public responsibilities was now being spied 
upon and accused for even the most petty actions. “Will there never be a 
limit to their accusations, their indictments, their denunciations?” wrote 
one club member who found himself attacked. Individuals who  were so 
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accused before their fellow citizens— particularly those who supported the 
Revolution and who saw themselves as good patriots— felt profoundly dis-
tressed and humiliated. Th ey penned passion- fi lled replies, denying the ac-
cusations outright or contending that it was all a case of mistaken identity 
or of a misunderstanding of their words or actions. Th ey recounted their 
past ser vice to the Revolution, and they concluded with a series of oaths— to 
hate the enemies of the fatherland, to defend the Revolution— often the 
same oaths sworn by those who had just denounced them. Some also com-
plained about the unfortunate consequences of such accusatory practices 
on the morale of the community. Th e denunciations, as one writer put it, 
“invariably cause trouble not only in my family, but in the  whole neigh-
borhood where I live.”

Th roughout the kingdom by 1791, the image of the insidious enemies of 
the Revolution wearing the “mask of patriotism” to hide their true inten-
tions became a leitmotif in the culture of denunciation. Marat had intro-
duced the phrase as early as November 1789, and Brissot would return to 
the conundrum repeatedly throughout his Revolutionary career: “I have 
greater fear of [a conspirator] with a mask than with a dagger in his hand.”31 
Th e problem, as the Revolutionaries frequently argued, was that those plot-
ting in secret rarely left evidence of their true motives. “It seems a general 
principle,” wrote Prudhomme, “that conspiracy can never be proven by 
written evidence; only an imbecile would leave a written trail of his ac-
tions. Without such evidence, one can only look to personal observations 
and the implication of events, and observations and events can constitute 
proof for anyone ready to make the connections.”32 Several journalists even 
off ered primers on the techniques for distinguishing genuine patriotism 
from the cynical machinations of secret counterrevolutionaries. As Jacques 
Dulaure explained to his readers, “charlatans of patriotism” could often 
be spotted “by their pretentious exuberance, by their feigned exaggeration, 
by their eagerness to propose mea sures that could jeopardize liberty, by their 
grand pronouncements, protests, and excessive ardor.”33

Beyond the “tribunal of public opinion” the Revolutionaries would also 
establish a variety of surveillance institutions, conceived to evaluate the fl ood 
of denunciations and subject the guilty to serious disciplinary mea sures. 
As early as July 28, 1789, in the midst of the chaotic fi rst summer of the 
Revolution, the National Assembly had created a special Committee on 
Research to confront and investigate accusations of counterrevolutionary 
activities. A few months later, the municipality of Paris established its own 
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research committee and opened a register in which local citizens could for-
mally inscribe their denunciations. Brissot, who was himself a member of 
the municipal committee, was delighted with the mea sure: “Paris is the 
eye of France,” he affi  rmed. “Th ere is not a single citizen who does not watch 
out for the intrigues of our enemies.”34

Over the two years of its existence, the Constituent Assembly’s Com-
mittee on Research received hundreds of denunciations from around the 
country of suspicious activities, real or imagined. Th ey  were sent in by a 
variety of administrators, pop u lar societies, national guard offi  cials, and 
individuals.35 Many of the newly elected administrators gave top priority 
to rooting out conspiracy. Th e fi rst formal address of the department di-
rectory of Oise in July 1790 was an appeal for vigilance toward the secret 
forces opposing the regime: “It is not through open opposition but through 
insidious suggestions that they work to overthrow the edifi ce of your hap-
piness. . . .  Watch out for their treacherous insinuations.”36 With the rising 
tide of noble emigration and, perhaps above all, with the emergence of the 
refractory clergy as a cause of concern, a fl ood of complaints poured into 
the Constituent committee. Th us in June 1791 the directory of Aisne re-
ported on their in de pen dent inquiry into dangerous individuals living 
within the department. Th e administrators had convoked special meetings 
in the districts so that citizens could denounce local suspects and propose 
means for thwarting the schemes of the enemies of the Constitution.37 Sig-
nifi cantly, some administrators  were even prepared to take into consider-
ation anonymous denunciations that had not been signed. In dangerous 
times such as these, they argued, could one really maintain such scrupu-
lous technicalities? As one citizen from La Rochelle put it, “We know that 
anonymous reports can be despicable, yet nothing is despicable when it is 
a question of saving the state.”38

Ultimately, the new legislation on criminal law and police surveillance 
would be patently vague on the issue of anonymous denunciations. Th e 
law would formally legitimize and even require civic denunciations: “Anyone 
who has witnessed an attack against liberty, against another person, or 
against public security . . .  must immediately report it to the local police.” 
A similar requirement would soon be incorporated in the new penal code, 
and all public offi  cials would eventually be compelled to take an oath to 
denounce conspiracies. Such accusations would normally have to be signed. 
But even if the denouncer chose to remain anonymous, the police  were 
authorized to investigate whenever they thought it was warranted by the 
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potential danger of the situation.39 In the end, “saving the state” must al-
ways take pre ce dence.

Yet for the most part, the various administrators and their committees 
could only investigate accusations and recommend judicial action to the 
courts. Prior to 1791 such referrals led to relatively few actual convictions.40 
Th ere was a growing belief among patriots that the judges, many of them 
holdovers from the Old Regime reelected in 1790,  were refusing to convict 
or even to try dangerous suspects. Both the clubs and the radical newspa-
pers complained that local magistrates  were not taking their denunciations 
seriously and  were dismissing “criminals,” supposedly because of insuffi  -
cient proof. Soon suspicions  were running high that the judges themselves 
 were dangerous counterrevolutionaries and that there was a “triple co ali-
tion of the new tribunals, the former clergy, and the nobility.” 41

In Bordeaux, as throughout the kingdom, the logic of repeated accusa-
tions against perceived conspirators could have a devastating cumulative 
eff ect. Fearful of being denounced themselves, many individuals became 
all the more energetic in denouncing their neighbors. Jacques Ménétra would 
be beside himself with fury and frustration when he was attacked by one 
of his neighbors in Paris. “I would never have believed,” he wrote, “that, 
after living fi fty- seven years without making a single enemy, a man who 
had called himself my friend would denounce me.” Mercier considered de-
nunciation to have been one of the most disastrous practices of the Revo-
lution: “It gave rise to resentment, hatred, treachery, and jealousy; and even 
the bonds of family  were aff ected.” 42 Whether through genuine suspicion 
or cynical tactical maneuvers, factional leaders  were increasingly prepared 
to accuse their rivals as conspirators, false patriots, acting treacherously to 
undermine the Revolution.43 Th e pervasiveness of fear and rumor, under-
girded with the emerging accusatory culture of denunciations, had the 
potential for creating a kind of “everyday terror” where everyone spied on 
everyone  else: a vicious circle of grassroots suspicion that, in some respects, 
preceded and prefi gured the institutional Terror of 1793– 1794.44

Conspiracy Obsessions

One mea sure of the eff ects of anxiety, rumor, and denunciation on the psy-
chology of the Revolutionary leadership is the growth from the summer 
of 1789 among many individuals of a veritable obsession with conspiracy: 
a consuming suspicion of the activities of secret perpetrators willfully seeking 
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to do harm to individual patriots or to the Revolutionary community in 
general.45 When and in what manner a “paranoid style of politics” fi rst came 
to infl uence the Revolutionary elites has been the subject of much debate.46 
Th ere can be no doubt that a susceptibility to conspiracy interpretations 
was already widespread among the masses of the common people under 
the Old Regime. Th roughout much of history, a pervasive explanation of 
undesirable events assumed the willed interventions of individual beings, 
sometimes human, sometimes supernatural. In the eigh teenth century the 
belief that a wide assortment of villains might conspire to keep bread from 
the people in order to threaten or punish them— the so- called famine 
plot persuasion— was a common feature of pop u lar collective mentality.47 
In a world where people’s lives  were so dominated by the undisclosed ac-
tions of the powers that be— whether royal, seigneurial, or ecclesiastical— 
such a belief was not necessarily irrational, for most conspiracy beliefs 
 were based on a combination of observable facts and leaps of imagina-
tion. Th ey placed the onus of misfortune not on one’s own actions or 
on the workings of blind chance— which might have seemed singularly 
frightening and repulsive— but on the willed actions of others. Th ey 
entailed assumptions about the single- minded effi  caciousness of evil-
doers that was, as one anthropologist has phrased it, “far more coherent 
than the real world.” 48

Th e educated population as well was never entirely immune to such 
modes of explanation. At the end of the Old Regime a number of writers— 
including Voltaire and a great many Jansenists— were convinced of the ne-
farious conspiracies of the Jesuits. So too the ex- Jesuit abbé Barruel had 
claimed the existence of an unholy conspiracy to destroy religion and the 
monarchy.49 Yet beliefs of this kind  were seemingly the exception among 
eighteenth- century French authors. Th e vast majority never used the word 
“conspiracy” at all, and those who did referred primarily to events in the 
historical past. Montesquieu declared that conspiracies  were far more un-
likely in his contemporary world than in Greek and Roman times. Diderot 
derided the pop u lar tendency to explain the high price of bread in terms 
of plots: “People know that wheat must be cheap, because they earn little 
and are very hungry. But they do not know, and will never know, how dif-
fi cult it is to reconcile the vicissitudes of the harvest with the need for grain.” 
Indeed, by the later eigh teenth century new models for the analysis of po-
liti cal and economic events  were becoming available to the educated classes, 
models that did not require the willed maneuvers of individuals. Mecha-
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nistic explanations of the world, born of scientifi c reasoning and a belief 
in natural causes, had a profound impact on elite views of causation. Ap-
plying such perspectives to human aff airs, eighteenth- century thinkers made 
important advances in identifying more abstract po liti cal and economic 
pro cesses at work in the world.50

Among our future Revolutionaries, the language of conspiracy had been 
rare or non ex is tent in their Old Regime correspondence. Of thirty- two 
future Th ird Estate deputies who wrote pamphlets during the Pre- 
Revolutionary period, only one— Maximilien Robespierre— gave any in-
dication of a “paranoid style” of analysis.51 Most such writings  were marked 
rather by a tone of optimism and goodwill. While they might be highly 
critical of the nobles, they  were hopeful that the aristocracy could surmount 
its “prejudices” and be won over to the patriot cause through reason and 
persuasion. Much the same tone was to be found in the statements of griev-
ances drawn up by the urban elites in early 1789. Although there  were nu-
merous demands for ministerial accountability and public knowledge of 
government fi nances, conspiratorial notions and language  were largely 
absent.52

Th e summer of 1789, however, had brought a rapid expansion of con-
spiracy fears among both the elites and the masses. As with the spread of 
rumors, the spread of conspiracy explanations is frequently associated with 
times of upheaval, tension, and uncertainty. In a state of crisis, it is easier 
to cope with anxiety— and it is perhaps more generally comforting— if a 
specifi c group or individual can be held responsible.53 But such fears had 
also been impelled by the evidence of very real conspiracies in July 1789— 
the massing of mercenary troops around Paris, the dismissal of Necker and 
his replacement by a group of archconservatives. It was precisely in the last 
days of June and the fi rst days of July that many of our witnesses fi rst began 
mentioning the possibility of conspiracy. It was only then that Colson passed 
along reports to his friend of plots to overthrow the National Assembly 
and attack the city. During the same period Gilbert Romme and François 
Ménard de la Groye fi rst became preoccupied with the prospect of con-
spiracy, and Nicolas Ruault wrote several pages to his brother on the pre-
sumed conspiracy of the royal court against Paris and the Assembly. For 
the journalist Prudhomme, publishing in August, “each day reveals new 
crimes and unveils portions of the horrible plot of which we would all have 
been victims.” It was in direct reaction to such fears that the National As-
sembly had created its investigative Committee on Research. “Plots are being 
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hatched against the state, announced Adrien Duport in arguing for the 
Committee’s creation. “No one can have any doubts.”54

Over the following months waves of conspiracy fears had continued pe-
riodically to sweep through the pop u lar classes in Paris.55 As with all such 
rumors, the elites maintained an ambiguous position.56 Within the 
 National Assembly, concerns with plots and conspiracy  were largely epi-
sodic, in response to real and proven instances of counterrevolutionary 
activities— the gathering of Catholic national guardsmen at Jalès in August 
1790, for example, or the conspiracy of Lyon in December of that year. 
Other accusations appeared at intervals through the winter and spring of 
1790– 1791—linked to the growing barrage of threats from the emigrants 
and, above all, to the pop u lar unrest generated by the Civil Constitution 
of the Clergy. Yet most of the deputies whose correspondence has been 
preserved for this period  were cautious in their reaction to such interpreta-
tions. Many  were lawyers or magistrates by profession, well trained in the 
use of evidence and wary of accusations without proof. Th ey took pains to 
distinguish rumors of plots based on unverifi able hearsay, from those for 
which they believed irrefutable confi rmation existed. In the spring of 1790 
Gaultier refl ected on the recent predictions of plots about to break that 
had never in fact materialized: “I have never really placed any credence in 
them, and you have seen that [such beliefs]  were totally unfounded.”57

Th e views of the Revolutionary elites would be profoundly aff ected, how-
ever, by the experience of the king’s fl ight to Varennes. Once the deputies 
had come across the monarch’s handwritten statement, denouncing much 
of the Revolution and affi  rming that his previous cooperation had been 
insincere, there could be no doubt that Louis had left on his own accord.58 
As the Assembly’s various investigative committees delved into the aff air, 
interviewing dozens of witnesses and reading confi scated documents in the 
royal  house hold, it became patently clear that a comprehensive conspiracy 
had been afoot for months, involving numerous participants in Paris, in 
the army, and among the emigrants in Germany, entailing, as well, a pat-
tern of blatant deception and perjury on the part of the king himself— who 
had sworn a solemn oath to uphold the Constitution. Th ough many ru-
mors of impending fl ight had circulated in Paris over the two previous years, 
and though a handful of journalists, like Marat, had predicted such a con-
spiracy, the Assembly leadership and most of the elites had dismissed such 
suggestions as irresponsible ranting.59 But in June 1791 all of the seemingly 
paranoid predictions had come true. Never, since the Revolution began, 
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had there been more extensive and conclusive proof of the reality of a grand 
and coordinated conspiracy at the highest levels.

It was to be the fi rst of a series of terrible betrayals of the Revolution by 
individuals whom the French had previously admired. And many of the 
elites felt deeply deceived and mortifi ed that they had been fooled and un-
prepared. Such  were the sentiments of the deputy Marc- Alexis Vadier, the 
rigid Jacobin who only a few weeks earlier had assured his constituency 
that predictions of the king’s fl ight  were certainly untrue, and who now 
felt angered and humiliated to have been so blind. Such also was the case 
of the Breton deputy Legendre, who had long cautioned skepticism toward 
theories of conspiracy but who now was convinced that plots  were being 
hatched everywhere, that enemies  were “extremely numerous in the cap-
ital,” and that “the fi rst attacks would soon take place within its walls.” 60 
Soon letters  were pouring into the Assembly from the provinces— from ad-
ministrative directors, pop u lar societies, and diverse citizens’ groups— 
harshly condemning the “treachery” of the king and his presumed con-
spiratorial links with emigrants and foreign powers. Th e experience of 
Varennes would be a major factor in the infl ation of conspiracy fears among 
the deputies of the Legislative Assembly who took power at the beginning 
of October and in the growing belief that a vast “grand conspiracy” ex-
isted, uniting all of the Revolutionaries’ enemies both outside and inside 
the nation.

Th e Demonization of the Other

Even as the Legislative Assembly began meeting, the great majority of the 
Revolutionary elites still believed fervently in the values of liberty and 
equality central to the spirit of ’89. Th ey continued to partake in communal 
banquets, in festivals of brotherhood, in collective oaths of unity and com-
mitment. Th ey would persist in doing so throughout the Revolution— even 
in the midst of the Terror of 1793– 1794. Yet the mood of self- confi dence 
and equanimity that had characterized the leadership in June 1789, the 
boundless hopes for the rapid creation of a new society, had been substan-
tially eroded and defl ated during the fi rst two years of the Revolution.

Rumor, denunciation, and a growing obsession with conspiracy, all pro-
pelled by the uncertainty and anxiety intrinsic to a time of revolution,  were 
both cause and consequence of a subtle transformation in the psychology 
of the Revolutionary elites. Th e emergence of collective anger and hatred 
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in a society is always a complex pro cess, involving many entangled emo-
tions. In historical situations the arousal of hate is commonly associated 
with sentiments of betrayal, with the rejection of values and beliefs one holds 
most dear, and with real or imagined threats. In both individuals and groups, 
hate is often tightly interwoven with fear and to the stories one contrives 
to tell others and tell to oneself to justify and envelop one’s fears. Such con-
clusions, proposed by the social psychologists,  were long anticipated by Wil-
liam Shakespeare: “In time we hate that which we often fear.” 61

Th ere was no better example of this transformation among the Revolu-
tionaries than the growing tendency to demonize the opposition. Already 
by 1790 the forbearance of many patriots toward the “prejudices” of the 
nobility had largely disappeared. Th e adversaries of the Revolution  were 
increasingly portrayed as not only wrong but evil. Rosalie Jullien’s impa-
tience and anger toward the aristocracy  were palpable in the spring of 1790. 
“Th e aristocrats are posing so many obstacles, using so many ruses, plan-
ning so many horrors, that the friends of humanity, truth, and justice can 
only view them with indignation and anger. . . .  All the dev ils of Milton 
are but angels compared to the dev ils of the aristocracy.” Two months be-
fore Varennes, the deputy Fricaud announced that all aristocrats  were “mon-
sters”: “Oh, how I now hate more than anyone  else the aristocrats of our 
country.” Th e Jacobins of Marseille would describe the “race” of the no-
bility as inherently vicious: they  were “vampires” “with the claws of a harpy, 
the tongue of a bloodsucker, the heart of a vulture, and the cruelty of a 
tiger.” 62 By early 1791 many Revolutionaries had come to attribute to the 
nobility a kind of original sin that could never be removed.

Much the same rhetoric was soon being mobilized, moreover, against 
the refractory clergy. Th e deputy Pierre- François Lepoutre, who had regu-
larly practiced his Catholic faith under the Old Regime and who had once 
shown great sympathy for the clergy, now concluded that the refractories 
 were “the greatest enemies we have within the state. Th ey are more to fear 
than any of our external enemies.” Gaultier called them “unjust and evil.” 
Th e Legislative deputy Vincent Corbel de Squirio seemed to believe ru-
mors of “the atrocious crimes, murders, and poisoning perpetrated by the 
refractory priests. Th ese perverse men continue to outrage Heaven and earth 
in the name of a religion of peace and of love.” 63

It was part and parcel of the tragedy of the period that the counterrevo-
lutionary press soon began expressing much the same hatred and using much 
the same demonizing rhetoric to characterize the patriots. One conserva-



Between Hope and Fear

141

tive newspaper readily proclaimed that the Jacobins  were “brigands who 
thirsted only after gold and power and who preached violence to drunken 
brutes.” Th e Gazette de Paris urged “all the sovereigns of Eu rope to hasten 
as rapidly as possible to exterminate” the revolutionary “virus.” Later the 
same paper would make reference to the “monsters” of the revolution, these 
“murderous men who thirst after blood” and who, it was argued,  were pre-
paring a new Saint- Bartholomew’s Day Massacre of the priests and the 
nobles.64

To be sure, this penchant for demonization, like the conspiracy obses-
sion, did not aff ect all individuals with equal intensity. Some leaders seem 
to have been far more susceptible than others. And such beliefs tended to 
fl uctuate over time, partly in reaction to specifi c events. Prior to 1791 the 
demonization primarily involved attacks between patriots and aristocrats, 
revolutionaries and counterrevolutionaries. But in the course of the new 
Legislative Assembly a Manichaean language would increasingly be uti-
lized by patriots to refer to rival factions of other Revolutionaries. Indeed, 
the infl ationary hatred and verbal violence of the fi rst years of the Revolu-
tion, born from a culture of fear, rumor, and denunciation, as well as from 
a genuine menace of counterrevolution, would anticipate and help foster 
the psychology of the Terror.



After the trauma and violence of the summer of 1791, the majority 
of the French undoubtedly hoped for a return of calm and the end of up-
heaval and revolution. Th ose whose thoughts have been preserved in let-
ters or diaries  were elated by the ceremonies in Paris that September, marking 
the king’s ac cep tance of the new Constitution. Colson described “the bois-
terous joy” and the resounding cries of “Long live the king!” when Louis 
took his oath of allegiance before the Assembly. Guittard was dazzled by 
the festivities and nighttime illuminations ordered in celebration of the 
event. Hundreds of Persian lanterns  were hung in the trees of the Tuileries 
Gardens, the Champs- Elysées, and the major boulevards. When the dep-
uties of the new Legislative Assembly arrived to take their seats on October 
1, most believed that their assumption of power would mark the begin-
ning of a stable constitutional government. “Paris wants no more revolu-
tion,” announced the Breton delegates who had just arrived in the city. A 
representative from Clermont- Ferrand was equally hopeful that the advent 
of the Constitution would bring a reign of “union and harmony among 
all citizens.”1

Yet the Constitution in question would survive scarcely ten months be-
fore a second and far bloodier revolution would bring down the regime and 
set France on a radical course toward the creation of a republic. A funda-
mental problem for the settlement of 1791 was clearly the monarch him-
self. Louis XVI had solemnly sworn to accept the new government and 
his role as executive authority, with powers not unlike those of the recently 
created American president. But in fact, both Louis and his queen con-
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tinued to play a double game. Th ey would secretly encourage the interven-
tion of other Eu ro pe an states to end a regime that the king had never genu-
inely accepted and to restore most of his former prerogatives and those of 
his “loyal nobility.” Th e failure of the king to embrace the Constitution 
and to accept limitations on his power would be the fatal fl aw in the  whole 
experiment in constitutional monarchy.

Th e presence of an unreliable monarch, however, was not the only crisis 
the legislators would have to face. Th e deputies would fi nd themselves threat-
ened not only by counterrevolution but by the rise of a movement of rad-
ical militancy in Paris. Soon they  were also confronted with waves of pop-
u lar violence in the provinces and with a massive slave uprising in their 
wealthiest colony in the Americas. Th e following spring they would greatly 
compound their diffi  culties by pushing the country into war. Instability, 
suspicion, and war would be central to the emergence of a culture of in-
tense factionalism within the Assembly and among revolutionary elites 
throughout the nation.



Th e Coming of the Terror in the French Revolution

144

Faction and Unrest in the Provinces

During the fall and winter of 1791– 1792 all of the forces of disorder that 
had arisen in the early Revolution seemed only to intensify. Many of these 
problems arose from the tenacious logic of the Revolution itself. Th e “su-
pernatural eff ect” of liberty, the diffi  culty of setting the bounds of democ-
racy, the tendency to question authority: all continued apace during the 
era of the second National Assembly, disrupting attempts to impose order 
and civic discipline. Citizens persisted in avoiding their taxes and seigneurial 
dues; workers demonstrated for higher wages; rural people pursued their 
assaults on public and private forests; soldiers remained recalcitrant to the 
authority of their offi  cers. Surveying the scene in February, the deputy Rou-
baud would lament that “all the departments swarm with malcontents; all 
the cities are overwhelmed with sedition; everywhere the authorities are 
ignored; the laws are violated.” “It would seem that we are pushed forward 
by fearsome blind fate.”2

While much of this “anarchy” was nonviolent, there was also a renewed 
surge of riots and insurrections, reaching a peak in the spring of 1792, a 
period that approached the summer of 1789 in the frequency and fury of 
the outbreaks. An exceptionally hot summer had produced drought in cen-
tral and southwestern France and raised fears of famine.3 Equally serious 
for the grain supply  were the eff ects of the National Assembly’s own poli-
cies. Th e free trade supported by the deputies aroused anxiety among the 
pop u lar classes, who feared that the export of grain would create local short-
ages. Although the Legislature eventually halted shipments across national 
frontiers, it did nothing to block sales from region to region, as grain mer-
chants angled for maximum profi ts.4 Th e situation was compounded, more-
over, by the instability of the Revolution’s new currency, the assignats. Th e 
French had long been suspicious of paper money, and with the fear of 
impending war in early 1792, the value began dropping rapidly. In Paris 
many people did everything possible to rid themselves of the bills, further 
depressing their value. As Colson explained, “the general anxiety over the 
uncertain future of the assignats makes everyone eager to use them to buy all 
kinds of property and pay off  their debts.” Th e resulting infl ation disrupted 
local economies and brought considerable hardship to the lower classes, 
particularly those in the towns.5

As in 1789 the larger insurrections targeted a variety of individuals sus-
pected of manipulating markets or secretly hoarding grain: wealthy land-
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owners, government offi  cials, even rich peasants and clergymen. But now, 
far more than in 1789, the countrypeople went after the seigneurial lords. 
Th ere was growing anger that nobles could lay claim to “feudal dues” until 
they  were reimbursed by the peasantry and that they could even launch 
suits against villagers who refused to pay. Th e dues seemed particularly 
galling after the National Assembly ostentatiously abolished the nobility 
in June 1790. Th e nobility became the single most common target of col-
lective violence in the fi rst half of 1792, as waves of attacks on chateaus 
spread over large segments of the country.6

Th e pop u lar violence was all the more upsetting for the patriots in that 
they  were also faced with continuing counterrevolutionary activity. During 
the autumn, reports came in from across the country of noblemen heading 
for the frontiers, some of them openly announcing their plans to join the 
emigrant armies.7 Th e Pa ri sians  were acutely aware of the large numbers 
of aristocrats passing through the capital en route to Austrian or German 
territories—“our Don Quixote’s of the counterrevolution,” as the deputy 
Claude Le Coz scornfully called them. Ruault claimed that thousands had 
passed through the city in October and November, some of them stop-
ping at the Tuileries Palace to salute the royal couple before leaving. Th ere 
 were also reports of posters appearing mysteriously on walls, promising the 
rapid return of the emigrants to execute the Revolutionary leaders and put 
an end to their “rebellion.”8 Although Ruault believed this was all empty 
boasting, many Pa ri sians grew anxious. Th ere was in fact solid evidence of 
conspiracies between the emigrants abroad and nobles living in the inte-
rior. Th e Assembly had uncovered plans for an uprising in western France, 
the so- called co ali tion of Poitou led by the baron de Lézardière.9 Faced with 
such discoveries and with the swell of emigration, the deputy from Cahors, 
Pierre Ramel, tried to maintain a brave front, declaring that it was just as 
well that so many unworthy citizens  were leaving. Nevertheless, he admitted 
that “these fanciful ideas of counterrevolution . . .  upset the French people 
and deprive them of the contentment that the new Constitution should 
normally have given them.”10

Patriots  were even more concerned, however, with the perceived threat 
of the refractory clergy. By the autumn of 1791 most of the nonjuring curés 
had been replaced by clergymen willing to take the oath of allegiance to 
the Constitution. Yet there  were certain regions where oath rejections had 
been so widespread that it was diffi  cult to fi nd replacements and where re-
fractories had to be maintained at their posts to ensure the administration 
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of the sacraments. Even those nonjurors who had been ejected from their 
positions  were allowed by the laws on religious freedom to remain in their 
parishes and celebrate “refractory” masses in nearby chapels or convents.

Local patriots remained deeply suspicious of such “anticonstitutional” 
activities. Even if the priests in question avoided politics in their sermons 
and public pronouncements, no one could be certain of what they  were 
saying in private conversations or in the intimacy of the confessional or in 
catechism lessons to the children. In the department of Var, administra-
tors concluded that all refractories “detest the constitution and are working 
secretly to increase the number of its enemies.”11 Patriotic clubs and na-
tional guard units did everything in their power to mobilize opposition 
to such clergymen. But as parishioners themselves split in their positions 
on the ecclesiastical oath, violence broke out in towns and villages between 
those supporting and those opposing the nonjurors. Religious confl ict 
was the third most common cause of violence in 1791 and 1792— after 
antiseigneurial revolts and subsistence riots.12

In the midst of this turmoil, another rather diff erent problem was evolving 
in a great many regions of France: the bitter factional rivalries among the 
patriot elites themselves. Competition between such groups had long been 
part of po liti cal life in towns and villages. Depending on the case, divisions 
might be based on clashes between families or neighborhoods or religious 
affi  liations (where Protestants or Jansenists  were present), or on confronta-
tions among local associational groups— such as diff erent confraternities, 
guilds, or Masonic lodges. Sometimes such feuds had persisted through 
several generations.13 After the Revolution began, the politicization of the 
towns and the lack of institutional clarity could both reactivate older con-
fl icts and produce a range of new ones. Every community was, in fact, a 
microcosm with its own specifi c history and factional dynamics.14 Th e 
wave of municipal revolutions during the second half of 1789 could create 
enduring animosities, as former power brokers who had been pushed aside 
refused to accept their fate and resented the upstarts who had forced them 
from offi  ce. Sometimes those fomenting municipal revolutions had sought 
alliances with more humble individuals such as artisans and peasants, so 
that confl icts between the ins and the outs acquired a social dimension.15

Th e situation had been further complicated with the creation of com-
peting department, district, and municipal authorities. In many regions 
there was a tendency for the department directories to be more cautious 
and conservative and committed to following the letter of the law. Th e dis-
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trict and municipal leaders, by contrast, might evolve more radical posi-
tions, impatient with the perceived leniency of the National Assembly and 
of their immediate superiors. Th e reasons for this dichotomy are not en-
tirely clear. Perhaps it arose because lower- level offi  cials found themselves 
more frequently in the trenches, directly confronting refractory clergy and 
recalcitrant nobles.16 Th e municipal administrators might also include citi-
zens somewhat lower in the social hierarchy than those in the departments.17 
In any case, po liti cal divisions between departments, on the one hand, and 
districts and towns, on the other, was a pattern emerging throughout the 
nation. Th e Jacobin deputy Michel Azéma urged the leaders of his own 
department not to follow the “aristocratic” policies of other such adminis-
trators but to rely on the views of the municipal governments and the clubs.18 
Th e situation was summarized by Legendre in mid- 1791: “Th e unfortunate 
division between the diff erent levels of public administration has become 
the greatest obstacle to the return of calm and tranquility.”19

What ever their origins within local politics, many rival factions soon 
lined up behind specifi c national “parties.” Numerous towns had seen the 
creation of several distinct pop u lar societies, each representing a diff erent 
neighborhood or social milieu.20 Th e confl ict could become particularly 
intense if one of the clubs positioned itself in opposition to policies promoted 
by the Paris Jacobins. Inspired by the conservative “Club monarchique” in 
Paris, they might advocate a strengthened monarchy and a regime of law 
and order that would enforce greater discipline among the pop u lar classes. 
Such dissident societies  were often led by precisely those individuals who 
had earlier been ousted from power.21

By 1791 confrontations among rival pop u lar societies could develop into 
veritable “club wars.” Brawls broke out in Dijon, Limoges, Auch, and sev-
eral other towns in Languedoc. Th e department directors in Toulon de-
scribed their frustrations after a violent clash between clubs in the central 
square led to injuries and deaths on both sides: “Anarchy is increasing from 
day to day. . . .  Th e authorities must struggle against both the enemies of 
the Revolution and those who would urge sedition.”22 In the small town 
of Pamiers in the foothills of the Pyrenees, two competing “parties” that 
had arisen out of the municipal revolution of 1789— between the winners 
and the losers— rapidly formed rival clubs and linked themselves to more 
radical or more moderate groups in the National Assembly. Soon the Jacobin 
deputy Vadier, a native of Pamiers, was actively intervening in local politics 
to favor those who had overthrown the Old Regime oligarchy.23
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Following the schism between the Jacobins and the Feuillants in July 
1791, the two rival Pa ri sian clubs sent repeated correspondence to the pro-
vincial societies, each claiming that they alone represented the true em-
bodiment of the Friends of the Constitution. When the two warring soci-
eties refused to unite, club members everywhere felt compelled to choose 
sides. In the end the majority opted for the Jacobins, but the Feuillant po-
sition, with its emphasis on a strong monarchy and its distrust of the masses, 
attracted the more moderate and conservative elements of many local 
communities.24

As citizens gathered in electoral assemblies at the end of the summer to 
select deputies for the new Legislature, the division between the two soci-
eties was very much in the air. To be sure, participants  were eager to an-
nounce their detachment from all factions and their determination to re-
main in de pen dent. Some of the elections seem to have been relatively calm 
and free of factional struggles.25 But a number of others  were intensely po-
liticized, with signifi cant clashes between local groups linking themselves 
directly or indirectly to the two major parties in Paris. In Dijon and in 
Tulle virtually the  whole delegations  were chosen from the Jacobin clubs. 
Troyes, Toulon, and Châteauroux, by contrast, saw a general dominance 
of the Feuillants. In the department of Gard several deputies from the Na-
tional Assembly intervened to ensure the dominance of the Feuillants in 
the election.26 In Pamiers the long struggle in which Vadier had involved 
himself ended in triumph for the Jacobins and the choice of one of their 
own for the new Assembly.27 Th e divisions and mistrust born in part of 
provincial turmoil and local politics would measurably infl uence the Leg-
islative Assembly when it convened on October 1.

Factions in the Legislative Assembly

Th e 742 deputies who assumed their seats in the new Assembly  were sub-
stantially diff erent from those who had preceded them. A law passed the 
previous May had formally disallowed individuals from being reelected.28 
Th e new representatives  were younger, with an average age of only about 
forty- one years when they assumed power, compared to forty- seven for those 
in the Constituent Assembly. Th ey  were also more likely to have originated 
in small towns and villages, and only 5 percent lived in Paris, compared to 
18 percent among the former deputies.29 Some historians have argued that 
po liti cal immaturity and a general lack of experience on the part of the 
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Legislators was partly responsible for the relatively brief survival of the 
Assembly. Yet if none of the deputies had held positions at the national 
level, the great majority had considerable experience in local politics. Nearly 
four- fi fths had previously been elected as administrators or magistrates in 
departments, districts, or municipalities.30 Th e most striking diff erence, 
however, was in their social composition. Slightly over half of the deputies to 
the fi rst National Assembly had come from the privileged orders of the clergy 
or nobility. But with the Constitution of 1791, in which separate “estates” 
had ceased to exist, only about 10 percent of the deputies  were priests or 
former nobles.31 Of the nobles none had been court aristocrats or Old 
Regime bishops; most came from families only recently ennobled. Th e 
clergymen, for their part,  were all oathtakers and supporters of the new 
regime. Overall the new representatives  were vastly more homogeneous 
and, by the very nature of the electoral pro cess, fully committed to the 
success of the Revolution.

It is ironic, then, that the Legislative Assembly would soon be sharply 
torn into factional alignments that  were at least as divisive and antagonistic 
as the patriots and aristocrats had been under the fi rst National Assembly. 
After only a few days, members  were self- consciously arranging themselves 
on the left, on the right, or in the center of the assembly hall, thus per-
petuating the pattern fi rst set in 1789.32 Th e precise number who adhered 
to either of the two rival “parties”— the Jacobins or the Feuillants— is dif-
fi cult to know. Especially during the fi rst weeks, there was a certain fl u-
idity, with a number of deputies moving from one faction to the other. About 
130 are known to have signed up with the Jacobins of Paris at the begin-
ning of October, but the list is incomplete. By the winter of 1791– 92 some-
what over 200  were either members or strong sympathizers regularly voting 
with the group.33 For their part, the Feuillants seem not formally to have 
congregated as a club at the beginning of the Legislative. By November, 
representatives on the right had suffi  ciently or ga nized themselves to vote 
as a bloc for a single candidate as president of the Assembly.34 It was only 
in early December, however, that the Feuillants reconstituted themselves 
and began public meetings— perhaps in response to the aggressive Jacobin 
leadership during the autumn.35 Th ereafter, some 260 deputies generally 
voted with this club. Although they  were forced to cease public activities 
a few weeks later— when radical militants invaded their hall and disrupted 
the meeting— many continued to meet privately, and they remained more 
or less united through the fall of the monarchy in August 1792.36
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Th e relative strength of the two co ali tions in the Legislative ebbed and 
fl owed over time. By December, the Feuillant adherents almost certainly 
outnumbered those regularly supporting the Jacobins. To be sure, the Left 
was able to attract enough support from the nonaligned center to prevail 
in several important debates during the winter and spring. Yet they con-
tinued to feel threatened. One mea sure of the relative strength of the two 
factions was the bimonthly election of the assembly’s president. From Oc-
tober to February, the Jacobins  were able to win several elections. But from 
mid- March through the beginning of August Feuillants or Feuillant sym-
pathizers consistently won the presidency on close votes.37 Th e young rad-
ical Claude Basire would complain that the Feuillants  were now “those who 
decide the presidents.” In February Prudhomme concluded “that the cause 
of the people is being betrayed by a large faction in the National Assembly, 
a faction that grows more numerous every day.”38

By early 1792 the atmosphere in the Assembly was often extraordinarily 
contentious and polarized. Rabusson- Lamothe described the daily scene 
in one of his letters home: “Th ey insult one another, they accuse one an-
other with a violence that approaches frenzy.” For Roubaud the hall repre-
sented “a strange Bacchanalia” which “often comes close to leaving dead on 
the fl oor.” Th ere  were even reports that some deputies attended the sessions 
armed with pistols in their coats.39 In such an environment, the great ma-
jority of deputies— whether or not they formally adhered to a club— began 
lining up and voting with one or the other of the two rival parties.40 Enor-
mous pressure was exerted on the ostensibly nonaligned to declare which 
side they  were on. Delegates denounced one another with such fury that 
“citizens who prefer to avoid both sides, are ultimately compelled to choose 
one or the other.” 41 In the summer of 1792 the near parity between the two 
alignments would create a virtual deadlock in the midst of a national crisis, 
a situation that would seriously reduce the authority of the Legislative.

Th e origins of such passionate rivalries remains one of the more myste-
rious aspects of the Revolution. Th ere  were, to be sure, certain diff erences 
in the general attitudes toward society of the two alignments, especially in 
their views on the po liti cal role to be given to the masses. Th e Jacobins 
emphasized the principle of pop u lar sovereignty and  were usually far more 
sympathetic with the plight of the common people, whom they imbued at 
times with a kind of innate po liti cal wisdom. “Th e people are everything,” 
wrote Azéma. “We are the people. We can be nothing except by the people 
and for the people.” 42 Th e Feuillants, by contrast,  were generally wary of 
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the masses and of the threat of pop u lar uprisings to the stability of the na-
tion. Again and again they accused their rivals of pandering to the common 
people, of promoting anarchy and thus destabilizing the government. In 
letters to his mother, the deputy Louis- Michel Demée repeatedly attacked 
the Jacobins, who promoted, in his view, “the spirit of chaos and anarchy” 
and who would give power to “cannibals” for whom “liberty consists in 
doing what ever they want.” 43 Th e Jacobins, for the most part, placed greater 
emphasis on the rights of the community and the salut public, while the 
Feuillants stressed the prerogatives of individuals and the Rights of Man. 
Th e fi rst  were prepared to bend or set aside certain laws, when it seemed 
necessary for the survival of the state, while the second insisted on a strict 
construction of the existing laws no matter what the circumstances. In-
deed, the Feuillants prided themselves as defenders of the Constitution and 
the constitutional monarchy, which they claimed the Jacobins  were trying 
to undermine. As the club’s manifesto proclaimed: “the Constitution, the 
 whole Constitution, nothing but the Constitution.” 44

Yet diff erences in attitudes toward law and society  were actually less 
stark than the major ideological divide separating patriots and “aristo-
crats” under the fi rst National Assembly. By the time the new representa-
tives had taken their seats, the prospects of republicanism, once the major 
bone of contention between the two parties, had substantially faded. Th e 
Jacobins’ deputies, no less than the Feuillants, had sworn an oath to de-
fend the Constitution and the constitutional monarchy it established. Th e 
Jacobin Gilbert Romme made the seriousness of this commitment clear in a 
November letter to his friend Dubreul: “Submission to the laws and the 
preservation of the Constitution: henceforth those must be the goals that 
guide all our actions.” Even the Jacobin leader, Jacques Brissot, announced 
that republicanism was now only a dream.45 Both of the alignments 
claimed a deep antipathy for the institutions and social structures of the 
Old Regime and the privileges of the nobility, and both remained ner vous 
and uncertain about the reliability of the king.46 Despite their many tu-
multuous debates on specifi c issues and strategies, they  were in notable 
agreement on a number of the most important questions. Votes  were close 
to unanimous on the repression of emigrants and refractory priests and 
on the rights of free people of color, as well as on the issue of war.47 For 
the Feuillants and the Jacobins— as later for the Girondins and the 
Montagnards— ideology was far from being the sole source, or even the 
most important source of factional affi  liation.
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In some cases previous po liti cal experience helped shape factional alle-
giance, experience rooted in a variety of local struggles and only indirectly 
related to issues of national politics. We have seen how local rivalries— 
some in existence before the Revolution, some pitting the “ins” and the 
“outs” following the municipal revolutions— could play a role in the emer-
gence of po liti cal affi  liations. In this respect, it is signifi cant that the dis-
tinction between more conservative department offi  cials and more radical 
district and town offi  cials often carried over into the Legislative Assembly. 
In comparing the collective biographies of Jacobin and Feuillant deputies, 
one fi nds almost exactly the same average age and social breakdown.48 Yet 
the Feuillants  were more likely to have held posts at the department level, 
while the Jacobins had often been based in the districts or municipalities.49 
Many Legislative deputies began their tenure with factional associations 
already clearly formed from their provincial experience. Both Georges 
Couthon and Gilbert Romme arrived from Auvergne with a strong Jacobin 
allegiance and immediately began attending the mother club in Paris. Even 
before they had taken their seats, the two had categorized their future col-
leagues, largely on the basis of their known positions and affi  liations, into 
“those who follow true principles,” on the one hand, and “the weak, the 
imbeciles, and those in the hands of the ministers,” on the other. Th ey 
readily described the latter as their “enemies.”50

Once debates had begun, individual personalities could also play a role 
in the formation of factional alignments. On the Feuillant side, the most 
eff ective leadership in the early weeks of the Legislative came from several 
ex- deputies who had remained in Paris. Th e “triumvirate” of Antoine Bar-
nave, Adrien Duport, and Charles and Alexandre Lameth, all central fi g-
ures in the Feuillant party during the summer of 1791, continued to do 
everything in their power to shape the policies of both the king and the 
Assembly and to thwart the ambitions of the Jacobins. Th eir leadership was 
often aff ected, however, by disagreements with their longtime rival Lafay-
ette. Until the fall of the monarchy in August 1792, Lafayette was prob-
ably the single most respected fi gure among deputies on the right. As for 
the deputies themselves, Viénot- Vaublanc, Mathieu Dumas, and Ramond 
de Carbonnières all emerged as capable speakers— though none could be 
described as charismatic. Overall the Feuillants as a group would speak 
substantially less frequently than their Jacobin rivals.51

Among the Jacobins the single most prominent deputy was undoubt-
edly Jacques Brissot. After a diffi  cult career as a writer and sometime 
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philosopher— with prolonged travels in En gland, Switzerland, and 
America— Brissot had discovered his calling as a Revolutionary journalist 
and an active participant in Pa ri sian politics. Th roughout his life he had 
delighted in gathering around him a circle of close acquaintances.52 Th e 
earliest “Brissotin” party consisted of just such a group of talented friends 
who had known Brissot previously or who had gravitated to his circle after 
their arrival in the Legislative and who took the habit of meeting several 
mornings a week before the Assembly convened.53 Among the most prom-
inent  were Pierre Vergniaud, Armand Gensonné, Elie Guadet, Jean- François 
Ducos, and the former marquis de Condorcet. Since all but Condorcet 
hailed from the department of Gironde in the Bordeaux region, the group 
was often known to contemporaries as the “Girondins.” Within this co-
terie and among the Jacobins in general, Brissot exercised something re-
sembling personal charisma. Various observers commented on the power 
of his optimism and his “earnestness” but also on his intense self- confi dence 
in the policies he promoted, his impatience with those who opposed him, 
and his “love of glory.” Marie- Jeanne Roland, who with her husband often 
welcomed Brissot and his friends to their home, found him “excessively 
confi dent” and “naturally calm.” For Etienne Dumont, the Calvinist pastor 
who also knew him well, he was the “leader” of the faction: “Brissot was 
continually writing, moving about, convening meetings, directing all the 
maneuvers.”54

Th e initial objectives of Brissot and his friends in the autumn of 1791 
remain obscure. At fi rst the group revealed no distinctive ideological dif-
ferences from the Jacobins in general. Nor, in all likelihood, did they seek 
to overthrow the monarchy. If they did have a central strategy, it was per-
haps above all to obtain po liti cal power— rationalized in their minds as 
the best way to save the nation. Th ere would be numerous examples of mod-
ifi cations or contradictions in their positions and goals between 1791 and 
1793, as they maneuvered to infl uence other deputies.55 Dumont claimed 
to have been profoundly shocked when Brissot described his Machiavel-
lian maneuvers to bring several of his friends into the royal ministry in 
the spring of 1792.56 But for a time, through the spring of 1792, Brissot 
and the Girondins  were remarkably successful in winning over the Jacobin 
deputies through the power of their rhetoric and the force of their 
personalities.

Yet there was another ingredient in factional formation under the Leg-
islative, an ingredient that would soon render such factions particularly 
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contentious and toxic: the veritable metastasis of fear and suspicion that 
spread among all po liti cal classes following the summer of 1791.57 Although 
under the previous Assembly such fears had been largely episodic, there was 
a rapid infl ation of conspiratorial fears among the new corps of deputies. 
More than ever plots  were conceived as part of a monolithic “grand con-
spiracy,” where internal conspirators, external conspirators, and conspira-
tors in the court itself  were all thought to be working together, with one 
or a few master operators pulling the strings. References to such over-
arching plots appeared ever more frequently in both the speeches and the 
private letters of the Legislators. For Gilbert Romme, almost everything 
that went wrong in the Revolution could be traced to a single source. Th e 
fanatical actions of the refractories, the rising price of grain, the decline in 
the value of the assignats, the waves of riots and unrest in the countryside, 
even the factional splits in the Assembly itself: all  were caused by “a handful 
of individuals who secretly pull the strings and who have penetrated 
everywhere, even into the patriotic societies and the National Assembly.” 
In Claude Basire’s view, “we are surrounded by conspirators. Everywhere 
plots are being prepared and we must continually denounce specifi c inci-
dents that are, in fact, linked to the grand conspiracy, whose existence no 
one can doubt.”58 If such views  were perhaps initially most widespread 
among Jacobins— like Romme and Basire— they  were increasingly em-
braced by many Feuillants and other moderate Legislators as well. Th us, 
the centrist deputy Codet became convinced that “the league of internal 
conspirators is constantly kept in motion by the external league.” By 
March 1792 the Feuillant sympathizers Roubaud and Aubert- Dubayet 
 were likewise persuaded of the dangers of general conspiracy.59

Th e culture of suspicion that rapidly penetrated the perceptions of the 
deputies also aff ected the manner by which rival groups in the Legislative 
viewed one another. Th e harsh crackdown against radicals and republicans 
in Paris in July– August 1791, engineered by the dominant Feuillant fac-
tion in the National Assembly— and especially the bloody Champ de Mars 
massacre— had left a legacy of anger and mistrust among the Jacobins. Th e 
obvious links to the royal court of several of the Feuillant leaders only in-
tensifi ed their apprehensions. By the fall of 1791 many Jacobins concluded 
that their opponents  were traitors deeply enmeshed in conspiracy: a “min-
isterial party,” as they  were derisively called, in league with the circle of 
treacherous ministers around the king— and especially the queen— often 
referred to as the “Austrian Committee.” Th e Jacobin Pierre- Joseph Cambon 
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reported that the Feuillants “are continually intriguing against the Na-
tional Assembly”; Guillaume Causse was convinced that “there  were nu-
merous aristocrats in disguise” among the Feuillants.60 But deputies on the 
right claimed to see similar perfi dy on the part of the Jacobins. Th e Feuil-
lants had grown deeply suspicious of the Jacobins’ earlier fl irtation with 
republicanism and their apparent attempts to mobilize the masses to at-
tain their goal. Th éodore Lameth, the younger brother of Alexandre and 
Charles, asserted that the faction around Brissot “was paid off  by En glish 
money and led by vile men in league with the dregs of the nation.” 61

During the winter and spring of 1792, however, the factional lines in 
the Legislative would be substantially complicated by a division within the 
Jacobins themselves. Central to the schism was the personal confrontation 
between two of the “party’s” most infl uential leaders, Brissot and Robe-
spierre. Both men  were possessed with an exceptionally strong sense of self- 
esteem and self- confi dence, and both tended to view themselves as the cen-
tral fi gures of the radical Revolution. Robespierre, the former deputy who 
had recently been elected to the Paris criminal tribunal, was greatly ad-
mired by the Jacobins for the strength of his convictions and his talent for 
conceptualizing them in his speeches. René Levasseur, who sat with him 
on the benches of the Convention, described him many years later: “Sober, 
chaste, with few personal needs, he had no desire for economic gain and 
his only ambition was to acquire a reputation as the best and most honest 
citizen.” But Dominique Garat, who also knew him well, stressed his pride, 
his susceptibility, and his near paranoid suspicions.62 Th e confrontation be-
tween Robespierre and Brissot began in December 1791 over whether or 
not the country should go to war, a possibility that Brissot supported pas-
sionately but that Robespierre came rapidly to oppose. Th e exchange in the 
Jacobin Club was relatively civil at fi rst, until Brissot and the Girondins 
began a series of direct attacks against Robespierre, claiming that they, and 
not he, best understood and  were supported by the people. Robespierre, 
who had long identifi ed with the common man and who viewed himself 
as the voice of the people, was indignant and outraged. Th ereafter the ri-
valry became extraordinarily personal and bitter, involving the friends and 
allies of the two men in a series of brutal attacks by both sides.63

In the short term Brissot and his supporters succeeded in crushing the 
antiwar position within the Assembly, and they did their best to humiliate 
Robespierre in the Jacobin Club. But Robespierre continued to maintain 
a strong following in the Club, and over time, especially as the war went 
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badly, he would win the support of a minority in the Legislative as well.64 
Already by the spring of 1792 his followers there  were coming to be known 
as “the Mountain” or “the Montagnards”— from their habit of sitting on 
the highest seats at the left end of the hall. And as Feuillants and Jacobins 
exchanged accusations of treason, Brissotins and Montagnards  were 
doing much the same. Both Brissot and his friend Guadet insinuated that 
Robespierre was insidiously pushing pacifi sm in order to undermine war 
preparations and thus favor the Austrians.65 Robespierre was soon making a 
similar allegation against the Girondins, accusing them of having sold out 

Maximilien Robespierre, leader of the Montagnard faction of the Jacobins. 
Bibliothèque nationale de France.
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to the Austrian Committee and of being “counterrevolutionaries.” About 
the same time his friend Camille Desmoulins would publish a broadside 
attack in his pamphlet “Brissot Unmasked.” 66 Th e Montagnards’ mistrust 
became all the greater when four of the friends and protégés of the Giron-
dins  were brought into the ministry in March 1792. By the spring of 1792 
contemporaries widely reported the existence of not two but three warring 
factions in the Assembly, vying with one another in an oscillating and un-
stable set of revolving relationships: the Feuillants, the Girondins, and the 
Montagnard Jacobins.

It is not impossible, of course, that po liti cal posturing and demagoguery 
played a role in the accusations between factions. Yet if we can believe the 
observations of Dumont, by March of 1792 the Girondins  were totally swept 

Jacques- Pierre Brissot, leader of the “Brissotins” or Girondin faction. Bibliothèque 
nationale de France.
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up in the culture of suspicion. When the Genevan pastor met with the group 
that spring, “they talked only of the conspiracies of the emigrants and the 
‘Austrian committee,’ and of the treachery of the court.” 67 Th e terrible 
factionalism reminded Dominique Garat of the stories he knew so well in 
his studies of ancient history: “Parties that hoped to destroy one another, 
accused each other of trying to destroy the state.” “In the beginning such 
allegations  were perhaps only suspicions born of hatred or harsh insults 
arising from all- consuming anger; but in the end they became a profound 
conviction.” Th e deputies’ personal correspondence conveys the intensity 
of the fears of treachery and conspiracy, conspiracy both external and in-
ternal to France, and inside the Assembly itself.68 Th eir vision of events was 
rapidly penetrated by the same Manichaean imaginary touching so much 
of French society, in which factional rivals  were not simply misguided or 
dull minded, but treacherous and morally tainted.

What ever the origins of factionalism in the Revolutionary assemblies, 
once deputies came emotionally to identify with a given “party,” their al-
legiance rapidly crystallized and took on a life of its own. Factional con-
frontations assumed the character of a struggle for power and for survival. 
For Cambon, writing in October 1791, the principal objective of both the 
Feuillant and the Jacobin clubs was to destroy their opponent. Each side 
seemed to defi ne itself as much by what it opposed in the factional “other” 
as by what it actually supported.69 Elements of both revenge and fear of 
revenge came into play. Th e anger and hatred long focused on aristocrats 
and the refractory clergy  were now directed at the opposing faction, as com-
peting groups came to vilify and demonize their antagonists.70 Represen-
tatives on the left used emotionally charged epithets from the fi rst National 
Assembly, stigmatizing their Feuillant rivals as “blacks” or “ministerials.” 
Th e Jacobins Malassis and Cavellier would complain of “our Maury’s, our 
Cazalès’, our Malouet’s”— referring to three of the most eloquent defenders 
of the Right in the previous Assembly. “For,” they added, “we too have such 
men.”71 Th e demonization of rival factions was amplifi ed, moreover, by ex-
tremist journalism on both the right and the left, in which there was a rapid 
infl ation of rhetoric and violent, very personal recriminations directed 
against opponents.

In any po liti cal situation, the formation of factions is a complex pro-
cess, involving the entangled interaction of class, ideology, personal cha-
risma, rhetorical and journalistic simplifi cation, and contingent circum-
stances. In a time of revolution, however, additional factors emerge that 
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can enormously magnify and polarize such rivalries. Th e intensity of com-
mitment of the protagonists, the emergence of real counterrevolutionary 
opposition, the power vacuum produced during the pro cess of transition: 
all combined to create an atmosphere of uncertainty, a psychology of pro-
found apprehension and doubt that permeated the  whole po liti cal culture. 
Th e gnawing apprehension after Varennes that the king’s affi  rmations of 
loyalty could not be trusted only compounded the climate of incertitude.72 
It was perhaps above all the profound and deep- seated fear of conspiracy, 
arising above all from the revolutionary pro cess itself, that led to the mor-
alization of factional options, to the dehumanizing and demonization of 
one’s opponents, and ultimately to that toxic form of factionalism that would 
eventually be prepared to embrace violence and the physical elimination 
of one’s po liti cal rivals.

Th e Mobilization of Militant Paris

In the meantime the po liti cal climate of the city in which the deputies lived 
and worked was being rapidly transformed by the growth of radical mili-
tancy. As a movement, po liti cal radicalism had originated in the pop u lar 
societies of the early Revolution: the Cordeliers Club, the various neigh-
borhood “fraternal societies,” and the Jacobin Club— after schisms had led 
to the departure of the moderates. Many of the leading members of the 
Cordeliers, in par tic u lar,  were writers or journalists who had lived a mar-
ginal existence before 1789 but who now seemed to fi nd themselves in the 
Revolution.73 Several  were destined for prominent careers in the Conven-
tion or in radical Pa ri sian politics. Yet numerous other publishers and in-
tellectuals on the Left Bank— including Nicolas Ruault— frequented the 
club, along with a contingent of local merchants and shop own ers.74 Cur-
rents of radicalism also fl ourished in many of the neighborhood districts 
and their successors, the sections. Until the summer of 1792, however, the 
leadership of the sections was restricted by law to “active citizens,” and they 
 were dominated by members of the liberal professions, “bourgeois” living 
off  their investments, merchants, and relatively wealthy artisans and 
shopkeepers— most of whom owned their own businesses and employed 
many salaried journeymen.75

Nevertheless, since late 1790 the educated elites who frequented such cir-
cles had enlisted support from the broader masses of the population. Such 
eff orts  were driven in part by their belief that true democracy must include 
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all male members of society. Th ey  were also aware of the need for greater 
numbers to bolster their movement and outweigh the moderate middle class 
who generally dominated the po liti cal pro cess. Th ese more humble recruits 
 were initially referred to simply as “the people.” But soon they came to be 
called the sans- culottes, those who generally wore the working man’s long 
trousers rather than the more stylish knee- breeches. Originally, the sans- 
culottes  were clearly conceived as a social category. Rosalie Jullien was careful 
to distinguish such individuals, whom she often described as being “in rags,” 
from the wealthier and more comfortable “bourgeoisie” of which she con-
sidered herself a member. In fact, “in rags” was partly a manner of speech. 
Th ere can be no doubt, however, that a great many of the men and women 
whom she watched parading in the street beneath her window wore the 
simple dress of the working people.76 Nevertheless, the meaning of the word 
“sans- culottes” would evolve over time, and eventually came also to include 
all of the radical militants who closely identifi ed with “the people.” In this 
sense, the term did not refer to an economic class but to an essentially new 
sociopo liti cal alliance created by the Revolution— a “pop u lar front,” as 
Georges Lefebvre would call it, unlike anything that had existed under the 
Old Regime.77

Th e politicization of the common people of Paris was a complex pro-
cess, a pro cess that is particularly diffi  cult to follow since so few such in-
dividuals left letters or diaries documenting their lives.78 Th ey had, of course, 
already played a major role in the events of 1789. But their participation at 
that time may have been motivated less by a desire to support the new 
National Assembly than by a fear of famine and of an attack by mercenary 
troops. A greater self- conscious po liti cal awareness came in part through 
their recruitment into neighborhood fraternal societies— largely created 
by elite militants for this purpose— or through attendance in sectional clubs 
which existed parallel to the offi  cial sectional meetings.79 Th ey  were also 
infl uenced by the great mass of newspapers and pamphlets circulating in 
Paris. Although the majority could not read well enough to have direct 
access to such materials, they listened to others read them aloud in 
cabarets and cafés— of which there  were several hundred in the city.80 
Or they debated with one of the self- appointed neighborhood speakers, 
“these street- corner orators,” as Mercier called them, “who speak among 
themselves of radical motions [in the Assembly] or of uncovering insid-
ious plots.” A good deal of information or misinformation was also im-
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parted by the newspaper hawkers, shouting out improvised headlines to 
better sell their merchandise.81

Over time the co ali tion of Pa ri sian militants developed a program for 
change, an ideology of sorts that was in many respects a synthesis of the 
goals of the working classes and the radical middle class. Central to the 
Cordeliers’ vision was the expansion of the ideals of 1789 and the creation 
of a full democracy that would sweep away the concept of “passive citi-
zens” and grant to every male in society the right to vote and hold offi  ce. 
Some even advocated a direct democracy, where all citizens would have the 
right to ratify all mea sures passed by their representatives. After the crisis 
of Varennes, a great many militants had been converted to republicanism, 
in which the ultimate “sovereign,” the people as a  whole, would reign. Most 
embraced an idealized vision of “the people” and especially of the people 
of Paris. Perhaps such a vision was infl uenced in part by the writings of 
Jean- Jacques Rousseau. Yet it also arose out of the very experience of the 
recent events. Th e people of Paris, so it was maintained, had been the con-
stant defenders of the Revolution. It was they who had been its salvation 
in July 1789 and again in October. For the deputy Pierre Soubrany, the 
people represented “the essential portion of the population, those who feed 
us, furnish all our needs, and constitute the true strength of the nation.” 
Jean- Louis Prudhomme turned almost mystical in his praise of an ideal-
ized common man: “Th e people, like God Himself, see everything and are 
always present. . . .  Th e people never die; they can sometimes be misled, 
or enchained, or lulled to sleep; they are not invulnerable; but they are 
immortal.” Jullien was not alone in citing the old Roman adage, “Th e voice 
of the people is the voice of God.”82

Yet these idealistic conceptions  were mixed in the militants’ register with 
more mundane demands emanating from the people themselves. Th e sans- 
culottes had their own lives and itineraries, and to some extent their po-
liti cal culture evolved in de pen dently from that of the radical elites with 
whom they  were allied. Th ey  were at least as concerned about the price of 
bread as they  were about an expansion of democracy. It was essential to 
halt all grain hoarding and the manipulation of prices, to stabilize the value 
of the paper money, and perhaps to impose fi xed prices that would bring 
a halt to the terrible infl ation that eroded their standard of living and caused 
them such anxiety. In addition, the Pa ri sian masses partook of a po liti cal 
culture in which the desire for revenge and retribution and a readiness to 
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resort to violence  were deeply embedded. Th ey  were always closely attuned 
to the hundreds of rumors— some astute, some absurd— swirling through 
the city.83 Hoarders and counterfeiters and economic manipulators should 
be discovered and executed. Th e same fate must be meted out to po liti cal 
conspirators, who  were assumed to be numerous and dangerous. And if 
the courts did not act quickly enough, the people  were prepared to step in 
and do the job themselves. While initially many of the elite militants 
would probably have preferred peaceful methods, their lower- class allies 
would be ready and able to resort to violence— or at least to the threat 
of violence— in order to obtain their goals, intimidate their enemies, and 
foil their plots. Th e ethos of the militant/sans- culotte alliance was con-
structed of a fl uctuating symbiosis of idealism, fear, anger, and a penchant 
for revenge.

During the winter and spring of 1792 the Pa ri sian militants and their 
sans- culotte associates adopted a  whole set of symbols that helped bind them 
together. Th e idea of the red Phrygian liberty cap or bonnet rouge origi-
nated in the educated middle class, adopted from the head covering said 
to have been worn by freed slaves in ancient Rome. Brissot fi rst supported 
the concept in his newspaper in February 1792. On March 15 several mem-
bers of the Jacobin Club arrived wearing the cap, and within days over half 
of the membership followed suit. Th ey  were soon imitated by spectators 
attending the Legislative Assembly. Actors in a major Paris theater did like-
wise at the end of a per for mance of Th e Death of Caesar and then dramati-
cally placed the cap on the bust of Voltaire in the theater’s foyer. To be 
sure, not all of the elites took to the idea. Robespierre disapproved of it, 
and Ruault found it “sullen” and refused to wear it. Th e el der ly Guittard 
de Floriban thought it all seemed like a “masquerade”: “It looks so bizarre 
that we fi nd it ridiculous.” In the end, Mayor Pétion and the Jacobin lead-
ership decided to discourage it, arguing that the tricolor targetlike badge 
(the cocarde) was a suffi  cient mark of one’s patriotism. But even as many of 
the elites left their liberty cap at home, it was adopted with great enthu-
siasm by the pop u lar classes, and soon it had replaced “the absurd three- 
cornered hat”— as Prudhomme called it— as the requisite headpiece for the 
sans- culottes.84

It is not entirely clear when the fi rst liberty trees appeared in Paris. Th e 
earliest examples may well have appeared in the provinces. But during 
the spring and summer of 1792 various pop u lar planting ceremonies  were 
or ga nized about the city. Typically the trees  were surmounted by a red 
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liberty cap and decorated with tricolor ribbons and signs such as “Liberty 
or death” or “Union makes strength.” According to the deputy Malassis, 
in a letter of June 1792, “Pa ri sians have been busy over the last week 
planting liberty trees on every street.” His colleague Corbel du Squirio 
described a petition from a national guard unit on the Left Bank to plant 
such a tree at the door of the Legislative Assembly itself, to be surmounted 
by a bonnet rouge. “Come and attend the apotheosis of the liberty cap,” 
urged the spokesman, “whose splendor outshines even a crown.” Corbel saw 
such actions as symbolic of the new spirit of patriotism sweeping through 
the population.85

More ominous and far from merely symbolic was the movement to arm 
the Pa ri sians as an additional line of defense before the prospects of war. 
With muskets in short supply, the weapon of choice became the pike, 
the pole with a sharp hook- like blade at the end, devised by the Swiss for 
the wars of an earlier age.86 It was once more Brissot who emerged as the 
prime promoter— drawing inspiration from the citizen soldiers of Greece 
and Rome. Th e idea was of considerable po liti cal signifi cance in that it 
was a means of arming “passive citizens,” previously forbidden to partici-
pate in the national guard. With both the city and the Assembly fraught 
with obsessive fears of plots, the pike was billed as the ideal instrument for 
intimidating internal opponents and counterrevolutionaries. A number of 
the militants referred to the pikes’ potential for “terrorizing” their enemies. 
Couthon wrote of the “salutary terror” they would generate, acting like 
“the scarecrows that peasants place among their crops to keep away unde-
sirable animals.” Soon several of the sections of Paris  were in de pen dently 
ordering the manufacture of pikes. Urged on by a group of patriotic 
women, the fraternal societies even took up a collection to subsidize their 
production throughout the city.87

Although the militants and their supporters might wield pikes to “ter-
rorize” their enemies, their eff orts  were also pursued through nonviolent 
methods. One particularly creative practice developed early in the Revo-
lution was the fraternal banquet. Hundreds or even thousands of men, 
women, and children  were invited to join in a potluck picnic—“simple and 
frugal, but altogether fraternal”— organized out of doors in streets or parks 
or public squares. Bands played, militant leaders delivered speeches, and 
toasts  were off ered to various patriotic causes. One such banquet in April 
1792 saw speeches by Danton, Mayor Pétion, and several other radical 
leaders. Th e crowds present drank toasts to liberty, to the National Assembly, 
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and to the patriotic societies, as well as to the fall of tyrants and the end of 
the slave trade.88

Th e militants might also make their views known through direct phys-
ical intervention in or near the Assembly hall. Th e deputies had long been 
anxious to promote an image of public transparency and had opened up a 
portion of the balconies to spectators on a fi rst- come, fi rst- served basis. By 
the spring of 1792 the “galleries” seem always to have been packed with 
militants, vociferously supporting the positions of the most radical depu-
ties. When major debates  were announced, the crowds could be far more 
numerous than the galleries could hold, and hundreds or even thousands 
might congregate outside, shouting out their demands in chorus as the dep-
uties arrived to take their seats. In January 1792, soon after the king had 
vetoed the decrees on emigrants and refractory priests, a great crowd could 
be heard outside crying, “No veto, no sanction!” Even larger masses of people 
showed up for the debates on the declaration of war and for a much- 
anticipated speech by Brissot in late May announcing a counterrevolutionary 
plot. Th e Feuillant leader Viénot de Vaublanc remembered one such occa-
sion when “not only  were the galleries of the Assembly fi lled to overfl owing, 
but the courtyards, the avenues, and the corridors of the hall  were entirely 
blocked. Many spectators  were even to be seen sitting or standing on the 
window ledges.”89

How such activities  were or ga nized is not altogether clear, though it seems 
likely that both the sections and the clubs played an important role. Th ere 
can be no doubt, however, that these two groups  were instrumental in the 
great street demonstrations that so impressed Pa ri sians of the period.90 
Building on a tradition of religious pro cessions, such demonstrations could 
involve thousands of people arriving from all over the city, with both middle- 
class radicals and sans- culottes converging on the Assembly. Men, women, 
and adolescents marched together arm- in- arm, grouped by neighborhood 
or profession. Th ey shouted slogans, sang Revolutionary songs to the rhythm 
of drums, and proclaimed their views with banners or diverse symbolic 
paraphernalia— models of the Bastille, copies of the Declaration of Rights, 
pikes topped with liberty caps. Once they arrived at the Assembly, delega-
tions  were sent inside with petitions to be read before the deputies. In a 
few dramatic instances the demonstrators  were allowed to continue their 
parade through the hall itself— along with their songs and banners and 
symbolic decor.
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Demonstrations and petitions of this kind had been central to the pro-
test movement in Paris following the king’s fl ight. After the massacre of 
the Champ de Mars and the period of repression that followed, there had 
been a long lull in such activities.91 However, in the winter and spring of 
1792, perhaps in response to the king’s vetoes, the crowds had come to life 
once again. In April of that year a massive demonstration was held to cel-
ebrate the amnesty of forty Swiss soldiers who had mutinied in Nancy a 
year and a half earlier and had then been sentenced to hard labor. For the 
militants, the soldiers had been the victims of “despotism” for daring to 
disagree with their aristocratic commander— none other than Count 
Bouillé, who had later played a central role in the king’s fl ight. Th e entry 
of the liberated Swiss into Paris was celebrated by public picnics, dances, 
parades in the streets, and a boisterous pro cession through the Assembly 
with all the symbolic décor that had come to be associated with the sans- 
culottes. Most of the festival seems to have been or ga nized by the Jacobins 
and the more militant sections, who took charge of choreographing the 
pageant and helped subsidize the construction of decorated carts and wagons 
in the midst of the parade.92 For contemporaries who took part, the po-
liti cal import of the event was clear. It was vigorously opposed, moreover, 
by the Feuillants, who did everything in their power to block the crowd’s 
entry into the Assembly.93 For no one could now doubt that the radical 
militants and their sans- culotte supporters fully embraced the Jacobins in 
the Assembly and opposed the Feuillants. Th ey had become major players 
in the politics of Paris, and their infl uence would only increase in the months 
to come, especially after the French found themselves at war.

Th e Whirlwinds of War

At the beginning of the Legislative Assembly, with the Constitution written 
and the Revolution “completed,” many deputies imagined that they would 
devote themselves primarily to the positive reforms and civic improvements 
that the previous Assembly had left untouched or had been unable to achieve: 
reor ga niz ing the education system, for example, or completing a civil jus-
tice code, or working to improve agriculture. But in fact the representatives 
would direct their energies primarily toward defending the new regime 
from the various forces thought to threaten its existence. Th e preoccupa-
tion with such threats was not unrelated to the recent experience of the 
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deputies themselves, who as former administrators and magistrates in the 
provinces had directly faced the problems posed by refractory priests and 
nobles of dubious loyalty. Extensive debates in October and November led 
to tough legislation against both the emigrants and the nonjuring clergy— 
decrees vetoed by the king, much to the deputies’ frustration. Th e as-
sembly also created a powerful new surveillance committee and a special 
High Court to search out and punish conspirators. Soon, however, the 
deputies found themselves absorbed above all  else with threats from abroad 
and the possibility of going to war.

For the fi rst year of the Revolution, the French had scarcely concerned 
themselves with foreign aff airs, wrapped up as they  were in the extraordi-
nary project of transforming their government and remaking society. Colson 
off ered a rare comment on the question at the end of 1789 in a letter to his 
friend in Berry: “For me the word ‘war’ is altogether foreign. We never even 
think of other lands and other countries outside Paris and France.”94 Th e 
Revolutionaries had been shaken out of their national self- absorption only 
in May 1790, when a diplomatic crisis between Britain and Spain— over 
an obscure region off  the Pacifi c coast of North America— incited the gov-
ernment to mobilize a portion of the French fl eet in support of its Spanish 
ally. Unsettled by the news, the National Assembly had launched a major 
debate on the rights of the king and the legislature in making war and peace. 
Th e debate also produced a remarkable declaration that the French nation 
would never initiate an off ensive war.95

After the crisis of 1790 had faded without incident, some of the depu-
ties occasionally refl ected in their correspondence on the prospect of war.96 
It was the event of Varennes, however, that made war a very present pos-
sibility. Th e National Assembly leadership convened an emergency council 
of military leaders. Volunteer national guardsmen  were hurried off  to sup-
port the regular army, and several deputies  were sent to the frontiers to in-
spect the troops and the defensive fortifi cations. Even before the arrival of 
the representatives from Paris, local citizens’ committees, sometimes in a 
state of near panic, began mobilizing guardsmen and shoring up the city 
walls. In the end, the war that everyone expected never came.97 But the 
experience of this dress rehearsal had an exhilarating eff ect on the Revo-
lutionaries. Th ey felt a great surge of national pride and self- confi dence, 
and they  were convinced that if the need arose in the future, they  were 
prepared for a military confrontation.98
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When the Legislative deputies assumed their seats in October, the im-
mediate prospects of foreign intervention seemed substantially diminished. 
“Th e outbreak of a war with the neighboring powers,” wrote the Breton 
deputy Bagot, “becomes more unlikely every day.”99 Th e dramatic reversal 
of opinion over the next few months is by no means easy to explain. For 
Jean Jaurès it was one of the great enigmas of the period: “How did it happen 
that in the autumn of 1791 the Revolution suddenly discovered within it-
self the soul of a warrior?”100 In part, the drift toward war arose as a logical 
consequence of the debates over the threat of emigrant nobles and refrac-
tory priests. Th e Legislators  were outraged that two small states in the 
German territories across the Rhine, seemingly supported by Austria,  were 
harboring the king’s renegade brothers and the armies they  were raising to 
invade France and overthrow the Revolution. It was at this time that Brissot 
and his allies intensifi ed their denunciations of an insidious “Austrian Com-
mittee,” said to include many of the present and former ministers and the 
Austrian- born queen herself. In his fi rst major speech Brissot raised the pos-
sibility of an attack on the German states if they refused to expel the emi-
grants. By the end of November Couthon, who had long downplayed the 
prospect of war, began to envision it as a serious possibility.101

Th e penchant for war was also nourished by the rise of an intense, often 
chauvinistic nationalism. French nationalism had not originated with the 
Revolution.102 But strong sentiments of French identity had expanded rap-
idly since 1789, marked by waves of enthusiastic oaths of allegiance to the 
nation and by the great celebrations of national unity on the fi rst two an-
niversaries of the fall of the Bastille. Such feelings  were underscored by a 
variety of symbolic repre sen ta tions, from liberty trees and the new tricolor 
fl ag to the emergence of Revolutionary songs like “Ça ira.” Many citizens 
made it perfectly clear that they considered France to be the model, the 
exemplar for the future of all mankind— the “fi rst in the universe,” as they 
delighted in saying in their exuberant imagery. “Th e  whole world,” wrote 
Colson, “must now cast its eyes on us, and we can only cast our eyes on 
ourselves.” “Oh you the French!” proclaimed Prudhomme, “what an 
extraordinary people you are, unlike any other in all of history!”103 Th e 
eff ect of such nationalism on the deputies themselves was illustrated by 
the passionate oathtaking ceremony of October 4, 1791. At the beginning 
of the session they had all risen spontaneously with their hands raised to 
Heaven and shouted out the “sacred commitment” to “live free or die”— the 
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catch phrase that had spread so rapidly in the weeks after Varennes. Th e 
enthusiastic cries lasted for over fi ve minutes and  were echoed by similar 
affi  rmations from the audience in the galleries.104

Soon war with the German states was being justifi ed not only on the 
basis of self- defense but as a necessary affi  rmation of French national honor: 
“as the result of a sense of dignity that must never be lost by a great na-
tion,” as the deputy Tardiveau explained it in a letter to his constituency.105 
By the end of the year, Brissot and the Girondins, who increasingly made 
war the cornerstone of their po liti cal ambitions, had considerably expanded 
their vision. Adopting the argument of many of the foreign immigrants 
living in Paris— notably the Prus sian patriot Anacharsis Cloots— they began 
demanding a war against Austria itself, and envisioning such a confl ict as 
a great moral commitment to spread the achievements of the Revolution 
to all the “enslaved peoples” of Eu rope. “To war, to war! Such is the cry of 
all patriots,” wrote Brissot in mid- December, increasingly carried away by 
his own rhetoric. “Th e moment has come for a new crusade . . .  a crusade 
of universal liberty.”106

Th e Girondin rhetoric reached a climax in mid- January 1792, with im-
passioned orations by one speaker after another. In a particularly dramatic 
speech on January 14 the Bordeaux lawyer Guadet vowed that the nation 
would defend to the death the French Constitution against all the enemies 
of Eu rope. As he spoke these words, all of the deputies  were swept by a 
wave of enthusiasm. For a time, at least, factional animosities  were set 
aside and all  rose with raised arms, shouting out together, “Yes, we do so 
swear!”— an oath vigorously repeated by the spectators in the hall. Colson, 
who seems to have been present, thought the event was even more dramatic 
than the Tennis Court oath two and a half years earlier.107 Four days later 
Pierre Vergniaud, another Bordeaux barrister, delivered a rousing indict-
ment of the Austrians and a plea for war: “To arms! To arms! Th e honor 
and the salvation of the nation demand it. To arms! To arms!” Even the 
philosopher- journalist Condorcet, who had once supported theories of per-
petual peace, now joined the fray, justifying war in the name of the greater 
good of bringing liberty to all humanity.108

In the midst of this frenzy in France, Austria and Prus sia  were also be-
coming more receptive to the possibility of war. For the fi rst two years of 
the Revolution, the leaders of both states had been perfectly content to see 
their great rival to the west caught up in po liti cal upheaval, while they pur-
sued a long war against Turkey, with the prospects of a further partition 
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of Poland.109 But in August 1791 peace had at last been signed between Aus-
trians, Rus sians, and Turks. Following the Varennes debacle, both the emi-
grants and the French royal family put ever- greater pressure on the Aus-
trian emperor Leopold II to intervene in France. Th e Eu ro pe an monarchies 
 were increasingly impatient with the Revolution’s contention that po liti cal 
legitimacy should be based on pop u lar sovereignty. Th is had been the 
grounds for France’s unilateral annexation of Avignon and the Comtat Ve-
naissin, which had long belonged to the Pope. In August 1791 Leopold and 
his foreign minister Kaunitz arranged a rapprochement with their long-
time rivals the Prus sians and issued the so- called Pilnitz Declaration. Th e 
joint pronouncement promised a Eu ro pe an intervention to “restore the King 
of France [to] complete liberty and to consolidate the bases of monarchical 
government.”110 In fact, the declaration may have been intended primarily 
as a threat to cow the Revolutionaries into maintaining a strong monarchy 
and releasing Louis and Marie- Antoinette—Leopold’s sister— from their 
palace captivity in the weeks after Varennes. Th e irony was that the Aus-
trians would wrongly assume that their threat had worked, that their dec-
laration was responsible for the return of the king to power in September 
1791, and that similar intimidation might be used in the future to “manage” 
the Revolutionary leadership.111 Over the coming months such attempts at 
coercion would play directly into the hands of the French war party. By 
late winter an exchange of threats and counterthreats between France and 
Austria succeeded only in infl aming the deputies’ sense of patriotism and 
off ended honor. Moreover, most of the Legislators had great diffi  culty com-
prehending the subtle expressions and maneuvers of traditional international 
diplomacy: “this treacherous diplomacy,” as Pierre Ramel put it, which 
“seeks to envelop all decisions in an impenetrable fog.”112

Th e road toward war was facilitated in France when both the king and 
most of the Feuillant leadership joined the bandwagon, each assuming that 
a war would be to their own advantage. Th ough Barnave would ultimately 
oppose it, Lameth, Duport, and Lafayette all came out in favor and most 
of the deputies on the right followed suit.113 A great thrill of excitement 
swept through the Assembly and the galleries when the king announced 
that the army would be commanded by generals Lafayette and Rocham-
beau, two heroes of the war in America. “A free France,” wrote Rubat, “will 
not fear any enemies. You cannot imagine how much this decision, taken 
jointly by the Assembly and the king, infused the people of Paris with 
energy and confi dence.”114 Step by step nearly all elements of the po liti cal 
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nation  were rallying in support of war. Only Robespierre and a handful of 
his closest associates continued to oppose it. To his mind the threat of in-
ternal conspiracy was far greater than any external threats: “Th e source of 
the evil,” he announced, “is not in Coblenz”— the principal base of the 
emigrants—“it is among you, it is in your midst.”115

But the Girondins and their allies only mocked Robespierre and re-
sponded with a heady mixture of rationales for war, now portrayed as the 
remedy for all the problems, fears, and uncertainties faced by the nation. 
War would bring defeat, once and for all, to the emigrants and an end to 
their arrogant threats; it would teach a lesson to all foreign powers— 
especially the Austrians— who imagined they could meddle in France’s in-
ternal aff airs; it would defend before the world the honor of Revolutionary 
France; it would bring assistance to enslaved peoples everywhere who  were 
struggling for their liberty; it would put a stop to the endless internal tur-
moil by rallying all French around the fatherland, inspiring citizens every-
where to obey the law, to pay their taxes, to accept the assignats. War would 
also force into the open all the internal conspirators who  were thought to 
be threatening the nation and who  were generating such agonizing mis-
trust among the Revolutionaries. “Th is state of uncertainty, of rumors, of 
foreboding,” declared Vergniaud, “is far more frightening and terrible, it 
seems to me, than an actual state of war.”116 By the end of 1791 Couthon, 
the Jacobin who had once been so skeptical of war, had entirely changed 
his mind: “War has now become our only option: for our national interest, 
for our honor, for our glory.” Th e Feuillant sympathizer Rabusson- Lamothe 
largely concurred: “We will only overcome internal disorder and establish 
peace in the kingdom, if we reassert our preponderance among the nations 
of Eu rope.”117

On January 25 the Assembly voted an ultimatum that if the emperor 
did not renounce all treaties directed against France and its Constitution 
within three weeks, the nation would declare war. In fact, the diplomatic 
pro cess prolonged the negotiations for another two months, much to the 
chagrin of the deputies, convinced that it was all a new trick on the part 
of the ministers to prevent the war they so ardently desired.118 Th e Giron-
dins won a major victory in March, however, when they convinced the king 
to appoint several of their close friends and allies— Roland, Clavière, Servan, 
and Dumouriez— to various ministries. Th e prospects for a confl ict  were 
further increased by the death of Emperor Leopold and the succession of 
his much less cautious son, Francis. On April 20, 1792 Louis XVI came to 
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the National Assembly himself and formally requested a declaration of war 
against Austria. Only seven of the Legislators opposed it.119

All sides in the confl ict predicted a rapid victory. Th e emigrants and the 
German offi  cer corps  were utterly dismissive of the Revolutionary riff raff  
and the “army of lawyers,” and they predicted a parade into Paris.120 Th e 
Revolutionaries, for their part, projected the image of an overpowering 
people’s army, fi ghting to defend its liberty and its constitution. Some called 
up memories of the ancient Greeks overcoming the mighty Persian em-
pire.121 “Th e success of the war,” wrote Jacques Pinet to his constituency in 
Bergerac, “cannot be doubted.” Couthon shared his anticipation of victory 
with friends in Clermont- Ferrand. Th e eff orts of all the “crowned heads” 
of Eu rope to attack the French nation, he argued, will only make their tyr-
anny more detestable among their own people. Th e French, he believed, 
had ample funds in their coff ers and  were in possession of a “powerful army 
in both numbers and quality.” “Twenty- fi ve million men whose will is 
strong,” declared Isnard, “can only be victorious.”122

In fact, the war that was launched that spring would persist in one form 
or another for almost a quarter of a century. And it would be diffi  cult to 
overestimate its im mense impact on France and on Eu rope. Suspicion, 
mistrust, and fear  were already very much present throughout the nation 
before the declaration of April 20. But they would be enormously infl ated 
by the seemingly endless and grueling war that followed.



By the late spring of 1792 the atmosphere in Paris and in many pro-
vincial towns across the nation had changed dramatically from that of just 
three years earlier. An erosion of the bonds of authority at all levels of so-
ciety, coupled with the aggressive threats of counterrevolution from across 
the Rhine and from reactionary newspapers within France itself, had pro-
duced feelings of ner vous ness and mistrust and a growing obsession with 
conspiracy. Th e fervent belief in the possibility of change, the spirit of ’89, 
was still very much present. But there was now a growing demand to push 
the Revolution further, to expand the blessings of liberty and equality to 
include the entire male population. Th e emergence of radical militancy in 
Paris, closely allied with elements of the working classes, had injected pol-
itics with a new stridency and anger, a willingness to resort to violence if 
necessary to ensure change and punish enemies. At the same time the pa-
triot faithful, once so strongly united, had divided into warring factions, 
seemingly distrusting one another as much as they distrusted those who 
promoted counterrevolution. All such trends, trends that had emerged from 
the very pro cess of the Revolution itself, would be enormously intensifi ed 
through the outbreak of war and through a series of terrible betrayals by 
individuals whom patriots once thought they could trust.

Whether or not the Revolution had now crossed an irreversible threshold 
could be debated endlessly. Yet from the summer of 1792, the train of events, 
as traced in the following chapters, seemed to rush forward with all the 
inexorable force of a classical tragedy, toward the harrowing regime of the 
Terror.

7
Fall of the Monarchy
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Th e May Panic and the Events of June 20

It was with a mixture of excitement, anticipation, and apprehension that 
the people of Paris had followed the fi nal debates on war in the Assembly 
and the formal declaration of hostilities in April. Over the following weeks, 
dozens of groups and individuals appeared in the Assembly to off er their 
support, both moral and monetary. Contingents of merchants, artisans, 
apprentices, women, and even schoolboys arrived with small patriotic con-
tributions for the soldiers at the front. Guardsmen and common citizens 
from several Pa ri sian sections trooped en masse through the hall to affi  rm 
their backing.1 Th e appearance of some 6,000 men and women from the 
Gobelins section in the Left Bank working- class suburb of Saint- Marcel 
made an especially strong impression. Th ey carried pikes, pitchforks, or 
tridents as they passed in front of the president’s table, and the room was 
fi lled with the cries of “Long live the Nation and death to tyrants.”2

Yet the French war eff ort soon went badly, or more precisely, it went 
nowhere at all. Th e Girondin- backed foreign minister Charles- François 
Dumouriez had attempted to isolate Austria by courting alliances with 
various other Eu ro pe an states. But in the end he had failed miserably. Th e 
Prus sians signed a treaty with Austria, and the two powers made plans for 
a joint invasion of France. Th e widely predicted pop u lar uprisings in Bel-
gium in favor of the French never materialized. Th e timid entry of the French 
army into the Austrian Lowlands was easily halted when inexperienced 
French troops abandoned the fi eld after the fi rst shots  were fi red. Some of 
them then proceeded to murder two of their aristocratic commanders 
who  were accused of treason. Th ereafter, the French generals refused to 
take the off ensive. Rochambeau resigned, and Lafayette, deeply disturbed 
by the rise of radicalism in Paris, began secret negotiations for a truce 
with the Austrians, preparing the possibility of turning his army against 
Paris.3

For the po liti cal leadership the miserable per for mance of the army in 
the fi rst weeks of the war was profoundly shocking. “It would be diffi  cult 
to describe,” wrote Rabusson- Lamothe, “how much the National Assembly 
and the public in the capital have been aff ected.” All the old anxieties about 
conspiracy and the threat of internal enemies striking from within reemerged 
with a vengeance. Rumors of all kinds swept through the city: that the 
king was about to fl ee again and that the crown had already been sent to 
Germany, that a palace offi  cial was seen burning papers, that the king’s 
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private guard included a number of refractory priests in disguise, that plans 
 were afoot to kill the Revolutionary leaders.4 Everyone began seeing suspi-
cious strangers prowling about the city. Radical journalists predicted a new 
Saint- Bartholomew’s Day Massacre of the patriots. Once again Rosalie Jul-
lien was overcome with that terrible confusion of emotions she had known 
in the summer of 1789: “the horror, the pity, the admiration, the joy, the 
plea sure, the grief . . .  and the terrible dangers.” She and many of her neigh-
bors  were frightened to leave their apartments, and she pleaded with her 
husband to return from the south: “I’m dying with anxiety.”5

In the midst of this seeming disaster, with all their expectations of a rapid 
victory crushed, the po liti cal factions in the Legislative Assembly turned 
on one another. Th ough the war enthusiasm had briefl y generated a 
mea sure of peace between the Feuillants and the Jacobins, suspicion and 
hatred between the two groups now escalated. Moreover, the Jacobins 
themselves  were more divided than ever, with Girondins and Montag-
nards castigating each other as traitors and conspirators. “Th e present 
moment,” wrote Jacques Pinet, “is a time of crisis for the Friends of the 
Constitution . . .  who are affl  icted with an unfortunate division among 
its members.” 6

Brissot and the Girondins  were compelled to face the apparent failure 
of their war policy.7 In such a situation it was only too tempting to em-
brace the rumors that the war eff ort had been sabotaged by conspiracy from 
within. On the morning of May 23 Brissot and his friend Gensonné deliv-
ered successive speeches to the Legislators. Th ey claimed the existence of a 
colossal plot to destroy the Assembly and the Revolution itself. Th e  whole 
was said to be masterminded by the Austrians and by the “Austrian Com-
mittee” surrounding the king— said to include the Austrian- born queen 
and several current and former ministers. Brissot recognized that there was 
only indirect evidence for such a plot. But after all, it was the essence of 
conspiracies to be secret and impenetrable and leave no written rec ords. 
Th e plotters had hidden their activities behind a mask of pro- Revolutionary 
pronouncements, and if one waited to uncover “legal proof,” it might be 
too late.8

Th e speeches caused a sensation among both the deputies and the Pa ri-
sians, partly because the Girondins, in their fuite en avant, seemed to con-
fi rm what everyone already believed. Jullien, who had listened from the 
galleries, announced that only a “crass imbecile” could doubt the evidence 
of this “barbarous plot” in the circle of the king. Even many of Brissot’s 
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Feuillant rivals believed they must take the accusations seriously. “Both 
sides,” wrote Rabusson- Lamothe, “now speak only of machinations and 
plots.” Th at night tens of thousands of Pa ri sians who had been closely fol-
lowing the Assembly surrounded the Tuileries Palace to prevent the king 
from attempting another fl ight.9

During the next several days the Pa ri sians and the deputies worked them-
selves into a veritable panic. On May 28 the Assembly voted to go into per-
manent session, with at least some individuals remaining at their seats 
around the clock to confront the anticipated coup. Th e  whole of Paris was 
“illuminated” for several nights in succession, with citizens ordered to burn 
candles in their windows to make it easier to spot the villains who  were 
thought to be readying their attack. Th e normally phlegmatic Ruault was 
overcome with anxiety over the “present chaos of ideas and opinions” in 
Paris and the Assembly. “One hears shouts everywhere that the king is 
betraying us, that the generals are betraying us, that we should have con-
fi dence in no one.” As he described it to his brother, he only wished he 
could be a thousand leagues from Paris.10

Th e Left in the Assembly now took advantage of the crisis to push for-
ward a  whole series of new laws of major portent for the future.11 A decree 
was passed dissolving the king’s personal guards, widely believed to have 
been involved in the plot. Th e result was to give even greater power to units 
of the Pa ri sian national guard— many of them under direct or indirect con-
trol of the sections— a major victory for the radicals.12 Th e deputies also 
approved a proposal by the Minister of War to summon 20,000 volunteers 
from national guard units around the country to help protect the city. Fi-
nally, they voted a new decree against the refractory clergy, thought to be 
deeply entangled in the grand conspiracy and the source of much of the 
pop u lar unrest in the country. Any priest denounced by twenty active citi-
zens in a given canton was to be deported from the country. Even the Feuil-
lant sympathizer Louis- Michel Demée had lost all patience with the re-
fractories, who “exude only hatred, fury, and vengeance”13

Th e king was ultimately convinced by his advisers to accept the law dis-
banding the royal bodyguard (though he secretly continued paying their 
salaries). However, he quickly vetoed the laws that would bring volunteers 
to Paris and that would increase repression against the nonjurors. In many 
parts of France, however, administrators simply ignored the royal vetoes 
and dispatched guardsmen to Paris, acting as though the Assembly’s 
decrees alone set the laws of the land. Some departments also instituted 
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mea sures against the refractories never authorized by the monarch.14 Gil-
bert Romme encouraged such “illegal” procedures in his home constitu-
ency. “An exact fi delity to the law,” he wrote, “would be inappropriate in 
the present situation.”15 Clearly, in many parts of the country the king was 
entirely losing his legitimacy. Th e perceived needs of national salvation 
and the preservation of the Revolution  were given pre ce dence over the 
royal will.

After several of the Girondin ministers had also protested the vetoes, 
the king responded on June 12 by dismissing them and replacing them all 
with more manageable— and conservative— ministers. Th e appointment 
of the Girondin “patriot” ministers the previous March had been greeted 
with enormous enthusiasm by most of the patriots. Th eir removal would 
produce a crisis of major proportions. Some compared Louis’ conduct with 
his dismissal of Necker in July 1789, and many  were convinced of the ne-
farious infl uence of the queen. By mid- June the tension and anger of a great 
many Pa ri sians  were palpable. Colson described them as “extremely agi-
tated,” and Roubaud sensed “a terrible ferment” throughout the city. For 
the radicals, at least, there could be no doubt that the king and his court 
 were at the heart of the problem. Th e king, according to Ruault, “has lost 
all respect, all believability.”16

On June 16 various section leaders proposed a major demonstration be-
fore the Legislative Assembly and the Tuileries Palace to vent their anger 
and pressure the king to remove his vetoes and recall the Girondin minis-
ters. A fi nal planning session was held on the eve ning of June 19 at the home 
of Santerre, the national guard leader of the radical Saint- Antoine neigh-
borhood. Mayor Pétion was informed of the plan, but he was uncertain 
what to do, and in the end contradictory orders  were sent out to national 
guard units across the city as to how they should react.17

Th e demonstration was launched late on the morning of June 20, as large 
numbers of armed and unarmed citizens, including a considerable contin-
gent of women, began moving westward from Saint- Antoine and north-
ward from the Saint- Marcel neighborhood on the Left Bank. Joining forces 
in central Paris they picked up additional groups of demonstrators as they 
crossed other sections. Both Ruault and Jullien  were outside watching the 
great mass of people— Ruault estimated 25,000— marching through the 
narrow streets of the Right Bank and into the Place Vendôme just north 
of the Assembly. When a delegation from the demonstration was allowed 
to speak to the deputies, the speaker read a remarkably strong indictment 
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against the king. He denounced Louis’ vetoes, his dismissal of the minis-
ters, and the complete inaction of the French armies at the front. He in-
voked the Declaration of the Rights of Man granting citizens the right to 
resist oppression. Th e French people had now awoken, he said, and they 
would not allow themselves to be betrayed by “executive authority.” Th e 
actions of the king must be investigated by the Assembly, and if the mon-
arch has failed in his duties to the nation, then “he no longer exists for the 
French people.”18

After a bitter debate between the Left and the Right, the demonstrators 
 were allowed to walk in pro cession through the Assembly. About one in 
the afternoon, with some of the Feuillants leaving the hall in disgust, the 
extraordinary parade began. A small military orchestra was set up in the 
stands to intone Revolutionary songs, and thousands of guardsmen and 
other male and female citizens entered the building and marched before 
the deputies, dressed in the uniforms or costumes of their professions, “all 
mixed together in the spirit of equality and fraternal  union.”19 Th e dem-
onstrators carried an amazing array of weapons— muskets, pikes, sabers, 
pistols, swords— but also fl ags and banners and other symbolic decor, in-
cluding a tablet containing the Rights of Man and, by one account, a calf ’s 
heart stuck on a pike with the sign “heart of the aristocrats.” As they passed 
the Feuillant side of the hall, some of the marchers shook their fi sts and 
shouted out condemnations.20

Th e leaders of the demonstration had always planned to march on to 
the nearby Tuileries, but it is unclear how many had the preconceived idea 
of entering the heavily guarded palace itself. Roederer, a representative of 
the Department of Paris, had warned the Assembly that the marchers might 
try to confront the king directly.21 At any rate, the demonstrators halted 
before the palace gates, and as Ruault watched, some of the leaders entered 
into discussion with the national guardsmen assigned to protect the en-
trance.22 Whether or not they had received orders to do so, the guards soon 
stepped aside and the huge crowd surged through one of the doors and up 
the stairs into the palace, muskets and pikes at the ready, with one group 
even dragging along a pair of cannons. Th ey found Louis in a room sur-
rounded by a small group of nobles, but nothing could halt the pressure of 
the huge crowd, and the king was soon pushed back into a window em-
placement. Apparently he was never physically threatened: the old mys-
tique of the French kingship still seemed to hold sway. But the demonstra-
tors angrily taunted him and confronted him for his policies, demanding 
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that he revoke his vetoes. Th ey asked him whether he supported France 
in the current war, whether he was truly king of the French or merely 
king of the emigrant armies across the Rhine. Someone pushed forward a 
red liberty cap on the end of a bayonet, and the king awkwardly pulled 
it over his head. Another presented him with a bottle, and Louis willingly 
toasted the nation. But he remained remarkably placid and steadfastly 
refused to discuss his policies, announcing that this was not the occasion. 
Somewhat later shouts arose that the people must be allowed to see the 
queen, and two doors  were battered down until she agreed to appear, holding 
the young heir to the throne by the hand.23

In the meantime, word of the break- in reached those deputies who  were 
still gathered nearby. Th ey rushed back to their hall, reconvened the meeting, 
and sent a succession of delegations in an attempt to mediate. After some 
two hours, the king’s calm behavior and the deputies’ eff orts to harangue 
the crowds seemed to appease the demonstrators, and they began fi ltering 
out. By eight or nine  o’clock that eve ning all had gone home and the palace 
was quiet.

Th e dramatic events of June 20 and the confrontation between the king 
and the Paris militants stirred an enormous controversy throughout the 
nation. Over the next several weeks hundreds of letters fl owed into the Leg-
islative Assembly, arguing for and against the people’s entry into the Tu-
ileries Palace and, by extension, for and against the king himself. Although 
many variations existed, there was a tendency for the north of France and 
the region around Paris to sympathize with the king, while the south and 
especially the southeast more commonly supported the pop u lar demon-
stration and harshly criticized Louis. But this de facto referendum also in-
tensifi ed local factional divisions, with the department leaders more likely 
to pronounce themselves fi rmly royalist, while the districts, municipalities, 
and clubs attacked the monarch.24 Indeed, Paris itself was becoming in-
creasingly polarized. Although the militant sections continued to justify 
their actions, the department of Paris launched a campaign against the radi-
cals, and some 20,000 Pa ri sian residents signed a statement condemning 
the “outrage” committed toward the royal family. Guittard was appalled 
by the potential danger of the incident: “It would take no more than a spark 
to set Paris ablaze in civil war.”25

Not surprisingly, the Legislative Assembly divided sharply along factional 
lines. For a Montagnard like Georges Couthon, the demonstration had been 
nothing more than a legitimate and peaceful expression of pop u lar opinion, 
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in which citizens “went to visit the king” to let him know their views and 
then “peacefully retired, cheerfully singing the charming tune of ‘Ça ira.’ ” 
But the Feuillant sympathizer Roubaud had a rather diff erent view: “Th e 
National Assembly has been defi ed, royal dignity debased, the hereditary 
representative of the nation outraged, his palace attacked . . .  and the law 
was everywhere ignored and challenged by a horde of brigands.”26

Th e event of June 20 seemed only to accentuate the split in the Assembly. 
Th e deputies on the left, especially the radical Montagnards,  were now 
largely in agreement with the militant sections of Paris. Th e king, this 
“present- day Pygmalion,” as Jacques Pinet called him, was committing 
treason by impeding the war eff ort and secretly supporting the emigrants 
and the foreign armies. If the Revolution  were to survive, Louis would have 
to be removed. It was now necessary to look to the spirit of the law and 
not the letter and to support “the constitutionally unconstitutional actions 
of the people.”27 Th ey  were persuaded, moreover, that many of the Feuil-
lants, in their perpetual support for the king and his ministers,  were them-
selves traitors. With opponents such as these, compromise was out of the 
question. Pinet quoted La Fontaine: “Trying to make an evil man honest 
is like trying to change a snake into a dove.”28 At the same time the event 
of June 20 seemed to provide the Right with a new surge of energy and to 
attract greater support from deputies who had previously remained uncom-
mitted. For Rabusson- Lamothe, the greatest danger to the state was not 
from the king, but from the radicals whose unconstitutional extremism 
would “compromise and dissolve the state,” destroy the economy, and bring 
general anarchy to the country. Roubaud was both indignant and terrifi ed 
by the maneuvers of the radicals and convinced that it was they who  were 
orchestrating the Pa ri sian militants.29

In the midst of this polarization and the mutual demonization of the 
Left and the Right, the Girondins found themselves in an unenviable po-
sition. Th ey had been thrown off  guard by the dismissal of their allies in 
the ministry, and they struggled to establish a new position. In general they 
supported the Left, and there was even a short- lived reconciliation between 
Brissot and Robespierre. But they still hoped against hope that the king 
might be brought around and return them to power. In letters to his family 
Vergniaud confi ded his belief that it was still a question of a good king 
badly advised, and he admitted his growing uneasiness about the activi-
ties of the militants in Paris. Pop u lar outrage against the king’s vetoes was 
understandable, and yet “such sentiments could accelerate developments 
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and escape the control of the constituted authorities and the rule of law.”30 
It was in this context that he, Guadet, and Gensonné penned a secret letter 
to Louis, announcing they would do all in their power to protect him if 
he would bring back the Girondin ministers dismissed on June 12.31

Th e po liti cal divisions  were further intensifi ed at the end of June when 
General Lafayette suddenly “crossed the Rubicon” and appeared in the Leg-
islative, leaving his army at the front. In a short but concise speech he de-
manded the prosecution of the perpetrators of June 20, the destruction 
of the Jacobins— this “sect,” as he called them— and the restoration of au-
thority to the king. He also announced that his soldiers supported him 
in these demands, a veiled threat of military action if the Legislative failed 
to comply.32 Th e Feuillants  were exhilarated by the speech, and the general 
was greeted with rousing cheers as he crossed the hall and took a seat among 
the Right. But the Left was furious and, in many cases, deeply disillusioned. 
Pinet could only express his bitterness and sadness: “I believed him to be 
the ardent and zealous defender of liberty. But I had to face the reality, 
and I now feel horror and hatred in my heart, since I see him as a traitor 
who, in the guise of patriotism, is cleverly leading us into an abyss.”33

Later that day and throughout the night Lafayette attempted to mobi-
lize the Paris national guard, which he had once led, for an attack against 
the Jacobins. But everything had changed since the days when he was re-
vered by all the Pa ri sians. What ever the support he enjoyed among the con-
servatives, he met only suspicion from the guardsmen. And the king and 
especially the queen— who would forever detest him— refused to accept 
his plans for deliverance. He was forced to abandon his eff orts and return 
to his army the next day. It was a terrible moment for the radical Revolu-
tionaries, already prone to suspicion of hidden plots. It now seemed evi-
dent that Lafayette himself was part of the grand conspiracy everyone had 
feared, in league with the Austrian Committee. If even those you had most 
trusted could betray you, where would it all end? How was one ever to 
know the true from the false Revolutionary, hiding behind the mask of 
patriotism?34

Th e Marseillais

Although the Legislators found it increasingly diffi  cult to reach a consensus 
on a great many issues— and especially on how to deal with the king— 
they  were in general agreement that the war was going badly. Th e Prus-
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sians had now entered the confl ict, and there was the imminent prospect 
of their opening up a second front in northeastern France. On July 11 the 
Assembly voted almost unanimously to declare that France was in immi-
nent peril (the “patrie en danger”). Th e vote was followed by a moment of 
unusual silence, as everyone took stock of the gravity of the situation.35 Ten 
days later the declaration of the “fatherland in peril” was formally read by 
heralds in all the public places of Paris, and a warning cannon was fi red 
over the Seine every hour throughout the day. Recruitment stations  were 
set up throughout Paris, and large numbers of young men rushed forward 
to volunteer for the army. Guittard de Floriban, who was himself too el-
der ly to fi ght, watched in amazement as nationalist fervor swept through 
the city: “It’s like a frenzy,” he wrote. “Th e patriotic zeal is overwhelming, 
the likes of which have never been seen since the world began. . . .  All the 
young men show extraordinary enthusiasm as they sign up.”36

Yet it was clear that Paris alone could never stand up to the combined 
armies of Austria and Prus sia. Th e Girondin war minister Servan had fore-
seen this problem when he had urged legislation summoning volunteers 
from national guard units all over the nation, the “Fédérés,” as they  were 
now called. At fi rst, following the king’s veto of the proposal, the new Feuil-
lant minister of the interior had attempted to block the departure of the 
provincial guardsmen. But after June 20, the king seemed to reverse his 
position— perhaps in response to the Pa ri sians’ “visit” to his palace or per-
haps because he hoped to have infl uence over the guardsmen who  were al-
ready on their way. On July 2 the Legislative voted a new decree asking 
volunteer national guards to come to Paris for the July 14 celebration, the 
third since the fall of the Bastille. Th ey would then move on to a camp 
near Soissons, northeast of Paris, to help prepare a line of defense for the 
capital. Th is time the king accepted the decree.37

By July 14 several hundred guardsmen had already arrived in the city. 
Pinet proudly accompanied to the Assembly the contingent from his own 
town of Bergerac— a contingent he had encouraged even before the king 
reversed his position: “these brave young men, the courageous defenders 
of the nation.”38 After their participation in the great patriotic festival, 
the provincial guardsmen  were supposed to move on to Soissons. But it is 
clear that a substantial portion of them did not do so. Both the clubs and 
the section leaders urged them to remain. Robespierre had appealed to the 
Fédérés in a speech on July 11. Th ey  were in Paris, he said, to defend not 
only the “fatherland in peril” but also the “fatherland betrayed.” Pinet 
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likewise encouraged the guardsmen from his home town to stay on, 
asking his friends in Bergerac to take up a collection to help defray their 
expenses.39

By the end of July over 5,000 young guardsmen had arrived in Paris, 
and a great many of them announced they planned to remain there. Th ey 
came from Angers and Rennes, and Nantes in western France; from Be-
sançon and Dijon in the east; from Lyon, Montpellier, and Toulon to the 
southeast; and from Bordeaux, La Rochelle, and Angoulême in the south-
west. Th ey arrived with a myriad of accents and uniforms. Some from the 
Midi sported long, drooping moustaches, which initially struck the Pa ri-
sians as bizarre but which soon became the symbol of the soldiers of the 
Revolution.40 Almost everywhere over the previous three years the guardsmen 
had been radicalized. Closely allied with the local Jacobin clubs, of whom 
a great many  were members, they had come to see themselves as the agents 
of the Revolution in the provinces and they had frequently been involved 
in repressive activities against perceived local counterrevolutionaries. Now 
they  were eager to answer the call of the National Assembly and help rid 
the fatherland of all of its foreign and internal enemies. Once in Paris, the 
majority closely allied themselves with the militants and sans- culottes. A 
Fédéré central committee began meeting nightly, with representatives from 
all the provincial contingents, along with leaders of the Jacobins, the Corde-
liers, and several of the sections. Th e central committee rapidly became 
the focal point for the or ga ni za tion of an armed insurrection to compel 
the king to resign his throne.41

Th ough the Fédérés came from almost everywhere in France, two of the 
largest contingents arrived from the farthest extremities of the nation. On 
July 26, 4 to 500 Bretons marched in from the port city of Brest, with sev-
eral hundred more expected from the province in the coming days.42 Four 
days later an even larger body of citizen soldiers arrived from Marseille and 
Provence in the far southeast—“armed to the teeth,” as Pinet put it— and 
accompanied with artillery. Th ough most of the national guards  were dom-
inated by the middle class, the “Marseillais”  were primarily workers and 
artisans.43 Th ey had been anticipated for weeks by the militants in Paris, 
especially after their radical patriotic declaration had been printed and sent 
ahead, and their entry into the city made a particularly memorable impres-
sion on the Pa ri sians. As they marched through the Saint- Antoine quarter 
and into the Place de la Bastille, they  were singing the “Song of the Army 
of the Rhine,” composed several weeks earlier in Strasbourg and rapidly 
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renamed “La Marseillaise.” It was stirring and intensely patriotic but also 
ferocious, warning the world that they would soon soak the land with the 
blood of their enemies— traitors, slaves, and conspiring kings.44

Th e King Must Be Removed

Th e young volunteers from Marseille and Brest  were full of energy and rad-
ical enthusiasm, and both groups soon made it amply clear that they had 
no intention of continuing on to the front until the problem of the king 
had been resolved. Within days, they had sent a petition of their own to 
the Assembly demanding the dethroning of the reigning monarch: “Th e 
very name of ‘Louis XVI’ now means ‘treason’ to us.” 45 By the beginning 
of August, the Marseillais and the other citizen soldiers arriving in the city 
from around the country had become a factor to be reckoned with by the 
Pa ri sians, the Legislative Assembly, and the monarchy.

Th roughout late July and early August section after section in Paris joined 
with the Fédérés in demanding the deposition of the king. Other similar 
petitions  were said to be “fl ooding into the Assembly” from the provinces, 
primarily from local Jacobin clubs but sometimes also from district or mu-
nicipal administrators. On August 3 Mayor Pétion arrived with a collec-
tive petition from forty of the forty- eight sections of Paris calling for the 
king’s removal. Th e demand was justifi ed with a complete “history” of Louis’ 
supposedly treacherous actions during the Revolution and of the many oaths 
he had taken and then broken. Despite all the “benefi ts” that the nation 
had granted him, the king’s conduct consisted only of “perjury, treason, 
and conspiracy against the people.” Th ey had pardoned him for his fl ight 
to Varennes in 1791, “but to pardon is not to forget.” And now, in their view, 
it was clear that the king was “the fi rst link in the chain of counterrevolu-
tion” that was leading the Revolution to ruin.46

As Pétion spoke before the Assembly, the Pa ri sians  were just learning of 
the so- called Brunswick Manifesto, sent to the king several days earlier and 
now made public. Written in the name of the Prus sian commander by one 
of the emigrant nobles, the statement sought to intimidate the Pa ri sians 
with the threat of “delivering the city of Paris to an exemplary and ever 
memorable vengeance” if the Tuileries Palace  were attacked or if the royal 
family received the least insult or violence. Yet this curious document 
seems only to have further infuriated the Pa ri sian radicals. Ruault snarled 
at its “insolence,” which he maintained “only increases our courage.” In 
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the Saint- Marcel neighborhood, a copy of the Manifesto was burned in 
a public square.47

On August 6 a great demonstration of Pa ri sians, or ga nized by the cen-
tral committee of the Fédérés and by various of the sections, marched in 
pro cession across the city, chanting and singing as they made their way to 
the Champ de Mars.  Here thousands of people fi lled fi fty- fi ve pages with 
their signatures on a petition— at the very spot where the national guard 
had fi red on a petition gathering ceremony one year earlier. Th is time the 
only national guardsmen present supported the petition, the combined pro-
gram of the militants and the sans- culottes. Th ere  were thirteen demands 
altogether, including the removal of the king, the calling of a new consti-
tutional convention, universal male suff rage, severe mea sures against grain 
hoarders and monopolizers, a return of the patriot ministers, the replace-
ment of the “suspect” departmental directories who continued to support 
royalism, and the indictment of Lafayette. A special delegation then deliv-
ered the gigantic petition to the Legislative Assembly.48

Th e Assembly, however, remained as divided as ever and was unable to 
take a position. Beginning in late July the various petitions demanding the 
king’s removal  were sent to a committee for consideration, and the depu-
ties regularly promised to take up the issue. But the proposed debate was 
continually postponed. While the Montagnards strongly supported the re-
moval of the king and the Feuillants strongly opposed it, the Girondins 
and the moderates who held the swing votes  were mired in indecision.49 
Ruault, who strongly objected to the Assembly’s delay tactics, understood 
nevertheless the deputies’ predicament. Even if the king  were removed, there 
was wide confusion as to what to do next. Should they leave him in France 
as a simple citizen, or escort him to the frontier, or imprison him? And 
should they then create a republic or turn over power to his heir? If they 
maintained the monarchy, who would serve as regent until Louis’ young 
son attained his majority?50

Under increasing pressure from the militants, the Assembly fi nally 
pledged to discuss the question of the king’s removal on August 9. But when 
the day arrived, Condorcet, who reported for the Legislative’s steering com-
mittee, only presented a learned analysis of the Constitution and the dif-
fi cult issues that remained to be answered. In the end the question was re-
turned to the committee and the decision was put off  once again. In the 
meantime, a debate on the behavior of General Lafayette had come to a 
head. Th e Left had long argued that he should be indicted for having aban-
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doned his troops in the midst of the war and having threatened the depu-
ties if they did not follow his recommendations. But on August 8, with 
the Feuillants passionately defending their hero and the moderates fearful 
of removing a general during a campaign, the Assembly gave Lafayette a 
vote of confi dence, 406 to 226. For a great many Pa ri sian militants, the 
deputies’ decision neither to debate the king nor to prosecute Lafayette was 
the last straw. “We are outraged against the National Assembly,” wrote 
Colson, “for having declared Lafayette innocent, when the public so fi rmly 
believes he is a traitor.”51

In the midst of the continual agitation and attacks against Louis, the 
supporters of the monarchy  were by no means inactive. Both Lafayette and 
the former duke of La Rochefoucauld- Liancourt proposed detailed plans 
for moving the king into the provinces.52 But the queen was revolted at the 
idea of placing her family in the hands of either Liancourt or Lafayette, 
both of whom had supported the Revolution in 1789. In any case, Louis 
ultimately rejected all such proposals, arguing— correctly no doubt— that 
they would lead to civil war.53

In the end, the monarchy fell back on a purely defensive strategy, shoring 
up the fortifi cations of the Tuileries Palace and bringing in more troops to 
man them.54 Such preparations  were all the more diffi  cult in that the Leg-
islative, suspicious of the threat of counterrevolution, had largely disman-
tled the armed forces directly available to the king. Th e royal bodyguard 
had been disbanded in May, and most of the regular troops once garri-
soned in Paris been had sent to the front. As a replacement, the ministers 
summoned several hundred gendarmes police and Pa ri sian national 
guardsmen, many of the latter from the more conservative sections of 
western Paris. Th e king also had at his disposal close to a thousand Swiss 
guards— attached to the protection of the monarchy since the sixteenth 
century— and some two or three hundred volunteer nobles, many of them 
former members of the royal bodyguard. In all, by early August some 4,000 
men had been concentrated in and around the palace. As events would 
prove, the loyalty to the king of the gendarmes and the guardsmen was 
altogether uncertain.55 But the intentions of the king  were by no means 
obvious to the Pa ri sians. On the night of August 9, the leader of the Saint- 
Marcel national guard battalion, Charles Alexandre, made a clandestine 
tour of the palace, and he found it bristling with activity. If the confronta-
tion  were to turn into an armed combat, it was not at all clear to him who 
would have the upper hand.56
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Faced with such a situation, many of the militants agonized over how 
the king’s removal was to be accomplished. Th ey had long been hopeful 
that such a transformation could be eff ected peacefully, through the ex-
pression of pop u lar will in petitions and through the actions of the Legis-
lative Assembly. Even the Marseillais, in their addresses to the Assembly, 
had urged the use of nonviolent means. France must be delivered from “the 
evil of kings,” they had written, “not by a violent insurrection, but through 
a peaceful demonstration of the national will.”57 Yet how could they not 
listen to the rumors in the streets, fueled by newspaper accounts, that the 
Tuileries Palace was planning a massacre against the patriots? Was it not 
clear that the king had turned his palace into an armed camp from which 
such an attack might easily be launched? Was there any choice but to con-
spire themselves, if France  were to be saved from the conspiracies of the 
court? Rosalie Jullien had clearly come to such a conclusion: “Th e king’s 
treason is so disastrous for the success and glory of the nation, that we are 
faced with the cruel necessity of either destroying it or of meekly accepting 
the chains that are prepared for us.”58

Assault on the Tuileries Palace

Th roughout the month of July 1792 a signifi cant transformation of the sec-
tions of Paris was taking place, sometimes through Legislative decree, some-
times through the initiative of the militants themselves. It was during 
this period that the sections acquired the right to meet in regular daily 
assemblies— a mea sure granted by the Assembly as a war provision for 
maintaining tight surveillance in the city. Th ey also obtained ever- greater 
control over the national guard battalions based in their circumscrip-
tions. By the end of the month they had established a centralized bureau 
to coordinate policy among all of the sections. Equally important, many 
sections  were eliminating on their own initiative the division between 
active and passive citizens, inviting the  whole population— sometimes 
including women and adolescents— to attend and vote in the neighbor-
hood assemblies.59

Th e Pa ri sian sections  were thus acquiring ever- greater leverage in their 
demand that Louis XVI be removed from the throne. With the Assem-
bly’s procrastination in debating the king’s fate and with its absolution of 
Lafayette, the militants concluded that they would have to remove the mon-
arch themselves. Th is would be accomplished by the combined forces of 
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the Paris national guards and the Fédérés from the provinces: hopefully 
through coercion and negotiation, but by force if necessary, in a general 
insurrection.

On the eve ning of August 9, 1792, a carefully planned and widely an-
nounced mobilization of Paris began. All of the sections  were convened 
and met throughout the night, and most of them sent elected “commis-
sioners” to the city hall to coordinate decisions. Just before midnight the 
bells in the Cordeliers church began sounding the “tocsin,” the rapid, in-
sistent tolling that traditionally indicated danger. Soon the bells in many 
other churches across the city followed suit and picked up the rhythm. By 
midnight everyone was awake. Rosalie Jullien described the scene in a 
breathless late- night letter to her husband: “Th e tocsin is ringing, the call 
to arms has sounded, and fear and apprehension are spreading through all 
Paris.” Th e streets  were full of citizens, with many women trembling at their 
windows. “Some 800,000 people are given over to an anguish and terror 
that is only increased by the black veil of night.” National guard battal-
ions rushed into formation and prepared for action. Ruault was up all night 
guarding a bridge with his detachment— although he was replaced at dawn 
and would not participate in the day’s events.60

Around fi ve in the morning, just as the day was beginning to break, the 
militants captured the royal arsenal in eastern Paris, and more arms  were 
distributed to the guardsmen and Fédérés. Toward seven in the morning, 
the section commissioners who had been meeting in the city hall, just next 
door to the legally constituted municipal council, announced that they  were 
taking over and creating a new “Insurrectional Commune.” When protests 
 were raised by the “legal” counselors— most of whom  were Feuillant 
sympathizers— they  were told that “when the people enter into a state of 
insurrection, they take back all power for themselves.” Soon thereafter the 
royalist commander of the Paris national guard, who had been preparing 
the defense of the Tuileries Palace, was brought before the Commune and 
arrested. As he was being escorted to prison, he was shot through the head 
by an unknown individual on the steps of the city hall: a violent act that 
was to initiate a day of violent revolution.61

Even as the insurgents  were seizing control of the arsenal and the city 
hall, radical guardsmen and pikesmen and provincial Fédérés  were on 
the march from their various neighborhoods, converging on the Place du 
Carrousel on the east side of the Tuileries Palace.62 Th ere they  were to 
wait for over three hours as the insurgents attempted to negotiate with the 
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various troops who barred their way. If we can believe Alexandre, who 
led the guardsmen of Saint- Marcel and the Fédérés troops from Brittany, 
no one talked of an attack. Th e goal was to disarm the palace and ensure 
that the king was peacefully removed from power. And at fi rst the insur-
gents seemed to be successful. Little by little most of the national guardsmen 
and gendarmes guarding the courtyard and the entrance to the palace 
 were convinced to abandon their posts and come over to the side of 
the “people.” Th en some of the Swiss  were also won over and began to leave 
their formations. Invariably, these developments caused great consterna-
tion inside the Tuileries. Although the king and the queen considered 
remaining in the palace, a representative from the department of Paris 
convinced Louis that the cause was hopeless and that he would do better 
to take his family to the safety of the Legislative Assembly. At about eight- 
thirty that morning, the royal family and the king’s ministers left by the 
west side of the palace and walked a short distance across the gardens to 
the Assembly, where they took refuge.

Shortly after the royal family’s departure the bulk of the Swiss guards 
and the nobleman volunteers inside the palace opened fi re on the insur-
gents. Th e decision came in part as the Swiss offi  cers saw discipline breaking 
down among their own men, and the “deserters” may have been among 
the fi rst shot. But thereafter the outside courtyard became a killing fi eld, 
with dozens of Pa ri sians and Fédérés cut down in a withering cross fi re ar-
riving from several directions at once.63 Th e royal forces quickly swept clear 
the Tuileries courtyards and the adjoining Place du Carrousel, killing or 
wounding more of the insurgents and seizing several of their cannons. As 
the survivors fl ed, word of the “ambush” spread rapidly through the city. 
Th e story only confi rmed the widespread belief of a counterrevolutionary 
conspiracy hatched in the palace, and the militants and sans- culottes  were 
livid with anger and a desire for revenge.

At fi rst the Swiss seemed to be winning the day, but then a large new 
contingent of insurgents arrived from eastern Paris led by Santerre, newly 
named commander of the national guard by the Insurrectional Commune. 
Th e guardsmen from the Saint- Antoine district had been slower to or ga-
nize, but now they advanced through the streets in three separate columns. 
Colson peeked out his window and saw one of the columns passing by: “a 
furious multitude armed with pikes and other weapons,” heading for the 
palace.64 Falling on the Swiss from three sides at once, they quickly forced 
them back into the Tuileries. Th ere followed a brutal hand- to- hand combat 
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with sabers and bayonets, as the Pa ri sians and the Fédérés forced their way 
into the palace and up the stairs by sheer force of numbers, with numerous 
attackers and defenders killed or wounded. A substantial number of the 
noble volunteers  were captured and sent to prison. But the Swiss guards in 
their bright red uniforms became the target of choice, as the people sought 
revenge for the ambush and killing of their comrades. Some of the Swiss 
 were able to break out to the west and fl ee across the Tuileries Gardens. A 
portion of them burst into the Assembly hall and  were protected by the 
deputies with great diffi  culty until they could be escorted to prison. But 
another contingent fl ed to what is today the Place de la Concorde, and there 
they  were surrounded by the Pa ri sians, and all  were killed. Enraged with 
fury, the guardsmen and Fédérés tracked the remaining Swiss stragglers 
throughout the city. Th ose who  were unable to shed their uniforms and 
hide  were also killed.

Th e terrible civil war in the heart of Paris had lasted little more than 
two hours. Yet over a thousand people had died— the greatest hecatomb 
in the city since the sixteenth century. Th e largest toll was among the Swiss 
guards, of whom some 600 had been killed. But another hundred or so of 
the noble volunteers had also succumbed, and close to 400 insurgents  were 
killed or wounded. Th e young volunteers from Marseille and Brittany caught 
in the cross fi re of the courtyard represented the single largest number of 
patriot casualties. Other victims came from nearly every quarter of Paris 
and from many diff erent provinces of France.65

As the shots died away and the smoke cleared, Pa ri sian civilians began 
venturing out. Th ey found the palace in shambles and both it and the sur-
rounding streets “littered with bodies.” By then fi re had broken out within 
the Tuileries, and Pa ri sian fi remen would still be struggling to contain it 
at three the next morning. Th e medical student Edmond Géraud had dif-
fi culty walking in the area without stepping on corpses.66 All over the city, 
women and men rushed to see if their loved ones had returned. Rosalie 
Jullien ventured out with her son and saw women who “threw themselves 
into the arms of their husbands in the middle of the street.” Alexandre, 
leading his battalion back to Saint- Marcel, described similar “truly heart-
rending” scenes, including his own father in tears embracing him as he 
reached their  house. “Th us,” he wrote, “we returned to our homes, which 
many of us thought we might never see again, and we rested from the 
exhaustion of that terrible day.” 67
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It had indeed been a terrible, brutal aff air, and the Pa ri sian elites who 
lived through it  were beset with a complex mixture of emotions as they 
sought to explain and justify the violence. Almost forty years later, Vic-
toire Monnard still remembered trembling in her room, watching through 
the window as the Pa ri sians captured and cut down one of the Tuileries 
defenders fl eeing through the streets. Yet as Alexandre explained, the in-
surgents  were convinced that if they had lost, they would not have been 
treated any better by their adversaries. And everyone returned again and 
again to the treacherous attack on the patriots in the courtyard. Adelaïde 
Mareux, daughter of a theater own er in the Marais, wrote a feverish letter 
recounting her personal outrage when the Swiss suddenly fi red on the Mar-
seillais and the other national guardsmen: “Everyone was overcome with 
rage against these monsters.” Pinet described the “abominable treachery” 
of the royal forces in luring the people into the palace and then opening 
fi re. It was after this act that “the fury of the people was aroused.” 68 And 
nearly all of the radicals  were convinced that the battle of the Tuileries had 
saved Paris from a far worse fate being plotted by the king and the court: 
“this abominable court that was weighed down in blood,” as the Pa ri sian 
notary and future deputy Bancal des Issarts described it. Bancal went on 
to lament the number of young men without any training in combat who 
had laid down their lives and  were butchered by the professional soldiers 
in the Tuileries. For many Revolutionaries the real massacre was not that 
of the Swiss guard but of the patriots, the “Saint Lawrence’s Day Massacre,” 
they called it— referring to the calendar saint for August 10. Bancal shud-
dered to think how close they had come to losing everything. He could 
only conclude that “an admirable Providence is watching over the French, 
ensuring the preservation of liberty and the triumph of equality.” 69



Virtually no one doubted the meaning of the events of August 10. 
Both those who had directly participated in the attack on the Tuileries Palace 
and those who had only observed from afar understood clearly that this 
violent episode marked an authentic “second revolution.” In its fi rst formal 
declaration the Paris Insurrectional Commune proclaimed that the people 
had “recovered their rights for the second time.” Both Adrien Colson and 
Nicolas Ruault soon began referring to “the new revolution,” which had 
“nullifi ed that of 1789.”1 Everyone knew, moreover, that Louis XVI had been 
overthrown. Within days, the king and his family  were escorted under mas-
sive guard to the medieval fortress of the Temple in northern Paris, where 
they  were treated as state prisoners. In a letter to his constituency the Breton 
deputy Jean- Baptiste Digaultray emphasized that “Louis the Last”— as he 
called him— would never again return to his palace or rule in France. Ru-
ault mused on how the Sun King Louis XIV might have reacted if he had 
known the monarchy would be overthrown less than a century after his 
death.2

For most French men and women, the interregnum between the fall of 
the monarchy on August 10 and the fi rst meeting of the Convention on 
September 20 could be both exhilarating and im mensely frightening and 
unsettling. Th e complex intermingling of hope and anxiety, of optimism 
and fear that had characterized much of the Revolution was again very much 
in evidence. What ever their disgust with the behavior of the king and their 
ac cep tance of his overthrow, a great many individuals felt tense and un-
certain as to what the future held in store. In a country that for well over 
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a thousand years had always known a monarchy, the very idea of living 
without a king was sobering and disturbing. Ruault, a longtime member 
of the Pa ri sian Jacobins, admitted his apprehension to his brother: “Nothing 
is more dangerous for a people than a change in the regime and the gov-
ernment, especially for the French who are so accustomed to a monarch.” 
Charles- Alexis Alexandre, who had played an important role in the storming 
of the Tuileries, also claimed to have had misgivings: “What ever my po-
liti cal opinions and my support for the Revolution, I had been raised under 
a monarchy, and its fall left me with a feeling of amazement, of pity, and 
of fear.”3

Such fears would be intensifi ed over the coming weeks, a period in which 
France arguably came closer to anarchy, to the breakdown of law and order 
and the spread of uncontrolled violence, than at any other time in the Rev-
olution, a breakdown that would culminate in a series of terrible prison 
massacres in early September. Th ough much of the violence would be 
pop u lar and spontaneous, it would often receive substantial sympathy 
from elements of the elite population. It was a period that has been aptly 
described as “the First Terror.” 4

Th e Interregnum

For the deputies of the Legislative Assembly, August 10 had been as unset-
tling as for the Pa ri sians in general. After the king and his family had taken 
shelter in their hall, they found themselves reduced to the status of observers 
who could only wait and listen with trepidation as the battle raged in the 
palace a few hundred meters away. Jacques Pinet described the scene in a 
breathless letter: “Bullets whistled by our ears, crossed the hall and fell at 
our feet.” Th ey  were entirely in doubt as to which side was winning, and 
for a time they feared that their lives might be in danger. When a group of 
Swiss guards burst into the hall— in fact simply looking for shelter—“we 
all rushed onto the fl oor, crying ‘Long live the nation,’ and swore to up-
hold liberty and equality or to die at our post.” Th e deputies  were calmed 
only when it was clear toward the end of the morning that the Pa ri sians 
had won the day and when a delegation of insurgents arrived in the hall 
and demanded the removal of the king— who was still sitting with his family 
just behind the Assembly president. Soon thereafter, on a motion by Verg-
niaud, the Assembly voted to suspend the king and to convoke a Consti-
tutional Convention to determine the fate of the nation.5 Th e Girondin 
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support for a suspension, rather than for the permanent removal of the king, 
as the people had demanded, would be sharply attacked by the Pa ri sian 
militants.

In the end, the fall of the monarchy would greatly simplify the po liti cal 
situation within the Assembly, eff ectively empowering the Jacobins, and 
above all the Girondin faction of the Jacobins, to take control. Many of 
the most conservative deputies had already been threatened and harassed 
by the crowds.6 With the violence of August 10 itself, the great majority of 

A pro- Montagnard image of the people entering the Legislative Assembly on 
August 10, 1792. After successfully capturing the Tuileries Palace, delegates from 
the insurgents enter the Assembly hall and demand that the king be dethroned. 
Th ey point at the king and queen (visible behind the grille). Th e king seems to look 
away in fright, burying his head in the queen’s bosom while she scowls at the 
crowd, still wearing her very high aristocratic coiff ure. Th e crowds seem also to 
point accusingly at the president, Pierre Vergniaud, a leader of the Girondin- 
dominated Assembly. Th e Assembly would only “suspend” the king, much to the 
dissatisfaction of the people. Only the Montagnard deputies, on the left, cheer the 
people. Th e people have also placed on the fl oor the trea sure they had found in 
the palace and have refused to loot. François Gérard, engraved by E. Rosotte, © Coll. 
Musée de la Révolution française, Domaine de Vizille, MRF 2004.19.14.



Th e First Terror

195

the Feuillants either ceased attending the Assembly altogether or refused 
to take part in debates. Th rough the end of the Legislative, a rump of only 
around 300 of the 745 deputies seems to have been present and voting. “Fear,” 
wrote Jean- Marie Rivoallan, “kept a great many deputies away or in hiding.” 
A Breton visitor passing through Paris in early September noted, “Th e pa-
triot side of the hall is always more full than the opposite side. Th ose on 
the Right seem to take no part in the deliberations.”7

To be sure, a certain number of the former Feuillants moved toward a 
rapprochement with their Jacobin colleagues, some through fear and co-
ercion, others after much soul- searching and a genuine change of heart. 
Th ey had been badly shaken when they learned that General Lafayette, the 
longtime hero of the Right, had deserted his army and gone over to the 
Austrians. Others began reevaluating their position when a cache of secret 
ministerial documents seized by the insurgents was opened and made 
public. Th e documents appeared to present evidence that the king, as Pinet 
put it, “was the leader and the very soul of all the schemes of our enemies.” 
He had not only continued to use public funds to pay his former body-
guards now living in Germany, but he had received secret correspondence 
from his emigrant brothers, and he had subsidized counterrevolutionary 
newspapers and pamphlets, many of which  were found preserved in the 
ministerial fi les.8 Aubert- Dubayet, who had generally leaned toward the 
Feuillants in the past, claimed that “all the documents found in the palace 
in the offi  ce of the king’s intendant, reinforced our belief in the treason of 
the court.” “Th e scales have fallen from my eyes,” wrote Rabusson- Lamothe, 
“and to my great surprise, I have come to recognize that all kings are 
incorrigible.”9

Brissot and the group of friends in his entourage now utterly dominated 
both the Assembly and the central government.10 Since the king had been 
suspended and imprisoned, the Legislative established a separate Execu-
tive Council of ministers to take over the day- to- day tasks of governing 
the country. Th e previous royal ministers  were unceremoniously removed 
and replaced with six individuals chosen by majority vote in the Assembly. 
At least four of the six  were clearly allied with the Girondins, including 
the powerful minister of the interior, Jean- Marie Roland.11 But apparently 
as a gesture of goodwill to the Paris militants, the deputies also elected as 
minister of justice the Cordeliers Georges Danton. In fact, the energetic 
and determined Danton soon emerged as the single most eff ective leader 
of the government, so that the Executive Council sometimes assumed a 



Th e Coming of the Terror in the French Revolution

196

certain distance from the Assembly.12 In the Assembly itself, with the Left 
now entirely in control, a host of new laws was pushed through, laws that 
would constitute a veritable second surge of democracy. On the afternoon 
of August 10 the Legislative formally summoned a new Constitutional Con-
vention to entirely rethink the or ga ni za tion of government and the nature 
of executive power. Th at election and all future elections  were to be based 
on universal male suff rage and the suppression of the very idea of “pas-
sive” citizenship. Over the following days and weeks most of the remaining 
seigneurial rights  were abolished outright without compensation; communal 
property was nationalized and declared susceptible to redistribution; and 
the property of emigrant nobles— and all other emigrants— was to be seized 
and sold in small lots.

In addition a  whole series of mea sures  were aimed at the church and the 
clergy. All ecclesiastics, not just those in charge of parishes, would now be 
required to take an oath of allegiance to a regime of “liberty and equality,” 
and any who refused would be immediately deported or— if they  were aged 
or infi rm— placed in detention. Most of the remaining church property 
was put up for sale, and all religious  houses  were emptied and closed. Even 
the “constitutional” clergy, those who had taken the oath and supported 
the Revolution, would be forbidden to wear clerical garb in public and would 
lose their right to register births, marriages, and deaths— a task henceforth 
assumed by the municipal administration. Equally dramatic was the in-
troduction of a remarkably liberal divorce law, unpre ce dented in eighteenth- 
century Christendom, a law that even allowed couples to dissolve their mar-
riage on grounds of incompatibility.13 Some of these mea sures had already 
been discussed and partially passed before August 10, but it was only the 
end of the veto that made such rapid advances possible. Th e deputies  were 
able to move forward “in giant strides,” as Pinet put it, “now that the people 
have taken charge. We must profi t from the situation and complete the rev-
olution” that the previous Assembly had only begun.14

Yet even as the Assembly moved forward with a sweeping array of re-
forms, it found its leadership challenged as never before by the various par-
allel powers long present in Paris but now more active and infl uential than 
ever. Th e logic of pop u lar sovereignty and unbounded democracy had al-
ways posed problems for eff ective government. During this new inter-
regnum, however, until the new Convention could take power— an inter-
regnum even more chaotic than that of 1789– 1790—the climate of suspicion 
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and mistrust pushed the city and the country to the edge of anarchy. Th e 
Insurrectional Commune, the Jacobins Club, and the individual Pa ri sian 
sections would all challenge the authority of the National Assembly, so that 
in the end no one was quite certain who was governing the country.

Th e single most powerful rival to the Legislative Assembly was clearly 
the new Paris insurrectional government, the Commune. Th e mayor, Jérôme 
Pétion, and most of the major municipal offi  cials had maintained their po-
sitions. For a time, however, Pétion was not allowed to leave the mayoral 
residence, and all real power passed to the General Council of the Com-
mune, which met in permanent session throughout the period. For the most 
part, this body was dominated by the same alliance of radical militants 
and sans- culotte shop keep ers and artisans that had directed the overthrow 
of the king. Many of the leaders  were veterans of the Cordeliers Club and 
closely linked to the Montagnards: men like Hébert, Chaumette, Collot 
d’Herbois, Fabre d’Eglantine, and Billaud- Varennes. But the single most 
infl uential member was undoubtedly Robespierre, who joined the Com-
mune on August 12 after several months without an offi  cial position. No 
one had greater prestige among the radicals, and no one possessed more 
consummate skill as a politician.15

From the outset relations between the Commune and the Legislative As-
sembly  were fraught and uneasy. In the eyes of a great many militants, the 
Assembly had already failed in its most important responsibilities. It was 
the militants and their sans- culotte and Fédérés allies who had taken the 
initiative in overthrowing the monarchy. Even though the rump now in 
control of the Assembly claimed to support the achievements of August 
10, the Commune leaders, perhaps most notably Robespierre, remained 
deeply mistrustful. Th ey  were angry that the Assembly had only suspended 
the king and had not dethroned him outright.16 Th ey  were unhappy that 
the Legislative did so little to or ga nize judicial vengeance against the sur-
viving royalists and Swiss Guards, responsible for the “ambush” of the in-
surgents on August 10. During one session of the Assembly, a representa-
tive of the Commune openly lectured the deputies: “It was, after all, the 
people who saved themselves through their own eff orts. Remember this 
truth: when a schoolboy becomes bigger than his teacher, so much the worse 
for the teacher!” Rosalie Jullien said much the same in a letter to her hus-
band: “Th e representatives  were saved by those they represent. . . .  Public 
opinion has now become the enlightened tyrant of the capital.”17



Th e Coming of the Terror in the French Revolution

198

During the fi rst days of its existence, the Commune exercised a veri-
table dictatorship over the city, with aspirations for control over the na-
tion as well. Its surveillance committee was extremely active in tracking 
down and arresting real or presumed opposition forces— nobles, refractory 
priests, and miscellaneous “royalists”— both within the city and in the sur-
rounding suburbs. Th e Commune even began sending out in de pen dent del-
egates to the provinces, sometimes in direct competition with representa-
tives from the Legislative Assembly and the Executive Council. Some  were 
sent to neighboring departments to requisition food for the city and look 
for counterrevolutionaries. Others  were dispatched much farther afi eld to 
promote patriotism, recruit troops, and requisition arms and supplies for 
the war eff ort.18

Th e situation in Paris was even more complicated in that the Commune 
never fully controlled the forty- eight neighborhood sections of the city that 
it supposedly represented.19 Th e end of passive citizenship, giving all adult 
males the right to participate, made the sections all the more volatile and 
unpredictable. Frequently, the sections remained dominated by elites who 
had the commitment and the leisure time to serve on the governing com-
mittees. Yet specifi c debates could bring much greater participation, so that 
the positions of individual sections could change dramatically from day 
to day. Th e sections had also been allowed to create their own surveillance 
committees and police commissioners. Th e committees busied themselves 
arresting suspects, closing down newspapers deemed royalist, and censoring 
plays performed in neighborhood theaters.20 Th ey  were also in charge of 
issuing passports, and even foreign ambassadors sometimes found it im-
possible to leave the city, because their sections refused to give them per-
mission.21 Depending on local politics, however, there could be substan-
tial diff erences from section to section as to the policies pursued and the 
specifi c individuals who  were arrested or declared suspect. In addition the 
sections eventually succeeded in taking command of the local national guard 
units. However, the guardsmen  were in the midst of a major transition, 
and many battalions remained in turmoil throughout the interregnum. 
At the time of the September Massacres, the guard units that might have 
intervened  were still poorly or ga nized, badly armed, and of uncertain 
reliability.22

Po liti cal instability in the capital, born of competing parallel powers, 
was intensifi ed by the revival of the factional divisions between Girondins 
and Montagnards. During the royalist backlash that followed June 20, the 
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two groups had developed an uneasy modus vivendi. Yet Robespierre prob-
ably never abandoned his earlier belief that Brissot and his friends  were se-
cretly attached to the monarchy and linked to the foreign powers. His sus-
picions  were only confi rmed by the Girondins’ inconsistencies on the 
question of the king during July and by the remarkably impolitic proposal 
from the Brissotin journalist Jean- Louis Carra that the Prus sian general, 
the duke of Brunswick, be made king of France and welcomed to Paris 
along with his army.23 But it was above all the institutional rivalry between 
the Girondin- dominated Assembly and the Montagnard- leaning Commune 
that antagonized suspicions and hatred between the two factions. Jullien 
summed up the situation: “Robespierre is at the head of the Commune and 
Brissot is the leader of the senate: the perfect conditions for a war!”24 Pé-
tion, who was deeply divided between Brissot, whom he had known since 
childhood, and Robespierre, who had been his close friend and ally since 
1789, wrote an impassioned letter to Robespierre: “While we may diff er 
on a number of minor points, we are not enemies. . . .  No, we will never 
sit in opposing parties; we will always share the same po liti cal ideals.” But 
the leader of the Mountain would only criticize Pétion for having “too much 
confi dence” in the Girondins, and soon the break between the two former 
friends was irreparable, and Pétion would openly ally himself with the 
Brissotins.25

In any case, few among the Girondins shared Pétion’s spirit of recon-
ciliation. In early September, in the midst of the prison massacres, the 
Commune’s surveillance committee searched Brissot’s apartment and 
even issued an arrest warrant for both Brissot and Roland.26 Th e Brisso-
tins convinced themselves thereafter that Robespierre had intended to 
have them murdered in the massacres, and that he and the Commune 
 were the real traitors allied with foreign enemies. Th eir supporters spoke 
of the faction of Marat and Robespierre who  were fomenting chaos to 
bring down the Revolution. It was a “plan of destruction and counter-
revolution, promoted by the paid agents of the emigrants, the Prus sians, 
the Austrians.”27

Th e breakdown of authority that had grown in France since the begin-
ning of the Revolution seemed to reach a new stage in the late summer of 
1792. Th e En glish chargé d’aff aires described the situation succinctly: “Th e 
people are all armed and the government is extremely feeble.” Ruault too 
was appalled, despite his Jacobin sympathies: “It is complete anarchy, an-
archy unlike anything ever before seen in ancient or modern times.”28
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Vengeance and Fear in Paris

Ruault’s concerns  were hardly misplaced. Even if open violence in Paris 
ceased for a time after August 10, the tension and fear remained palpable. 
On several occasions shots  were heard in the middle of the night or church 
bells rang out, although no one was quite sure what the reason might be. 
Th e Commune and the sections remained in permanent sessions. Th ey con-
tinued to require nighttime illumination of the city, and they periodically 
closed and reclosed the city gates.29 Th e reasons for such tensions  were com-
plex and  were related in part to the continuing dispersal and ambiguity of 
authority. But they  were also linked to the powerful presence of anger among 
the Pa ri sians. Demands for vengeance had risen in a great chorus imme-
diately after the battle for the Tuileries on August 10. Th e journalist Jacques 
Hébert claimed that 4,000  houses in the city had been marked for attack 
if the royalists had won.30 For the vast majority of Pa ri sians of all classes, 
there could be no doubt: the royalist nobles and the Swiss guards had treach-
erously lured the people into the Tuileries courtyard and then opened fi re, 
killing or wounding dozens of their friends, neighbors, and relatives.

Hatred of the monarchy was exhibited in widespread attacks against the 
symbolic repre sen ta tions of the king. On the Place Royale, the Place 
Vendôme, the Place des Victoires, and elsewhere throughout the city all 
the statues of the kings of France  were pulled down, and those in bronze 
 were sent to the foundry to be turned into cannons and cannonballs. Even 
the images of Clovis in the church of Sainte Geneviève, of Philippe le Bel 
in Notre Dame, and of the traditionally beloved Henry IV on the Pont- 
Neuf  were desecrated and hauled away. All  were subjected to the “death 
warrants”— as Pinet put it— issued by the crowds. In the Assembly itself 
the portrait of Louis XVI was replaced with the Declaration of the Rights 
of Man, while the Jacobins substituted a statue of Brutus.31 Moreover, the 
symbolic vengeance extended not only to the royalty but to the royalists 
as well. Busts and images of several of the onetime heroes of the Constitu-
tional Monarchy— Lafayette, Bailly, Necker— were also the objects of pop-
u lar wrath.32 Lists  were published of those who had supported the Feuil-
lant candidates in past elections or who had signed promonarchical petitions 
after June 20. Th ere  were movements in several sections to have all such 
“suspects” declared inadmissible for holding offi  ce or even to have them 
arrested and prosecuted. Ruault, who strongly sympathized with the re-
publican cause, wondered nevertheless where it all might lead: “If we sen-
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tence to death all those who once supported the king . . .  how many scaf-
folds will we have to build!”33

Th e desire for retribution was vigorously promoted by many of the rad-
ical journalists. Marat demanded the death penalty for all offi  cers of the 
Swiss guards: “What folly to call for a trial. It has already taken place!”34 
Th e spirit of revenge was kept alive by a series of memorial ser vices cele-
brated throughout the month for those citizens killed on August 10. Fu-
neral pro cessions, memorial masses, and outdoor speeches took place in 
nearly every section, with offi  cials reading the lists of neighbors who had 
died or been wounded in the fi ghting. Th eaters gave special per for mances 

Memorial ser vice for the patriots killed in the attack on the Tuileries, August 26, 
1792. In the Tuileries Gardens, behind the palace, men, women, and national 
guardsmen mourn the citizens killed on August 10 when the palace was captured. 
All  were convinced that the insurgents had been ambushed in the courtyard, and 
this and numerous similar ceremonies helped keep alive the hatred and desire 
for revenge. Charles Monnet, engraved by Helman, © Coll. Musée de la Révolution 
française, Domaine de Vizille, MRF 1984.66.
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to raise money for widows and orphans.35 On August 26 a giant citywide 
remembrance celebration was or ga nized. A long pro cession of offi  cials, mil-
itary and national guard units, drum batteries, and a full orchestra made 
its way along the streets of the Right Bank from the city hall to the Tuile-
ries Palace. It ended in the Tuileries Gardens with the dedication of a mon-
umental obelisk in Egyptian style on which the names of all the dead  were 
inscribed.36

Periods of accrued tension had always produced a proliferation of rumors, 
and August 1792 was no exception. Stories spread rapidly of an array of con-
spiracies about to explode: of 400 nobles, escaped from the Tuileries on Au-
gust 10, hiding out underground and waiting to strike; of huge caches of 
weapons concealed beneath the Pantheon and the Palais Royal in prepara-
tion for a counterrevolution; of armed men threatening to attack the Jaco-
bins; of evildoers placing pieces of glass in the cities’ fl our supply.37 While the 
leaders of the Commune had their doubts about some of the more bizarre 
rumors, they clearly shared the view that conspiracies against the Revolution 
 were rampant. In their fi rst proclamation on August 10 they had vowed to 
investigate “this chain of treason that has placed liberty in peril.” Four days 
later they set up a municipal surveillance committee that took the initiative 
in tracking down real or presumed opposition forces— nobles, refractory 
priests, and miscellaneous “royalists.” Th e Commune encouraged the crea-
tion of similar surveillance organs in each of the Paris sections, and all of 
these committees opened registers where citizens could make denunciations 
of the plots assumed to be widespread in the city. By early September the 
central surveillance committee was dominated by several Cordeliers radicals, 
including the journalists Marat and Fréron, whose reputations had been 
built in large mea sure through their denunciation of conspiracy.38

Arrest warrants  were issued against former royalist ministers, royalist 
journalists, and royalist deputies in the Constituent Assembly like Antoine 
Barnave. A wide range of suspect nobles, from the Prince du Poix to the 
aging Madame du Barry— Louis XV’s onetime mistress— were also brought 
in. Even before the offi  cial decree by the Legislative Assembly ordering the 
deportation of priests who refused an oath of allegiance, the Commune 
and the sections began systematically arresting all refractories. “Every night,” 
wrote Pinet, “numerous suspects are carried off  to one of the prisons, which 
are now overfl owing with inmates.”39 In fact, Pinet greatly exaggerated the 
reality: we know from careful studies that the total population of the prisons 
acquired only a few hundred new inmates during the month of August and 
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that the cells  were far from full.40 Yet contemporaries  were convinced they 
 were packed to overfl owing.

Th e fear of conspiracy and the desire for revenge convinced many people 
that the regular criminal tribunals  were moving too slowly in handling the 
mass of evildoers thought to be piling up in the prisons.41 Th ere  were con-
tinual threats that the people  were prepared to take justice into their own 
hands. On August 15 Robespierre spoke in the Assembly in the name of 
the Commune: “Th e people are resting,” he announced, “but they are not 
asleep. Th ey demand the punishment of the guilty.” It was in the face of 
such pressure that the deputies agreed on August 17 to create a new “Tri-
bunal d’exception.” Conceived to try po liti cal cases without appeal and with 
jury members elected by the sections, the “Tribunal of August 17” would 
serve as a model for the Revolutionary Tribunals of 1793– 1794. All those 
found guilty would be immediately executed at the guillotine, the recently 
devised machine for decapitations set up on one of the major squares of 
the city.42

Yet the new Tribunal moved more slowly and deliberately than many 
Pa ri sians would have desired. Among the fi rst executed  were a royalist jour-
nalist, the director of the king’s bud get, and three convicted counterfeiters. 
But several others  were acquitted and set free. Many citizens  were soon con-
vinced that this Tribunal, like the previous ones, was procrastinating and 
not doing its job. “Since August 10,” wrote Adelaïde Mareux, “only three 
people have been guillotined and the people are outraged. We seem to be 
sold out by every side!” By the time Ma de moi selle Mareux wrote in early 
September, crowds would already be breaking into the prisons and taking 
charge of the “executions” themselves.43

Violence in the Provinces

At fi rst no one in Paris was certain how the assault on the Tuileries and 
the arrest of the king would be greeted in the provinces.44 As early as Au-
gust 10 the deputies began fl ooding the departments with addresses, de-
crees, and letters in an eff ort to garner support. A centerpiece of this pro-
paganda was the publication of the documents seized in the palace suggesting 
the king’s treachery and double- dealing. Individual deputies also worked 
to persuade their constituencies, justifying the overthrow of the monarchy 
and extolling the positive outcome of August 10 in both saving the Revo-
lution and transforming the nation. “Th e counterrevolution was a certainty,” 
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explained Sylvain Codet, “if vigorous action had not been taken to rap-
idly halt the internal and external conspiracies.” 45

Clearly, the greatest potential danger for Paris and the Assembly was 
posed by the various French armies positioned on the frontiers. Th e defi -
ance of General Lafayette and his attempt to infl uence his soldiers to march 
on the capital after August 10 had been the source of enormous anguish. 
Th e Legislative Assembly quickly dispatched several teams of deputies, many 
of them offi  cers themselves, to explain and justify the new po liti cal situa-
tion to the soldiers. Although several generals resigned, two of the most 
able, Custine and Biron, both announced their ac cep tance of the overthrow 
of the king. Moreover, Lafayette’s army and most of his lower- level offi  cer 
corps refused to follow their commander. In fact, the soldiers had been 
closely following the events in Paris through newspapers distributed by the 
local Jacobins. According to the young recruit from Nancy, Joseph Noël, 
news of August 10 “spread joy and elation among all our volunteers. Th ey 
believe that ‘ça ira,’ that everything will work out. All shout out, ‘No more 
kings, no more kings!’ ” When one of Lafayette’s offi  cers had attempted to 
win them over, he was insulted and greeted with cries of “Long live the 
Jacobins! Down with the Feuillants!” It was in the face of such opposition 
that the general and his principal lieutenants had opted to cross the fron-
tier and turn themselves over to the Austrians.46

As for the civil authorities, a number of department directories initially 
questioned or even rejected the removal of the king. Th e most dramatic 
case was the department of Ardennes on the northeastern frontier, where 
Lafayette had his headquarters and was able to convince the local leader-
ship to disavow the events of August 10. However, the Assembly quickly 
sent commissioners to the departments, as they had done to the armies, 
and the administrators in the Ardennes and in a half dozen other depart-
ments  were summarily arrested or suspended. In most of the country the 
arrival of representatives from the capital, along with pressure from the pop-
u lar societies, convinced the local leadership to accept the fait accompli in 
Paris.47 By the end of August the deputies  were receiving hundreds of formal 
adhesions to their authority— though some departments  were much slower 
than others. “Letters of approval,” wrote Jullien, “arrive in large numbers 
to the National Assembly. From every direction the major towns, the gen-
erals, the army all exclaim ‘liberty and equality!’ ” 48

In many regions, however, the power vacuum during the interregnum 
brought much the same breakdown of authority as in Paris itself. With con-
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trol of the central government altogether uncertain and with confl icting 
instructions emanating from the Legislative Assembly and the Commune, 
there was ample room for the intensifi cation of power struggles among local 
factions. In the weeks and months after August 10 the Pyrenean department 
of Ariège passed through the most unsettling period of the entire Revolu-
tion. Various levels of the bureaucracy gave contradictory orders. Th e depart-
mental directory was said to have lost the confi dence of much of the popu-
lation, and at the end of August it was formally disavowed by the electoral 
assembly. Tribunals  were ignored, peasants refused to enroll in the military, 
taxes went unpaid, and bands of pillagers roamed the countryside.49

Th e period also saw a continuation in the provinces of vigilante attacks 
and killings against suspected conspirators or counterrevolutionaries 
that had already begun in June and July.50 In regional towns, the apparent 
vacuum of power in the capital and the lack of reliable information about 
the war would lead citizens of all classes to give credence to rumors and 
could generate fear and mistrust just as in Paris. Stories of the secret stock-
piling of arms, suspicions of collusion with foreign enemies, careless words 
pronounced or thought to have been pronounced in public: all could trigger 
rumors and even massacres. From the fall of the Tuileries to the convocation 
of the Convention at least ninety- three individuals  were killed in forty- two 
separate incidents. Such killings took place in thirty- two of the eighty- three 
departments but  were especially concentrated in a zone around Paris, and 
in towns of the Rhône Valley, the Mediterranean, and the region south 
and east of Bordeaux. Th e victims might include nobles, administrators, 
or various other citizens accused of an array of evil deeds. Yet the group 
most commonly attacked— over a third of all those killed— was the re-
fractory clergy, widely believed to be the principal source of counterrevolu-
tionary activities in the interior. Most of those assaulted had already been 
suspected in recent months for a variety of pernicious activities, and now 
in a period of widespread fear it was all the easier to demonize them. Some 
 were killed with extreme brutality, and decapitated heads and body parts 
 were carried about town— just as in the most violent uprisings of the sev-
enteenth century. A few of the provincial killings  were probably inspired 
by events in Paris. Th is was undoubtedly the case of the forty- four prisoners 
being moved from a jail in Orléans, who  were murdered in Versailles on 
September 9, only a few days after the September Massacres. Other vigi-
lante actions in the departments, however, continued through September 
and even October.
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A certain number of chain- reaction panics also occurred— not unlike 
the much larger “fears” of July 1789 and June 1791. In the midst of the for-
eign invasion on the northeastern front, rumors spread that Prus sian or 
Austrian troops  were about to arrive and  were pillaging and killing their 
way across the country. No matter how improbable the stories— and some 
arose in villages hundreds of miles from the front— the rumors could spark 
widespread turmoil.51 A more direct eff ect of the war came from groups of 
armed volunteers circulating in France during August and September. Cer-
tain regions near the capital  were terrorized by national guard units sent 
into the countryside by Pa ri sian sections to look for conspirators and hidden 
stores of arms and food— actions that would anticipate, in certain respects, 
the “revolutionary armies” of 1793. Some of these actions  were of short du-
ration and directed at very specifi c targets. On August 15 a detachment of 
Pa ri sian guardsmen and Fédérés troops rushed to the country  house of the 
seminary of Saint- Sulpice, rumored to be storing arms.52 Far more serious 
was the incursion between August 15 and 20 of some 200 armed Pa ri sians 
of dubious intent into the department of Oise, northwest of the city. Th e 
men announced that they had come to inspect the chateaus of the region, 
to confi scate weapons, to look for suspects, and to destroy any Old Re-
gime symbols still in view. Later they seem also to have raided a hospital 
and made off  both with a quantity of silver and with two of the resident 
nuns. Although the nuns  were later released, the silver was apparently never 
recovered.53

In other regions of France volunteers on their way to the war  were in-
volved in various forms of violence. Virtually all  were strongly patriotic 
young men. Many belonged to local pop u lar societies and national guard 
units, while others, too youthful to have been members, had passionately 
followed and supported the activities of their elders. One witness described 
their passage through western France: “Th ere was a pro cession of young 
men on their way to the army, shouting out ‘Long live liberty,’ ” and swearing 
“eternal hatred for the Bourbon kings, and demanding death for traitors.”54 
Well- armed and fi lled with intense Revolutionary convictions, they shared 
the same suspicions that pervaded the rest of the society. Th ey could thus 
easily be convinced by the rumors or denunciations of counterrevolution-
aries that they heard in the course of their journeys. Having volunteered 
to preserve the Revolution by fi ghting its enemies on the frontier— to “live 
free or die”— they might well be persuaded to begin their mission by 
bringing death to “conspirators” in the interior. Almost half of the vigi-
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lante killings in the provinces during the interregnum are known to have 
involved volunteer soldiers about to leave their hometowns or en route to 
the front.55

One such group of volunteers from western France came across the duke 
of La Rochefoucauld in the town of Gisors, as he was being escorted back 
to Paris after having been arrested near his country estate. Th e onetime 
friend of Franklin and Jeff erson and of several of the eighteenth- century 
phi los o phers, the duke had played an important role in support of the early 
Revolution. But as president of the department of Paris, he had earned a 
reputation for conservative monarchism. When the volunteers discovered 
who he was and heard the inevitably exaggerated stories of his misdeeds 
before August 10, they pulled him away and killed him.56

Th e Invasion of France

Invariably the violence both in the provinces and in Paris was infl uenced 
by the foreign invasion and the disappointing per for mance of French troops 
in the war. By the middle of August France had been locked for four months 
in a frustrating stalemate with the Austrian army along its northern fron-
tier. But the entry of Prus sia into the confl ict and the creation of a second 
front in northeastern France would totally transform the character of the 
confl ict. Heir to the triumphant forces of Frederick the Great, the Prus-
sian army was reputed to be the most capable and effi  cient in Eu rope. Th e 
Prus sian commanders  were brimming with confi dence and generally as-
sumed that the invasion would lead to a rout of the French, whose forces 
contained numerous raw recruits and whose offi  cer corps had been deci-
mated by emigration and resignations. Many of the Prus sians predicted a 
military parade into Paris, much like their expedition fi ve years earlier— 
also led by the duke of Brunswick— that had crushed a revolution in the 
Netherlands.57 Foreign observers in Paris at the time largely agreed. En glish 
diplomats wrote of “the impossibility of [France’s] resisting the combined 
forces of the Emperor and the King of Prus sia.” It was “a great and formi-
dable army commanded by the ablest general in the world.”58

To be sure, the invasion force also had potential weaknesses. Despite their 
reputation, the Prus sians had not fought a major war for almost twenty 
years, and much of their offi  cer corps was relatively el der ly. Th e army 
was accompanied by their young king, Frederick William II, who 
would sometimes pull rank on Brunswick and intervene in the campaign 



Th e Coming of the Terror in the French Revolution

208

in a less- than- helpful manner. Moreover, the Prus sians sent a substantially 
smaller force into France than they might have done. Th is decision arose 
in part from their assumption that a mediocre French army could be 
easily overcome. But both Prus sia and Austria  were also preoccupied with 
the situation in the east and the possibility of another partition of Poland. 
For this reason, they chose to retain substantial segments of their armies in 
central Eu rope. In the end, about 42,000 Prus sian troops would cross 
the frontier into France, complemented by some 29,000 Austrian, 5,500 
Hessian, and 4,500 emigrant troops. Th e sheer size of the French army— 
over twice as large as the invading coalition— would give it a potentially 
signifi cant advantage.59

Nevertheless, the initial phase of the invasion seemed to substantiate all 
the predictions of a rapid French collapse. By mid- July 1792 the Prus sians 
had assembled their forces and had begun to move southward at a rela-
tively leisurely pace— very much in the tradition of eighteenth- century 
warfare— to allow the positioning of a secure supply line. Th eir fi rst engage-
ment with the French came in mid- August, when they entered Lorraine 
and arrived before the frontier town of Longwy, just south of Luxembourg. 
Longwy was one of the fortresses in the defensive line built by Vauban in 
the age of Louis XIV to protect France from invasion. Whether or not the 
French garrison there could have sustained a lengthy siege is open to de-
bate, but in fact the city capitulated on August 23, after an artillery bom-
bardment of only three days. Th e Prus sians then advanced farther south 
to the great citadel of Verdun, the keystone of France’s northeastern de-
fenses.  Here too the Prus sian victory was rapid and stunning. Once again 
a three- day artillery attack was suffi  cient to force a capitulation. Th e 
surrender was supported by many local citizens, fearful of the destruc-
tion to their town that a long siege might bring. It was also facilitated by 
the suicide— or perhaps murder— of the garrison’s commander, who 
had previously vowed never to submit.60

For the French, this rapid breakthrough on the frontier produced a jolt 
of consternation and fear. Until late August the Pa ri sians had been largely 
preoccupied with the internal crisis, the overthrow of Louis XVI, and the 
eff ort to win the support of the rest of the nation. Th ey had convinced them-
selves that the citizen soldiers of the Revolution would soon triumph over 
the “slave armies” of Austria and Prus sia and that the military stalemate 
on the northern frontier had been caused by the treachery of the king and 
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the generals. Now with the disastrous news arriving from Lorraine, they 
concluded that the treachery went much deeper. Who could say whether 
the present military commanders, like Lafayette before them, might not 
be collaborating with the enemy? Who could say that the foreign invaders 
 were not working closely with secret conspirators in the capital itself? In 
much of the correspondence emanating from Paris during this period, the 
fear of internal conspiracy sapping the war eff ort became an all- consuming 
obsession. In a long letter the deputy Digaultray agonized over the fall of 
Longwy and the widespread rumors that fi fth column forces had sapped 
the city’s re sis tance from inside the walls. Guittard summarized in his diary 
the feelings of his fellow citizens now that the way seemed open for the 
Prus sians to march on Paris: “Never since the Revolution began has Paris 
been in such a crisis as that in which we fi nd ourselves today. . . .  Th e enemy 
is practically at our gates. Our fate will doubtless be decided in the battles 
to be fought in the coming month.” 61 Th e panic was only accentuated 
by the actions of the authorities themselves. In a general circular distributed 
on August 27 the minister Roland wrote that “all necessary mea sures are 
acceptable. When it is a question of saving the fatherland in the face of 
such danger, no eff orts should be spared!” A few days later he lamented, 
“We are betrayed on every side!” 62

Th e fear of conspiracy and betrayal in Paris pushed the authorities to 
or ga nize a massive search throughout the city, pursued around the clock 
between August 29 and 31. With gates locked tight, the streets kept illu-
minated throughout the night, and all citizens ordered to remain in their 
homes, national guardsmen and city commissioners went from  house to 
 house, looking for hidden arms and secret conspirators waiting to strike. 
Th e results of the search  were relatively disappointing. Offi  cials  were able 
to round up several hundred guns and muskets— most of them hunting 
pieces or useless antiques— and an additional eighty or so refractory priests 
 were arrested. But the operation itself only further agitated and terrifi ed 
the population. “Th e rumor of fear is spreading,” confi ded Guittard in his 
diary. “It raises an alarm throughout Paris.” Rosalie Jullien was beside her-
self with anguish. As the guardsmen pursued their rounds, their drums 
reverberated so insistently, she wrote, “that it sounded like rain beating down 
in the streets.” Agitated by the tumult outside, no one was able to sleep. 
“All the women remain at their windows,” looking out for the enemies whose 
imminent arrival everyone was now predicting. Th ere was also a great 
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increase in the number of denunciations. “Still more traitors, still more 
treason,” continued Jullien. It was a situation that “puts us a hair’s breadth 
from disaster.” 63

Such was the atmosphere on the eve of what was to be the single most 
terrible outbreak of urban pop u lar violence in the entire Revolution: the 
massacre of inmates in the Paris prisons at the beginning of September.

Five Days in September

Th e fear of prisons and of the prisoners they  housed had a long history in 
Paris, going back to the very beginning of the Revolution— and no doubt 
to the Old Regime. Several state and municipal prisons existed in the very 
heart of the city, an immediate presence that inevitably gave rise to specu-
lations as to who was detained within and whether the inmates might at-
tempt an escape.64 Since the fall of 1789 per sis tent stories of inmates about 
to break out and fall upon the patriots had circulated in the city. A spate 
of such rumors had spread in late 1789 and 1790 and again at the time of 
the king’s attempted fl ight in June 1791.65 Even more frightening  were the 
stories circulating that the prisoners had somehow managed to arm them-
selves. A series of fi res set by those in La Force Prison in January 1792 led 
to wide speculation that some of them  were planning an armed escape 
and that they would then attack good citizens. “We fear,” wrote Guittard 
at the time, “that the brigands might set fi re to all of Paris.” 66

By the spring of 1792 the prisons  were thus already viewed as sites in 
which counterrevolutionary forces  were lurking and from which paid “brig-
ands” might break out and turn against the Revolution and the Revolu-
tionaries. As early as June 20, petitioners from the sections had threatened 
to break into the prisons and execute the prisoners if the courts  were not 
compelled do their job.67 With the events of August 10 and the widespread 
arrests of “suspects”— nobles, the surviving Swiss guards, and miscellaneous 
refractory priests— the fear of the prisons was mixed in the minds of many 
Pa ri sians with the desire for revenge against the perpetrators of the “Saint 
Lawrence’s Day Massacre.” Th e two sets of rumors that had long festered 
in the city, conspiracy rumors and prison rumors, now seemed to trans-
mute and coalesce. Word spread wildly that an impending prison breakout 
would be coordinated with the foreign invasion, and that the noble and 
clerical prisoners would pay common criminals to fall upon the unprotected 
families of the patriots who  were leaving to fi ght at the front.
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Th e Commune of Paris may have helped intensify the rumors when it 
ordered section leaders to visit the prisons and post “a list of all the ene-
mies of the Revolution” held inside so that local citizens would know pre-
cisely the danger they faced.68 Codet was aware of the threats and was deeply 
troubled: “Th ere is a great mass of conspirators in the prisons,” he wrote 
on August 19, “and within a week or so many heads will fall.” Rosalie Jul-
lien had also heard of the prison conspiracies and the possibility of pre-
ventive vigilante action: “Th e number of criminals there terrifi es me.” And 
she meditated ominously, “We must be barbarous for the sake of humanity 
and cut off  an arm to save the body.” 69 Clearly the fear and anxiety had 
become so great and the logic of the threat so powerful that even large num-
bers of the po liti cal and social elites, who in other times and other situa-
tions might well have been skeptical, now came to embrace the rumors of 
a prison conspiracy.

On September 2, with the fall of Longwy already confi rmed and the 
imminent surrender of Verdun predicted, the Commune ordered posters 
nailed up throughout the city: “To arms! Th e enemy is at our gates!” Th e 
municipal leadership then sent representatives to all of the sections to dis-
cuss emergency mea sures that would have to be taken. In addition to for-
tifying the city walls and promoting military enrollments, many of the sec-
tions probably discussed the need to halt the “prison conspiracy” that 
everyone believed to be a reality. Th us, in the Poissonnière section in cen-
tral Paris, citizens resolved that they must “exercise a prompt justice on the 
spot against all the conspirators and evil doers in the prisons,” a resolution 
that was immediately copied and sent to all the other sections.70

It was later that same day that the killings began. With the cannons on 
the Seine bridges fi ring their warnings of danger and the church bells 
sounding throughout the city, crowds fell upon a group of prisoners being 
transferred to the Abbaye prison near Saint- Germain- des- Près, and all of 
them  were put to death.71 People then proceeded to break into the Abbaye 
prison itself and later into the nearby Carme prison, systematically executing 
the inmates, both the “counterrevolutionary” nobles, refractory priests, and 
Swiss, and the common criminals, viewed as “brigands” soon to be paid 
to do the dirty work against the Pa ri sians. Over the following days, from 
September 2 to 6, most of the other prisons of Paris  were assaulted: the 
Concièrgerie, the Salpetrière, the Châtelet, the Bernardins, Saint- Firmin, 
the two La Force prisons, and the hospital- prison of Bicêtre, just south of 
the city. Over this period some 1,100 to 1,400 individuals  were killed.



Th e Coming of the Terror in the French Revolution

212

Faced with the outbreak of such massive violence, the fractured power 
structure in the city reacted in generally in eff ec tive ways. Th e Legislative 
Assembly sent two successive delegations of deputies in an attempt to halt 
the vigilantes. But both proved totally useless, and the deputies themselves 
 were threatened by the crowds. Th e representatives also issued a vaguely 
worded proclamation urging calm and unity. In reality, however, the As-
sembly was overwhelmingly preoccupied with the war and the eff ort to halt 
the invasion, and it ultimately devoted only limited energy to the problem 
of urban violence.72 Th e Paris national guard, in the midst of transition 
and in disarray, did virtually nothing. Indeed, many of its members almost 
certainly participated in or at least supported the massacres.73 On September 
3, the Commune’s surveillance committee— of which both Marat and 
Fréron  were members— issued a printed circular describing the pop u lar ex-
ecutions as “acts of justice that seem indispensable for halting through terror 
the legions of traitors hidden inside the walls.” Th e committee then expressed 
their hope that “the  whole nation will hasten to adopt similar methods so 
necessary for public security.”74 To be sure, neither the Commune nor the 
surveillance committee directly initiated the massacres. Yet it is clear that 
their members, as so many other elites, had come fully to believe the prison 
conspiracy rumor and to accept the necessity of eliminating the threat. Th eir 
implicit support may well have contributed to the continuation of the mas-
sacres after the fi rst two days.

Many Commune members did, however, worry that the crowds might 
kill all of the prisoners indiscriminately. Th ey thus sent delegates to the 
prisons, not to halt the executions outright but to or ga nize improvised tri-
bunals and judges to ensure a proper triage between the “innocent” and 
the “guilty.” In several cases, Commune representatives remained present 
during the “trials” or even served as judges.75 Th ose prisoners who had been 
incarcerated as debtors or for family quarrels or for minor civil infractions 
 were usually freed, as  were most of the women. All those released  were 
cheered and embraced by the crowds outside. Th ose considered to be “coun-
terrevolutionaries” (all the refractory priests, the Swiss guards, and most 
of the nobles) and those guilty of theft or counterfeiting or murder— the 
feared “brigands”— were pushed out the door to be executed in adjoining 
courtyards or streets by volunteer executioners wielding swords or axes or 
pikes or clubs.76

We will never know for certain who actually performed the killings: the 
“septembriseurs,” as they came to be called. But a great many  were undoubt-
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edly Paris national guardsmen and Fédéré troops from the provinces, who 
had remained in the city since their arrival in Paris in July or early August. 
Th e British spy George Monro, who observed the massacres fi rsthand, 
claimed that all the killers he saw  were “either Marseillais, Brestois, or 
the National Guards of Paris.” For the most part, these  were the same 
men from Paris, Provence, and Brittany who had risked their lives three 
weeks earlier in the storming of the Tuileries Palace and who would soon 
leave to fi ght the invading armies. As the Revolutionary leader Fabre 
d’Eglantine put it, “it was the men of August 10 who broke into the 
prisons.”77 In the minds of such men the Massacres of September  were prob-
ably both an act of revenge and a ser vice to the city, ensuring the safety of 
its citizens on the eve of their departure. Ruault told of meeting some of 
the septembriseurs in the midst of the carnage who bragged of the number 
they had killed during the day.78

Whoever did the killing, it seems certain that in the anxiety of the mo-
ment, a large segment of the Pa ri sian elites either supported the massacres 
or accepted them as a necessary evil. Virtually none of the Paris newspa-
pers entirely condemned them— whether radical or moderate, Girondin 
or Montagnard or in de pen dent. For the relatively moderate Courrier 
français, “the people made it their duty to purge the city of all the crimi-
nals, so as not to fear a prison breakout that would fall on the women and 
children.” Th ose in the prisons “had done so much harm to us,” wrote the 
Montagnard Audouin in the Journal universel, “they had so long conspired, 
that they  were sacrifi ced in these days of vengeance with the swords of 
the people.” Th e Girondin sympathizer Gorsas called the events “terrible but 
necessary.”79

In their contemporary correspondence a wide sweep of Revolutionaries 
from various po liti cal positions came to similar conclusions. For the Mon-
tagnard sympathizer Pierre Dubreuil- Chambardel, “the  whole wicked race 
of the refractory clergy has received the fate their deeds deserve. Th ere is 
reason to believe that the nation will soon be purged of all these monsters.” 
Th e Feuillant Pierre Ramel was also ready to accept the event: “It is unfor-
tunate for the virtuous individuals who may also have been the victims. 
But the people are to be pitied and not to be blamed.” “It is sad to be forced 
to such extreme mea sures,” wrote the el der ly Guittard, “but as they say, it 
is better to kill the dev il before he kills you.” In a long letter to her hus-
band, Rosalie Jullien agonized over the events she had heard described, but 
ultimately concluded they  were an “atrocious necessity” that could not be 
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avoided: “Th e people, terrible in their fury, are avenging the crimes of three 
years of vile treason,” and now “France has been saved.”80

To be sure, there  were exceptions, individuals who condemned the kill-
ings from the very beginning. “Oh the crime! Oh the shame!” wrote Ru-
ault to his brother. “It is the extreme of horror and po liti cal infamy! All 
the prisoners have been massacred these last few days, in cold blood, without 
pity, without remorse.” Th e young Montagnard Claude Basire was equally 
outraged and horrifi ed: “It takes courage to remain in politics and to keep 
one’s composure when faced with such terrible crises and calamities.” 
Signifi cantly, however, both Ruault and Basire— unlike most of our other 
witnesses— had directly observed the massacres. Basire was one of the del-
egates sent to the Abbaye prison by the Legislative in the futile eff ort to 
halt the killings, and Ruault had twice pushed his way through the blood 
and bodies at the same prison to beg mercy for a neighbor who was im-
prisoned and waiting to be “judged.”81

Yet exceptions such as these do not invalidate the general conclusion that 
in the emotion of the moment, a broad cross- section of Pa ri sian citizenry 
of diverse factions and po liti cal persuasions was convinced by the rumors 
of an impending prison breakout, and that they accepted the killings as 
either a positive good or an unfortunate necessity.82 It was only in the weeks 
and months that followed, as the rumors of imminent conspiracies and the 
situation that promoted such rumors abated, that a great many Pa ri sians 
came to look at the massacres in a new light and express their shock and 
horror over what had happened.83 In this sense, the Massacres of September 
 were not isolated acts of violence by the enraged lower classes but a phe-
nomenon initially supported by a broad consensus of much of the Pa ri sian 
population.

By September 6 the wave of mass killings had largely run its course. Most 
of the prisons of the city now stood empty, with all of the prisoners either 
released or executed. Toward the end of the massacres the Commune did 
in fact step in. Faced with the extent of the bloodshed and the piles of corpses 
accumulating in the streets, many members of the General Council seemed 
to experience a change of heart. Eff orts  were made to send in armed forces 
to secure the one or two prisons that had not yet been breached.84

Yet the end of the massacres by no means brought an end to the atmo-
sphere of tension and fear in France. Th roughout the month of September 
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all kinds of rumors continued to swirl through Paris: stories that the enemy 
army was nearing the city gates, that new aristocratic conspiracies  were about 
to break, that another wave of massacres was in the offi  ng. “Every passion 
imaginable,” wrote Pinet, “is now appearing and coming into play.” 
Adelaïde Mareux feared widespread looting: “We are in a state of terrible 
consternation. We are regularly threatened and we fear that the all the shops 
might soon be pillaged.” In the midst of the chaos, a particularly auda-
cious group of thieves managed to break into one of the royal depositories 
and walk off  with the crown jewels— including what would later be known 
as the “Hope Diamond.” Many Pa ri sians  were convinced that gangs of crim-
inals  were profi ting from the situation to launch a renewed crime wave in 
the city.85

Conditions had become so frightening that many wealthier families 
began fl eeing Paris. With rumors that all the former nobles would soon be 
massacred like the refractory clergy, the family who employed Colson— and 
who had consistently supported the Revolution— agonized over the pos-
sibility of withdrawing from the city for their own safety. Th e roads out of 
the capital  were gorged with men and women rushing to fi nd refuge in 
the provinces, often crossing paths with the volunteers marching in the op-
posite direction. One traveler en route to Orléans reported that “he had 
encountered nothing but a series of large and small carriages, carry ing away 
crowds of people from Paris, in whose eyes one could read an inexpressible 
fear.” Others, however, seem to have concluded that the countryside was 
even more dangerous than Paris. Roubaud— the former Feuillant deputy— 
decided that the roads  were too insecure to return to his family in Provence: 
“If we are to be swallowed up by death, it might as well be in our own 
apartment rather than somewhere on the open highway.” But he shared 
with his brother his anxiety for the future. “Profound unrest on one side, 
somber terror on the other, widespread mistrust everywhere: this is the sit-
uation in which we fi nd ourselves in Paris.”86

Yet as the summer turned to autumn and the frightful month of Sep-
tember drew to a close, there  were clear indications that the violence was 
tapering off  and that the First Terror was coming to an end. Overall the 
number of riots and insurgencies in the countryside declined during the 
last months of the year. So too the waves of provincial massacres, many in 
the wake of the events in Paris, diminished and all but disappeared. In Paris 
itself there  were far fewer street demonstrations and riots than there had 
been in the heat of the summer, and none now involved physical violence.87 
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“Paris has become a bit calmer,” wrote Dubreuil in November. By December 
the Mareux family found the situation had stabilized enough to open 
their theater once again.88

Th e reasons for the end of the First Terror are invariably complex. 
In the countryside the near complete suppression of seigneurial rights was 
no doubt a major faction in appeasing the population. Tensions  were also 
relieved as the large numbers of young volunteers, who had often wreaked 
such havoc in Paris and the provinces, found their way to the front and 
 were integrated into the regular army. But two other developments  were 
to be especially important in the ebbing of the violence: fi rst, the extraor-
dinary reversal of the military situation, ending the immediate threat to 
France; second, the assumption of power by the new National Conven-
tion and its concrete eff orts to restore order.



Traveling through Paris in early September 1792, a patriot from Brit-
tany commented on the curious mixture of emotions he found in the city: 
“Every day,” he wrote, “presents an extraordinarily varied scene. Th e most 
intense joy, the most somber sadness, with happiness and grief following 
upon one another in rapid succession.”1 It was yet another sign of the con-
tradictions and incongruities of the Revolution that the suspicion and bru-
tality of that summer went hand in hand with the most intense patriotic 
enthusiasm and readiness for self- sacrifi ce. Many observers urged their fellow 
citizens to “cover with a veil” the terrible violence of September, a seeming 
callousness that can be understood only in the context of the panic fear of 
internal conspiracy in the face of the invading Prus sians. Louis- Jérôme 
Gohier made his views clear in a letter of September 3: “Th ese events [the 
massacres] must not preoccupy us now; the state of the nation and the peril 
it is facing must be the sole object of our concern.” For his colleague, Vincent 
Corbel, “the National Assembly can be nothing at present but one great 
military committee, focusing exclusively on the national defense.”2

Th e months of August and September saw masses of volunteers from all 
over the nation streaming toward the front. Pierre Gillet, en route from 
Nantes to the National Convention, found the roads covered with them: 
an “incredible multitude of young men marching forward endlessly.”3 And 
as the soldiers- to- be passed through Paris, the population of the capital ral-
lied with im mense energy. Th e same church bells and cannons on the bridges 
of the Seine that had moved people to invade the prisons now spurred them 
to or ga nize for war. Recruitment stands  were set up throughout the city. 

9
Th e Convention and 
the Trial of the King
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Enrollment of volunteers in Paris, summer of 1792. Th is is a nineteenth- 
century rendition of young men rushing to sign up for the military with 
the announcement in July that “the fatherland is in peril.” A woman grieves 
the departure of her husband or lover. Raised enrollment stands  were set up 
throughout the city, this one in the Palais Royal. Witnesses described the 
extraordinary enthusiasm with which volunteers joined up. Marin Lavigne, 
© Coll. Musée de la Révolution française, Domaine de Vizille, MRF 1985.522.
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Apprentices, journeymen, even some married men rushed to join the ranks, 
though most such individuals had never carried a gun in their lives. Colson 
watched as two detachments of newly minted soldiers marched below his 
window: “We have never seen such intense and widespread enthusiasm.” 
Although most of the men still had no uniforms, they carried their muskets 
and sabers with pride, “crying out ‘Long live the nation,’ as they marched 
away in a mood of excitement and joy.” Contingents of troops  were in-
vited almost daily to march through the National Assembly, where they 
cheered and shouted out patriotic slogans to the deputies.4 Several young 
men sent letters home, describing the scene as they moved in a column 
out Saint- Martin’s gate and headed for the front, surrounded by crowds of 
women and men accompanying them with cheers and tears and patriotic 
songs. Again and again they proclaimed their patriotism to their parents: 
“Death would be a hundred times preferable to slavery,” wrote one; “we 
will brave any danger in our zeal to serve the nation,” wrote another.5

Th ose Pa ri sians not young enough to serve in the army  were mustered 
for an improvised home guard, or ga nized by section. Adrien Colson heard 
a crier beneath his window summoning all able- bodied men under age sixty 
to sign up for ser vice. Even Guittard de Floriban, who was close to sev-
enty, dutifully enrolled and marched off  with his neighbors to the Luxem-
bourg Gardens. Th ey paraded through the streets three abreast, for a formal 
inspection and roll call. Many of these se nior recruits  were put to work 
shoring up the walls and other defenses of the city. At the same time con-
tributions of money and blankets and clothing for the troops poured into 
the Assembly and the war offi  ce. Church grillworks  were pulled down to 
be converted into pikes. Coffi  ns  were disinterred to provide lead for musket 
shot.  Horses  were requisitioned throughout the city to haul the artillery 
and provide for the cavalry. Some wealthy citizens found themselves forced 
to walk home when the  horses pulling their carriages  were abruptly un-
hitched and taken away for the armies of the fatherland.6

Valmy and the Reversal of Fortunes

But all the patriotic fervor would be of little avail if the invading Prus sians 
could not be stopped. Once the forces of the Duke of Brunswick had 
breached the frontier citadels of Longwy and Verdun, they set their sights 
on Paris and began moving slowly and methodically westward.7 With the 
desertion of General Lafayette to the Austrians, the diffi  cult task of 
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 defending France’s northwestern frontier fell to Charles- François Dumou-
riez, veteran of the Seven Years War and minister of foreign aff airs under 
the short- lived Girondin government of the previous spring. Th e Prus-
sians scoff ed at this fi fty- three- year- old “po liti cal” general who was said 
never to have distinguished himself in any campaign. Some French troops 
as well had serious misgivings: “So  here we are,” wrote one soldier, “with a 
new general who is altogether singular, and perhaps a bit mad.”8 And ini-
tially such appraisals seemed only too justifi ed. In the fi rst weeks of Sep-
tember, Dumouriez attempted to improvise a defense along the hills of the 
Argonne Forest, the last signifi cant natural barrier between the Prus sians 
and Paris. But in what was perhaps the most inspired maneuver of the 
campaign, Brunswick lured the bulk of Dumouriez’s forces with a clever 
feint at the central pass of Grandpré, while a sizable contingent of his 
army pushed through the Argonne farther to the north and outfl anked the 
French. Although Dumouriez was able to regroup his troops to the south, 
they now found themselves in an almost untenable position, facing north-
west with their backs to the Argonne and the Prus sians between them and 
Paris. Fortunately, at the last moment, Dumouriez’s army was reinforced 
by some 27,000 professional troops pulling back from the eastern frontier, 
led by General Kellermann. It was they, rather than the raw volunteers under 
Dumouriez, who would engage the Prus sians in the epic artillery duel at 
Valmy on September 20, 1792.

Despite an eleven- hour cannon barrage and several attempted Prus sian 
infantry advances, the French held their ground, partly through the ad-
vantage of their more elevated position, partly through Kellerman’s pa-
triotic leadership. Th ough it was hardly as massive and deadly an aff air 
as later Revolutionary battles, the daylong exchange between two of the 
world’s best artilleries— with over a hundred cannons fi ring thousands 
of rounds— had a powerful eff ect on those who  were present. As described 
by the writer Goethe, who was present on the Prus sian side, “the earth lit-
erally trembled,” with “the thunder of the cannons, the howling, whistling, 
and crashing of the balls through the air.”9 During the night that followed, 
the French shored up their lines for what they assumed would be a renewed 
attack. Th e next day, however, saw only a few minor cavalry skirmishes, 
for the Prus sians had already suff ered a major psychological defeat. On the 
eve of the battle, according to Goethe, the Prus sians had assumed the French 
would crumble as soon as they  were subjected to a serious bombardment— 
just as had occurred at Longwy and Verdun— and that they might then 
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easily “devour” them on the battlefi eld. But after numerous failures to make 
any inroads, “the greatest consternation was diff used amidst the [Prus sian] 
army. . . .  Everyone went about solitarily, no one looked at his neighbor, 
or if it did happen, it was to curse or to swear.”10

For over a week the invaders maintained their position, but their plight 
became increasingly tenuous. Weeks of rain had turned the countryside 
into a quagmire and had brought the Prus sians’ long supply train across 
northern France to a virtual halt. Both troops and  horses  were incapaci-
tated by hunger and disease. Realizing that time was on his side, Dumou-
riez initiated negotiations across the lines, playing on Prus sian hopes that 
he might be won over to the counterrevolution. At the same time he con-
tinued to bring in more troops and concentrate them in a great arc around 
the enemy forces. Finally, after ten days of inactivity and with his situa-
tion ever more precarious, Brunswick ordered a general retreat toward Ger-
many.11 But now, with his soldiers wracked by hunger and disease and fearful 
of a French attack on their rear, the vaunted Prus sian discipline collapsed, 
and the army fell into panic and disorder. Goethe described the chaos of 
wagons, carriages, emigrant coaches, dying  horses, and sick and dying men. 
Gabriel Noël, a recruit from Nancy, felt a certain pity, as he marched with 
his company in pursuit of the Germans and viewed the bodies of soldiers 
and women camp followers, lying in ditches and in nearby woods, often 
stripped of their clothing. “In a word, their army is in the most deplorable 
condition.”12

Th e encounter at Valmy has sometimes been described as the “Mara-
thon of the French Revolution.”13 Although the large number of new re-
cruits from Paris and the provinces played virtually no role in the battle 
itself, they provided an im mense resource of energy and dedication, as the 
French armies began advancing on all fronts. Soldiers felt a sense of ex-
hilaration when they liberated Verdun and Longwy in October, and watched 
the Prus sians straggle back across the frontier. “It seems,” wrote Denis Belot 
to his father, “as though the French army has been electrifi ed with a new 
courage that will make all despots tremble. Oh liberty! Oh equality! Oh 
my country! What a wonderful transformation!”14

Over the following weeks the armies of the Republic moved forward in 
a series of campaigns that  were nothing short of spectacular. Th ey crossed 
the Rhine and advanced rapidly northward to capture Mainz and Frank-
furt. Th ey moved into the bishopric of Porrentruy within the Swiss Con-
federation and eventually entered Geneva. Farther south, they attacked 
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Savoy— which had joined the co ali tion with Austria and Prussia— and 
swept across the French speaking regions, seizing all lands to the crest of 
the Alps, as well as the county of Nice along the Mediterranean.15

Perhaps the most stunning advance was the three- week conquest of the 
Austrian Lowlands in what is today Belgium. Dumouriez hailed from 
France’s northern frontier, and he had long dreamed of capturing this 
region. During much- heralded appearances at the Convention and the 
Jacobin Club in mid- October, he promised, “with a kind of fl amboyant 
self- assurance,” that he would soon march into Brussels.16 And in early 
November, with the Prus sian army out of action, he launched a northward 
invasion of four separate French armies. Th e smaller Austrian force chose 
to make its stand just south of Mons at the village of Jemappes. Far more 
volunteer French troops  were involved than at Valmy, and many sang the 
“Marseillaise” and the “Carmagnole” as they attacked with muskets, bay-
onets, and knives. When they seemed to falter, Dumouriez and the duke 
de Chartres (the future king Louis- Philippe) personally intervened to urge 
them forward and win the day. Th ereafter, the French moved rapidly to 
capture Brussels. By the end of November they entered Namur, Liège, and 
Antwerp to the very frontier of the Dutch Republic. As the Revolutionary 
armies swept forward, the large French emigrant population who had taken 
refuge in Brussels fl ed in panic.17

Th roughout France the patriots  were ecstatic. “It was with tears in my 
eyes,” wrote the Breton deputy Claude Blad, “that I heard the account [of 
the battle of Jemappes]. Th e spirit of liberty was hovering above our army.” 
“How wonderful is our situation now!” exclaimed Boyer- Fonfrède. “What 
an extraordinary era France is living through!” Dumouriez became a na-
tional hero. Louis Louchet, deputy from Rodez, gave him unbounded praise 
for both his military talents and his devotion to the Republic. Edmond 
Géraud was amazed that the general had been able to keep his promise to 
march into Brussels by November 15.18 Across the nation patriotic festivals 
 were or ga nized for all the recent victories. In Cahors in south central France 
both Valmy and Jemappes  were celebrated by local administrators, national 
guardsmen, and the general citizenry, joining together to sing the “hymn 
of the Marseillais” and hear a Te Deum in the cathedral. Châlons- sur- Marne 
commemorated both the fi nal evacuation of French territory by the Prus-
sians and the success of the French armies in Switzerland. October 14 saw 
a festival in Paris at the Place de la Révolution (the present day Place de la 
Concorde) honoring the capture of Nice and Savoy. It was or ga nized around 
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a large goddess of liberty holding a pike— replacing the equestrian statue 
of Louis XV that once dominated the square. Soon after the fall of Bel-
gium, soldiers brought back a giant Hapsburg ea gle pulled down from the 
belfry of Tournai, parading it “in chains” through the streets of the cap-
ital in a ceremony reminiscent of the victory marches of ancient Rome.19

It was a stunning reversal of fortune. Th e soldiers of the Revolution had 
gone far beyond the conquests of Louis XIV, advancing farther than any 
French armies since the time of Charlemagne, a thousand years earlier. By 
November the Revolutionaries  were reviving the theory of France’s “nat-
ural frontiers,” bounded only by the Rhine and the Alps.20 Invariably, the 
string of victories had an enormous impact on the outlook of the patriots. 
Nicolas Ruault, who had long agonized over the viability of a republic in 
France, now convinced himself of “what a great people can accomplish once 
they have abolished a throne that only blocked their momentum.” Th e 
former Legislator François Roubaud seemed entirely to have forgotten his 
earlier pessimism. “We could hardly be more delighted,” he wrote of the 
victory in Nice— across the river from his hometown of Grasse; “all op-
position collapsed before our triumphant armies.” Jacques Pinet was also 
exuberant: “Th e despots had no idea what would happen when a free people 
went to war.”21

In the short term, many of the patriots felt a sense of exaltation and in-
vincibility, a veritable hubris that would color their actions and decisions 
for months to come. All the Girondins’ exuberant predictions of the pre-
vious spring seemed to have been realized. Th ey  were also more convinced 
than ever that the earlier failures of their armies, fi ghting in the name of 
liberty, must have been caused by treachery. If ever those armies should 
falter in the future, it could only be through new acts of conspiracy con-
trived by the enemies of the Revolution.

Th e National Convention and the War

Th e French  were given a further sense of confi dence and security with the 
assumption of power by the National Convention. Summoned by the Leg-
islative Assembly in the aftermath of August 10, the Convention was em-
powered to draft a new constitution that would resolve the contradiction 
of a constitutional monarchy that had lost its monarch. It was thus con-
ceived as a second “constituent” assembly, the organ of pop u lar sovereignty, 
with unlimited powers to remake the nation. Th e choice of its members 
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was determined in rapidly improvised elections, unrolling throughout the 
country in late August and early September. As one year earlier, the voting 
was or ga nized in two stages, with ballots cast fi rst in primary and then in 
secondary assemblies. With passive citizenship abolished nearly all male 
citizens over twenty- one years of age could now take part. Yet despite the 
much larger electorate, participation seems to have been relatively low. 
Strong supporters of the monarchy  were often absent, either through self- 
exclusion or through intimidation by radicals. Many citizens may also have 
been deterred by the ongoing invasion and the anxiety it created.22

In their biographic profi le— age, social origins, residence— the newly 
elected deputies diff ered little, for the most part, from those in the Legis-
lative. Substantially fewer, however,  were chosen from the department ad-
ministrators. Th e radicals clearly remained suspicious of the royalism of 
such offi  cials, and they apparently infl uenced the electorate to shun them. 
Since this time there was no exclusionary rule, over a third of the new rep-
resentatives had served in previous assemblies— 83 in the fi rst National As-
sembly and 194 in the Legislative.23 Both Robespierre and Brissot would 
reappear, along with a substantial number of their most articulate supporters. 
Also of note was the election of no less than seventeen Pa ri sian journalists, 
all of them radicals and many of them soon to become major players 
in debates— including Marat, Desmoulins, Fréron, Carra, and Gorsas.24 
Overall, it was a remarkable group of individuals, men with well- developed 
ideas on a range of questions and with a considerable store of po liti cal ex-
perience at both the local and national levels. Th ey would constitute one 
of the most celebrated— or infamous, depending on one’s point of view— 
assemblies in Eu ro pe an history.

On September 20 the still- incomplete corps of new deputies assembled 
in the Tuileries Palace, just as the French  were battling the Prus sians some 
200 kilometers to the east. Th e next day toward one  o’clock in the after-
noon they fi led across the Tuileries Gardens to the assembly hall and for-
mally replaced the Legislative Assembly.25 Th at very afternoon, as their fi rst 
major decree, they unanimously voted the abolition of the monarchy and 
the creation of the fi rst French Republic. It was an act long anticipated by 
many of the radicals. In the previous Assembly the Girondins had care-
fully avoided such a move— much to the ire of the Pa ri sian militants— 
specifying only that the current king had been “suspended.” Now, however, 
the  whole Convention roared its approval, with shouts of “Long live the 
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nation” that continued for several minutes. “It seemed,” wrote Pinet, “like 
the hall might collapse from the thundering applause.”26

Th ereafter and over the next several months, the Convention set to work 
writing a Constitution and confronting the extraordinary challenges raised 
by the radical transformation of the po liti cal situation and the continuing 
diffi  culties of fi ghting a war. Th e deputies quickly established a constitu-
tional committee, though in deference to the “sovereignty of the people” 
they committed themselves to submitting the fi nal document to ratifi ca-
tion by the  whole population. At the same time they created a range of 
other committees, most of them modeled on those in the two previous 
assemblies— for fi nance, commerce, agriculture, education, and other pur-
poses. Th ey also took steps to halt the chaos of the First Terror and restore 
law and order in Paris and the provinces. Th e very existence of a Conven-
tion elected, in theory, by universal male suff rage gave the Assembly a le-
gitimacy that had been sadly lacking for the lame- duck Legislative after 
August 10. Th e deputies moved rapidly to reassure the population by de-
claring that “all persons and property are placed under the safeguard of 
the nation.”27 Over the coming weeks, they would suppress martial law, 
end censorship, dismantle the Revolutionary Tribunal of August 17, and 
create a special commission to investigate the Paris prisons and determine 
if those interred had been fairly treated. Th ey also passed a series of mea-
sures to limit the authority of the Insurrectional Commune of Paris. In-
deed, once the Convention had begun its meetings, the Commune could 
no longer present itself as the central po liti cal body holding the nation 
together. Th e deputies reined in the power of the Commune’s surveillance 
committee— which had played a signifi cant role in the massacres. Th ey com-
pelled the Commune’s leaders to present their accounts and justify their de-
mands for continuing state subsidies. In late November new elections  were 
or ga nized in the city, and the Insurrectional Commune of August 10 was 
dissolved and replaced.28 During the same period the Provisional Executive 
Council, overseeing the day- to- day functioning of the government, took 
mea sures to strengthen control over the army and the departments. Th e 
minister of the interior Roland worked overtime, distributing propaganda to 
promote the new regime. He also commissioned a number of personal agents 
to militate for the Republic.29

Yet all such mea sures, conceived to end the chaos of the previous summer, 
could hardly have succeeded without the victories of the French armies. 
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During the fi rst two weeks of the Convention, until it was clear that the 
Prus sians  were actually in retreat, the deputies wrote tense letters to their 
constituents, urging them not to lose heart and to continue the fi ght even 
if Paris  were captured. Th ereafter they described with growing excitement 
the string of successes. By the second week in October Jeanbon- Saint- André, 
the Protestant pastor from Montauban, described the Prus sian army, “the 
successors to Frederick the Great,” fl eeing “like a fl ock of sheep, frightened 
by their shepherd’s crook.”30 It now seemed obvious to them that the only 
thing blocking the French victories six months earlier had been the actions 
of a treacherous king and his court. Once the monarchy had been abol-
ished, everything had become possible. “Th e end of the monarchy,” wrote 
Riff ard de Saint- Martin, “seems to have marked the end of all our diffi  -
culties.”31 By late September the Convention had consecrated the “Mar-
seillaise” as the de facto national anthem, and the deputies sang it lustily 
at the end of every session: “To arms, citizens! Form up your battalions. 
March on, march on! Until our furrows are soaked with their impure 
blood.”32

As the French armies continued to advance on every front, the Conven-
tion also found itself compelled to develop policies to deal with the newly 
occupied territories. Th e debate began when French- speaking representa-
tives from the newly “liberated” Nice and Savoy arrived in the Conven-
tion to demand annexation to the Republic. Some of the deputies had their 
doubts, recalling the Revolution’s previous commitment never to engage 
in a war of conquest. But what should they do when another people spe-
cifi cally appealed to join the French nation? Th ere was, moreover, the pre-
ce dent of the former papal enclave of Avignon, annexed to France in Sep-
tember 1791 after local patriots had asked to become part of France. In the 
end, following a stirring speech by the Convention president Grégoire, the 
deputies voted nearly unanimously to create a new department of “Mont- 
Blanc” that would incorporate most of the French- speaking portions of 
Savoy. “We have gained a province of new brothers,” wrote Bancal, “re-
turned to their freedom through our principles and our arms.”33 Th e deci-
sion reinforced the Revolution’s defi nition of international sovereignty, where 
frontiers  were no longer determined by treaties among dynastic states but 
by pop u lar vote.

Th e debate on Savoy and Nice, coupled with the news of the conquest 
of Belgium, fi red a renewed vision of a world revolution and a universal 
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republic where kings would cease to exist. Th e Revolution’s destiny to lib-
erate all the peoples of Eu rope, declared the previous January by Brissot 
and the Girondins, now seemed within reach. “Th ere is the wonderful pos-
sibility,” wrote the deputy Philippe Lebas, “of destroying tyranny throughout 
the  whole of Eu rope.”34 In a revealing letter to Dumouriez, Brissot declared 
that the French must no longer even think of negotiating treaties or acting 
like ministers of the Old Regime: “How can their petty schemes compare 
to the uprisings of the  whole planet and the momentous revolutions that 
we are now called upon to lead.” By next year, he predicted, the French 
would march into Berlin. Th e journalist Prudhomme summarized the Con-
vention’s understanding of the logic of the war: “Th e war in which we are 
engaged is a sacred war, . . .  unlike anything in the past. . . .  You are not 
being compelled to fi ght. You leave rather with full knowledge and you 
know why you fi ght. You do so on your own behalf.”35

Th e Revolutionary hubris seemed to have no bounds. Th ere was talk of 
“liberating” Poland, Naples, and Spain. If this meant taking on the  whole 
of Eu rope, so be it. Recent events had demonstrated that a free people could 
easily overcome the best armies on the Continent and “incite terror in all 
tyrannical governments.” Vergniaud pushed his eloquence to new heights, 
as he dreamed of a war to end war: “Men have died in the recent fi ghting. 
But it is so that none will ever die again. I swear to you in the name of the 
universal fraternity which you are creating, that each battle will be a step 
towards peace, humanity, and happiness for all peoples.”36

Th e eff ort to defi ne a new attitude toward war and toward the rest of 
Eu rope reached a head in mid- December and was embodied above all in 
a speech by Pierre- Jacques Cambon. Th e Protestant cloth merchant from 
Nîmes readily adopted the rhetoric of a “revolutionary war.” But as a leading 
member of the committee on fi nance and a watchdog for fi scal responsi-
bility, he also saw no harm in combining a war of liberation with a “profi t-
able war.” Th e countries in question would obviously be prepared to pay 
taxes to France for a campaign that had liberated them. France would also 
be justifi ed in introducing the assignats into the new territories to help 
strengthen its own national currency. Debated in a moment of exaltation 
and supreme self- confi dence, Cambon’s proposal received nearly universal 
support from the deputies of the Convention. In Pinet’s view it was “a won-
derful and truly revolutionary decree, that would be the equal of several 
armies.” It would also make a European- wide war all but inevitable.37
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Girondins and Montagnards

On the eve of the Convention, some observers  were still hopeful that a new 
beginning was possible, that the factional divides of the previous assembly 
could now be overcome. “No more parties,” wrote Prudhomme in early 
September. “Now we are all united. A much desired and necessary har-
mony will guide our eff orts.”38 Yet within days after the Convention had 
convened, Girondin and Montagnard deputies  were attacking one another 
with at least as much ferocity as that shown by Feuillants and Jacobins in 
the Legislative Assembly. During the fi rst months, the struggle probably 
involved only a relatively small minority of the deputies. As late as Jan-
uary 1793 Vinet described the confrontation as consisting of two groups of 
about “fi fty individuals at each end of the hall.”39 A substantial majority 
would remain nonaligned and sit in the center or “Plain” of the Assembly. 
Yet many of those linked to the two factions  were among the Convention’s 
most vigorous speakers, and their mutual animosity would profoundly af-
fect the atmosphere of the  whole body.

At the core of Girondin leadership in the Convention  were the men who 
had dominated the Legislative Assembly in the last days of its existence: 
Brissot and the trio of lawyers from Bordeaux, Vergniaud, Gensonné, and 
Guadet. Th ey  were now joined by the passionate young orator from Mar-
seille, Charles Barbaroux, and by two ex- deputies who had once been Robe-
spierre’s closest collaborators: Jérôme Pétion and François Buzot.40 Also cen-
tral to the group was the minister of the interior, Jean- Marie Roland. Th e 
apartment of Roland and his wife, Marie- Jeanne, became one of the prin-
cipal meeting places for the Girondins.41 In addition, they could rely on a 
corps of deputy- journalists—Carra, Gorsas, Louvet, and Dulaure— who, 
along with Brissot himself, helped maintain a positive image for the fac-
tion in the Pa ri sian press. Rosalie Jullien, whose husband would be a staunch 
Montagnard, was saddened by the loss of so many individuals whom they 
had once considered their friends. She was especially distressed by the de-
parture of “the good Pétion,” the onetime leader of the Jacobin deputies 
and mayor of Paris. “How could such good individuals,” she lamented, “have 
become so vile?” 42

Th e leadership of the Mountain was dominated above all by a corps of 
radicals from Paris, most of them veterans of the Insurrectional Commune 
and the Cordeliers Club: Danton, Marat, Desmoulins, Collot d’Herbois, 
Billaud- Varenne, and of course Robespierre. Th e Pa ri sians would also 
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attract the support of a small number of provincial deputies, such as 
Claude Basire from Dijon, Philippe Lebas from Artois, and the fi ery 
Jeanbon- Saint- André. After the fi rst few weeks, they would be joined by the 
partially paralyzed lawyer from Clermont- Ferrand, Georges Couthon, 
and the icy Artois orator, Antoine de Saint- Just—the youn gest member of 
the Convention. As during the Legislative, the group sat at one end of the 
hall, where the rows of seats  rose somewhat higher, directly facing their 
Girondin opponents at the opposite end.43 Th ough some of the Montag-
nards  were close associates and even friends, their central meeting place 
was not a private “salon”— as with the Girondins— but the public arena of 
the Jacobin Club. Since the Jacobins could no longer defi ne themselves as 
friends of a Constitution that had been repudiated, they adopted the 
name of the Friends of Liberty and Equality. By October 1792 many of 
the members had returned to wearing the red “liberty cap,” ostentatiously 
linking themselves to the Paris working people.44

As with the earlier Jacobin/Feuillant split, it is often diffi  cult to know 
why given individuals aligned themselves with one side or the other— or 
for that matter, why the majority sought to avoid all such alignments. In 
their ages and professions the adherents of the two factions  were remark-
ably similar.45 Perhaps the most striking variation was in their geographic 
origins. Th e Montagnards came from virtually every corner of the country, 
with at least one supporter from all but four departments. Th e Girondins, 
by contrast,  were absent from twenty- eight departments and  were especially 
prominent in regions near the Atlantic and Mediterranean coasts and the 
periphery of France, at a considerable distance from Paris. Overall, how-
ever, they  were not particularly concentrated in the major commercial cities, 
as has sometimes been suggested. Virtually the same proportion in the two 
factions came from larger and from smaller towns.

In their ideological assumptions, the factions  were often in close accord. 
All had endorsed the abolition of the monarchy on September 21— despite 
the Girondins’ reluctance to do so under the Legislative. Both groups 
claimed to support the general principle of pop u lar sovereignty, the repres-
sion of emigrant nobles and refractory priests, and a continued commit-
ment to the war.46 If there was one issue that separated the two alignments 
under the Convention— as under the Legislative— it was their attitude to-
ward the Pa ri sian masses. Infl uenced in part by the Jacobin Club and by 
their constituency of Pa ri sian militants, the Mountain continued to glo-
rify the people. Pinet would specifi cally defi ne the Montagnards as those 
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“who refuse to compromise when it is a question of the rights of a people 
who have invested them with their confi dence.” 47 By contrast, Brissot and 
his colleagues, what ever their onetime support for the masses of Paris, now 
seemed to exhibit a near physical revulsion toward them. Th e Montagnards 
 were seen as pandering to the mobs, and castigated as “anarchists,” “dis-
organizers,” and “the men of September.” Pétion summoned up the image 
of hordes of ignorant barbarians: “Th e present struggle,” he proclaimed, 
“is between light and darkness, between ignorance and knowledge.” Brissot 
would accuse his opponents of advocating a complete leveling of society.48 
Over time, through the very dynamics of the factional struggle, the Giron-
dins seemed to position themselves against everything the Mountain 
supported— just as the Feuillants once defi ned themselves in large mea sure 
by their opposition to the Jacobins.

Two days after the Convention’s fi rst meeting, a dozen Girondin sym-
pathizers initiated what could only have been a carefully coordinated frontal 
attack on their opponents.49 Th e principal issue was the September Mas-
sacres, for which the Mountain and the members of the Paris Commune 
 were said to have been responsible. Th ough in the midst of the massacres 
many of Brissot’s friends had also supported, or at least acquiesced to, the 
killings, they now claimed to have been outraged. Th e change of heart 
may well have been motivated by Brissot and Roland, who would never 
forgive the Commune for issuing arrest warrants against them in early 
September— in what they believed was an attempt to have them mur-
dered. In speech after speech— by Vergniaud, Brissot, Barbaroux, Buzot, 
Lasource, Lanjuinais, and others— the Girondins condemned the killings 
and claimed that Robespierre, along with Marat and Danton, had insti-
gated them in the hope of using the Pa ri sian mobs to eliminate their rivals 
and make themselves dictators. Th ere  were also insinuations that the Moun-
tain leadership was secretly allied with foreign governments. Led by Bar-
baroux, the Girondins demanded a new march on Paris by volunteers from 
the provinces, not this time in support of the Pa ri sians and the overthrow 
of the monarchy— as during the previous summer— but to protect the Con-
vention from the threat of Pa ri sian violence. As the debates developed, 
Brissot and his supporters pushed for the appointment of a special investi-
gation committee, which they hoped would have Robespierre, Danton, and 
Marat arrested and expelled from the Convention.

At fi rst the leadership of the Mountain seemed unprepared for the on-
slaught. Robespierre and Danton parried the attacks as best they could, 
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rejecting as ridiculous the supposed plans for a dictatorship and denying 
any complicity in the massacres. Several of their allies— Tallien, Fabre 
d’Eglantine, Basire, and Billaud- Varenne—all came to their defense. Danton 
even took care to disassociate himself from Marat: “I fear that the subter-
ranean depths in which he has lived so long have embittered his soul.”50

Although there was no clear victor in September, the terrible feud was 
pursued over the following weeks. Th roughout the autumn both Roland 
and Brissot took their case directly to the nation. Brissot through various 
publications and Roland in his role as minister of the interior directed to 
the provinces numerous attacks against their adversaries.51 Th e Girondins 
also made good on their threats to summon national guardsmen from the 
departments. Soon a second generation of “Fédérés” troops began arriving 
from Provence and Brittany— without the Convention’s sanction. By late 
October a contingent of Marseillais was marching through the streets of 
Paris, shouting “Long live Roland” and demanding the heads of Robespi-
erre, Marat, and Danton.52 Th e Jacobins countered by ousting many of 
the Girondin leaders from their society— although most had ceased at-
tending the meetings the previous summer.53 Th e Mountain would soon 
refer to their rivals as “the Right” or “the blacks,” the terms fi rst applied to 
the “aristocrats” in the Constituent Assembly and later to the Feuillants 
during the Legislative.54

What ever the initial reasons for the feud, those on both sides increas-
ingly demonized their opponents. Jean- Baptiste Louvet’s attack against 
Robespierre on the fl oor of the Convention was particularly dramatic: “Th ere 
exist only two parties in France,” he proclaimed in late October. “Th e fi rst 
[the Girondins] is composed of phi los o phers; the second [the Mountain] 
of thieves, robbers, and murderers.” In speeches and in letters home depu-
ties easily fell into similar moralizing language. Th e Girondin sympathizer 
Corbel wrote of the “the cruel and most dangerously seditious men” who 
 were “monsters in society.”55 But the Montagnards could mobilize much 
the same rhetoric. Robespierre frequently matched Louvet in his Man-
ichaean logic: “Only two parties exist in the Republic,” he would announce 
to his constituency: “the party of good citizens and the party of evil citi-
zens, those who represent the French people and those who think only of 
their ambition and personal gain.” Th e Montagnard Pinet accused the 
Girondins of wearing “the mask of patriotism to cover their aristocracy.”56 
And both sides argued— and apparently believed— that their rivals  were 
traitors, secretly plotting with foreign enemies.57 Given the depths of their 
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mistrust and their hatred, neither side was prepared even to consider a 
compromise. Barbaroux made this clear in rejecting all thought of media-
tion, announcing “that it was impossible for vice to work together with 
virtue.” When Pinet’s constituency urged him to attempt reconciliation, 
he responded in much the same manner: “Vice and virtue can never be 
allies, . . .  for the evil man never changes.”58

Although most of the deputies avoided direct involvement in the fac-
tional squabbles, the majority seems initially to have sympathized with the 
Girondins’ accusations against their rivals.59 It was thus not surprising that 
Brissot and his friends initially dominated the elections of the Convention’s 
offi  cers, the president and the six secretaries. Six of the seven chosen on 
September 20  were clearly associated with the Girondin inner circle. Th ere-
after, through mid- January 1793, Girondins  were chosen to twenty- eight 
positions, compared to only ten for those who would come to identify with 
the Mountain. Th e key constitutional committee, chosen by the deputies 
in early October, also contained a solid majority of Girondins.60

Yet while the Girondins  were broadly supported by a large number of 
deputies throughout October and November, they  were never able to con-
vince the Convention that the leaders of the Mountain should be expelled 
and arrested. Robespierre’s carefully worded speech in early November 
seemed to assuage the majority. Many would undoubtedly have shared the 
lament of an unnamed deputy: “Now that the royalty no longer exists and 
that the success of our armies signals the conquest of the world in the name 
of liberty, by what terrible fate has the sanctuary of the laws been trans-
formed into an arena of gladiators?” 61 A certain number grew tired of the 
Girondins’ constant railing against the Mountain with unproven accusa-
tions, when there  were so many other important problems to solve. Sev-
eral of the deputies who had once been persuaded by the condemnation of 
Robespierre and Marat now came to support the Mountain. Even Durand 
de Maillane, who often sympathized with the Girondins, found that their 
endless, unsubstantiated attacks did more harm than good: “To treat [the 
Montagnards] as guilty but without proving it, was only to antagonize them 
and to gain nothing.” 62

Th e Girondins felt increasingly frustrated at their inability to deliver a 
death blow against those they proclaimed to be the root of all evil. In late 
November, in a letter to Dumouriez, Brissot complained bitterly of the sit-
uation. Despite his desire to devote himself entirely to the revolutions “of 
the  whole planet,” he was compelled to wallow in factional infi ghting against 
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the Montagnards: “We are languishing  here, forced to follow step for 
step these miserable anarchists.” 63 Perhaps the Girondins’ very frustration 
over their failure to win the factional struggle can help explain their erratic 
maneuvers during the trial of the king, a trial that would dominate the 
Assembly during much of December and January.

To Try a King

Th roughout the fi rst months of the Convention Louis XVI and his family 
had remained imprisoned in the Temple, the great medieval fortress origi-
nally built by the Knights Templar. Th ough the king, the queen, and their 
two children remained under heavy guard, they  were generally well treated 
and allowed to maintain a team of servants and cooks to see to their needs. 
Over time, however, as rumors spread in Paris of a plot to free the king, 
the internment became substantially more rigorous. Louis was moved to 
smaller quarters and separated from the queen, and most of his attendants 
 were sent away. Th e king spent much of his time reading and tutoring ge-
ography to his young son, whom he still hoped would one day replace him.64

During the early weeks of the Convention, the deputies seemed largely 
to ignore the problem of the king. Th e Girondins  were far more concerned 
with the perceived threat of the Montagnards and the Pa ri sian militants, 
and all of the representatives remained preoccupied with the war.65 It was 
only in mid- October that the Convention formally commissioned its leg-
islative committee to examine the king’s situation and develop a proposal. 
On November 7 Jean- Baptiste Mailhe, a doctor of jurisprudence from Tou-
louse, delivered an eloquent and learned report for the committee. Th e king 
must be tried by the Convention, he argued, for Louis was clearly guilty 
of treason and of the brutal repression of the people on August 10. Th e “law 
of nature” overrode the “inviolability” granted to the king by the Consti-
tution of 1791. But, signifi cantly, Mailhe also linked such a judgment to 
the international situation. Th e success of the French armies would soon 
transform the  whole of Eu rope and bring the destruction of all kings. Th e 
Convention’s treatment of their own former king “must serve as an example 
for all nations.” 66

A week later, based on this report, the deputies began a lengthy debate 
on the modalities of such a trial, a debate remarkable for the variety of opin-
ions expressed and the arguments mobilized.67 Th e former Constitution, 
the existing laws, various versions of “natural law,” the expressed or imagined 
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will of the people: all  were broached and developed in a myriad of ways. 
Th ere  were also comparisons with the seventeenth- century trial of the En-
glish king Charles I. Several deputies, like Jacques Pinet, linked Louis’ trial 
and punishment to France’s general struggle against Eu ro pe an despots: 
“Th e preservation of liberty for all people,” he wrote to his constituency, 
“depends on the punishment of Louis XVI. It is a fi nal blow against 
despotism, and this blow will overturn every throne.” 68 Only a small 
group— many of them Girondin sympathizers— continued to claim that 
the king was “inviolable” and could not be tried at all. An equally small 
minority of Montagnards— notably Robespierre and Saint- Just—argued 
that the king had already been found guilty by the people and did not need 
to be judged. Far more common was the argument that the law must be 
applied equally to all men, including a king— as based on the Declaration 
of the Rights of Man. Other deputies appealed to a stipulated “contract” 
between the monarch and the people, which Louis was said to have broken. 
Still others followed Mailhe in invoking “natural law,” which was deemed 
anterior and superior to the “relative” law enforced by normal judicial in-
stitutions. Following this logic, the king was declared to be a criminal to 
humanity who did not deserve a normal legal pro cess. It is diffi  cult to say 
whether such language had been picked up by deputies during their legal 
studies, or from listening to earlier speeches about the war and the sins of 
foreign tyrants, or from the rhetoric used by Mailhe in his report. In any 
case, the concept of natural law, understood and received in a variety of 
ways, could clearly serve as an excellent rationale for overriding the invio-
lability clause of the Constitution.69

In the midst of the debates, the minister Roland announced the dra-
matic discovery and opening of the king’s secret safe in the Tuileries Palace. 
Th e safe produced proof that the great Mirabeau, long lionized by the 
Revolution, had been paid by the king to advise him on how best to ma-
nipulate the National Assembly. Th us, another Revolutionary hero— like 
Lafayette a few months earlier— was revealed to have been a secret conspir-
ator. As soon as they learned the news, the Jacobins removed Mirabeau’s 
bust from their meeting hall, and his ashes  were disinterred from the 
Pantheon. “Th at’s the way it is!” penned Guittard in his diary. “At fi rst we 
passionately support a man and praise him to the sky, and then we end up 
by despising him.” Th e discovery seemed further to reinforce the fear that 
even the most fervent revolutionaries might be traitors in disguise.70
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Yet the contents of the safe  were also damaging to the reputation of the 
king. While there was no “smoking gun” of openly treasonous activities, 
the papers gave ample indication that Louis had favored the counterrevo-
lution and the emigrants and that he hoped to see the Old Regime Church 
reestablished. Together with materials uncovered after the storming of the 
Tuileries, the evidence seemed to obliterate the image of a well- meaning 
king misled by advisers. “Now you can see,” wrote Claude- Antoine Blad 
in a letter to his constituency, “that our good king was more vicious than 
stupid.”71

As the new evidence was revealed, as the deputies shared their opinions 
in the Convention, as they reiterated the pop u lar view of Louis’ perfi dy on 
August 10, the language used to characterize the king in letters and speeches 
became extraordinarily harsh. Louis was described as a “traitor” who called 
the Prus sians and Austrians into their lands and partook in intrigue and 
seduction. He was “a ferocious beast” who must never be exempt from judg-
ment, a “tyrant whose barbarous hands are covered with the blood of the 
children of the fatherland.”72 Th e word “monster,” in par tic u lar, returned 
like a leitmotif in their descriptions of the monarch, appearing at least sixty 
times in the 102 speeches published by the deputies in early December.73

In the end the overwhelming majority of the representatives voted to 
put the king on trial before the Convention, which now empowered itself 
to serve as both grand jury and collective judge— even though such a pro-
cedure was forbidden by the criminal code of 1791.74 On December 10, 1792 
a formal indictment was read by Robert Lindet, a deputy from Normandy 
and future member of the Committee of Public Safety. It was a long litany 
of the king’s purported conspiracy and treason against the French people. 
It also included a total reinterpretation of the recent past, damning all of 
Louis’ actions from 1789 to the present.

Th e next day, December 11, Louis himself was summoned to the Con-
vention to face the charges. It was the fi rst time in almost four months that 
he had been allowed to leave the Temple, and a massive show of force was 
positioned along the route taken by the king’s carriage on its way to the 
Convention. Entering the assembly hall, he was told to stand at the 
“barre”— the platform where outsiders  were permitted to address the body. 
Directly across from him  were the assembly’s president and a statue of 
Brutus, the hero who had led an uprising against the last Roman king.75 
To almost everyone’s surprise, Louis never questioned the Convention’s right 
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to try him. He responded briefl y but forthrightly to all of the articles of 
indictment as they  were read out to him. And he denied all guilt. Many of 
the actions he was accused of, he said, occurred before there was a Consti-
tution and when he still had complete royal power. Others  were carried 
out by ministers and  were not his responsibility. He claimed to have no 
knowledge of the hidden safe, and his vetoes of key laws passed by the Leg-
islative  were entirely within his Constitutional right.

Th ere can be no doubt that Louis’ appearance at the Convention made 
an impact on a number of the deputies. Despite all their previous condem-
nations, many now felt a certain sympathy for the king. Th e Girondin Blad, 
who had earlier announced he would vote for death, admitted, “I could 
not keep myself from feeling a certain involuntary pity.” For the staunch 
Jacobin Monestier, “Louis Capet appeared and stood at the barre in the 
most modest clothing, with a calm and serene expression . . .  revealing nei-
ther irritation nor fear nor hope.” Couthon, by contrast, steeled himself 
not to be taken in by the king’s show of cooperation. He was indignant 
when Louis refused even to recognize his own signature on documents that 
 were presented to him. Th e ex- deputy Roubaud, who could only follow 
the proceedings in the newspapers, was struck by how low the mighty had 
fallen: “If kings still exist a hundred years from now, this terrible event will 
reveal to them, in letters of blood, what they might well become.”76

It was a mea sure of the sympathy aroused by the king that the Conven-
tion voted overwhelmingly to grant Louis’ request for legal counsel— despite 
the opposition of a small group of Montagnards.77 Th ree eminent Old Re-
gime jurists— Malesherbes, Tronchet, and Desèze— agreed to take the case 
and  were given two weeks to build a defense. When the trial was resumed 
on December 26, the defense devised by the legal team diff ered very little 
from the king’s improvised responses on December 11. Th e king, they ar-
gued in a two- hour oration, was inviolable by the Constitution of 1791; the 
trial procedure was unfair since it did not conform to the criminal code; 
the Convention had no right to judge the king’s motives, only his acts, and 
in their view nothing he had actually done was illegal. After the lawyers 
had fi nished speaking, the king briefl y addressed the Convention for a 
second time. Again he fervently rejected the accusations, proclaiming his 
love for “my people” and denying that he was in any way responsible for 
the shedding of French blood.78

Once the lawyers had made their best eff ort, the weight of a fi nal judg-
ment fell on the deputies. But their decision would not be soon in coming. 
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Th roughout the pretrial debates and the period between the king’s two ap-
pearances, acrimonious confrontations between Girondins and Montag-
nards had erupted periodically. Now, however, the factional hatreds and 
accusations became more intense than ever. At the end of December the 
Girondins abruptly adopted a proposal that the king’s fate be determined 
by an “appeal to the people,” a national referendum in which all male citi-
zens would be asked to confi rm or reject the Convention’s decisions. Pre-
sumably Brissot and his friends hoped thus to portray themselves as the 
true supporters of pop u lar sovereignty, and in this way to retake the ini-
tiative from the Mountain. Ironically, Brissot himself had long opposed 
the idea, arguing as recently as October that an appeal to the people would 
only lead to chaos and anarchy.79 On December 27, in a move that must 

Trial of Louis XVI, interrogated by the Convention, December 26, 1792. Th e former 
king stands at the “barre” (on the right) for his second appearance in the Assembly. 
He reads his defense surrounded by his legal team and facing the president, Jacques 
Defermon. Th e deputies of the center (the Plain) and the spectators in the galleries 
above are clearly visible. Miller, engraved by D. Vrijdag, © Coll. Musée de la 
Révolution française, Domaine de Vizille, MRF L 1985.848.101.
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have been coordinated in advance, a trio of Girondins— Salle, Serre, and 
Barbaroux— supported the proposal. Th ereafter, on successive days 
many of the faction’s most talented orators— Brissot, Vergniaud, Gensonné, 
Pétion, Rabaut Saint- Etienne, and Carra— all followed suit. A refer-
endum was necessary, in part, they argued, in order to block the Mon-
tagnards, who wanted the king’s death so that they could take power 
themselves— men who had been bought, as Louvet claimed, by “a great 
many En glish guineas.”80

In response, the Montagnards mobilized some of their own best speakers. 
Saint- Just, Robespierre, Jeanbon- Saint- André, Joseph Lequinio, and Dubois- 
Crancé all  rose to speak in opposition. Th ey too took the occasion to at-
tack their rivals, described as a “criminal faction,” a “cabal” of “treacherous 
enemies of the people,” who  were hypocritically proposing a mea sure that 
could prolong the trial for months and might ultimately save the guilty 
king. Many potential voters in the countryside, they argued,  were illiterate, 
and it would be impossible for them to be well informed and see all the 
evidence. Th rowing the trial open to a pop u lar vote would delegitimize 
the Convention and stir up chaos and perhaps civil war. Th e debate ended 
with a brilliantly argued speech by Bertrand Barère, the former Constit-
uent and journalist who had long kept his distance from the Mountain 
but who now fully embraced their opposition to a referendum.81

From all accounts by late December the factional confrontation had be-
come remarkably brutal and violent. “Our sessions are extremely stormy,” 
wrote the deputy Gaultier, who tried to remain unaligned. “Th ere are no 
maneuvers that agitators in the various parties have not used in their attempt 
to mislead us and gain their ends.” At one point the Girondins became so 
outraged against their rivals that Barbaroux, Louvet, and several dozen of 
their colleagues  rose from their seats and charged down the middle of the 
hall to confront the Mountain at the other end— with pistols in their pockets, 
according to one report. Pierre Dubreuil described another scuffl  e in January 
in a letter to his son: “You can judge the confusion and the lack of good faith 
when, at the end of the session, dozens of voices shouted at the top of their 
lungs ‘Ah, you damnable rogues, you should all be murdered!’ ”82

Th en, in early January it was revealed that three of the Girondin leaders— 
Gensonné, Guadet, and Vergniaud— had secretly corresponded with the 
king on the eve of August 10— an accusation confi rmed by the court paint er 
Boze, who had served as intermediary. Th e three men in question admitted 
the facts, maintaining that they had acted only to save the fatherland in 
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the midst of a dire military situation. However, coming scarcely a month 
after the revelations of Mirabeau’s double dealing, the eff ect was devastating. 
Th e disclosure seemed to underline the Girondins’ meager faith in the 
courage of the French national forces. It also strengthened the charge that 
members of the faction  were closet royalists. Th e Montagnards recalled how 
the Girondins had changed their position on the king the previous summer 
and had only voted his suspension on August 10. Some wondered if Brissot 
and his friends  were not trying once again to save Louis.83

Th e debates on the king’s fate that so divided the Convention  were also 
followed closely by virtually all social groups in the capital. Th e young Greek 
student Constantine Stamaty was amazed by the intensity with which views 
 were expressed: “Th e trial of Louis XVI has captured everyone’s attention. 
All citizens are freely expressing their opinion on this aff air: some vote loudly 
for his condemnation; others, who are less severe, are inclined to see him 
banished.” Th e theater own er Toussaint Mareux gave much the same anal-
ysis, although he believed that the majority of his friends and neighbors 
hoped the king’s life would be spared.84 Th e Pa ri sian militants, however, 
continued to demand revenge against the king for the “massacre” of the 
patriots on August 10. On December 30 delegates from eigh teen of the Paris 
sections petitioned the Convention for a prompt execution of the “tyrant.” 
Th ey  were accompanied by several of those wounded in the August insur-
rection who had diffi  culty walking and by a group of women carry ing pieces 
of bloodstained clothing worn by friends and loved ones killed that day in 
the courtyard of the Tuileries.85

Finally, on January 15, after endless shouting and posturing and mutual 
accusations between the two factions, the members of the Convention began 
formal voting. Although the opinions of many of the deputies  were known 
through their speeches or pamphlets, no one was certain of the outcome. 
“Th e majority,” wrote Dubreuil, “has still not revealed how they will vote; 
they keep their opinions to themselves.”86 Th ere would be four separate votes 
over a fi ve- day period, each with a formal roll- call, continuing day and night, 
almost without a break. In the end, despite the passionate pleas of the king 
and his lawyers, the deputies  were overwhelmingly persuaded that Louis 
had committed treason. He was found guilty by a vote of 693 to 0 (with 
26 others counted as abstentions). Th e second vote, on whether the Con-
vention’s decision on the king should be ratifi ed by an appeal to the people, 
seemed far more uncertain. Some members of the Mountain  were convinced 
that their opponents would win.87 But ultimately a strong majority of 425 
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to 286— including virtually all of the Montagnards— rejected the appeal. 
Pinet was overjoyed that the Mountain had been supported by so many 
good republicans: “Tears of joy fl owed from my eyes.” For the Girondins, 
who had given the mea sure their overwhelming support, it was a crushing 
defeat, an unmitigated disaster.88

With the appeal to the people rejected, the deputies then turned to the 
king’s punishment. In a marathon session lasting over twenty- four hours, 
every deputy went to the tribune, one by one, and pronounced his opinion 
and his vote. A few wandered on interminably as they attempted to justify 
their decisions for their colleagues and for themselves. Some merely pro-
nounced the vote itself: “Death!” for example. But most spoke at least a 
few additional words to explain their position.89 Th ere  were now only rare 
references to the king as a “monster,” nor  were there any assessments of 
the king as an “outlaw” within a framework of “natural law.”90 Most deci-
sions  were justifi ed on the basis of carefully reasoned arguments, in which 
deputies reiterated their view that the king was guilty but in which they 
argued various possible punishments thought to be most appropriate. For 
some the decision was simple and clear- cut. In Louchet’s view, the king 
was a “perjurer, a traitor, and an assassin of the French nation,” and by the 
principle of equality proclaimed in the Declaration of Rights, he merited 
the punishment specifi ed by the law. Others, while acknowledging his guilt, 
argued that it would be impolitic to execute him; that it would be better 
to imprison or exile him, and thus perhaps infl uence certain of the for-
eign powers to remain neutral in the war. Bordas from the Limousin 
concluded that any decision on the king “could not be a judicial act, but 
must of necessity be a po liti cal remedy, a mea sure strongly linked to na-
tional security.” Others, however, like Blad, felt that such a strategy was 
hopeless, since the Great Powers would fi ght not to save the king, but to save 
the monarchy.91

A substantial number stressed the painful nature of the decision they 
 were forced to make. Jean Debry recounted his “anxiety” over the quan-
dary: “I agonized over the truth of the matter, and even as I stepped to the 
speaker’s platform, I was still weighing the motives for my vote.” Lebas 
also stressed, in a letter to his father, how diffi  cult the choice had been: 
“My health was completely upset by the long deliberations of that terrible 
week.” For Mercier “the consideration of this question gave me a fever for 
two days, as I passed through my mind several volumes of refl ections. I 
became completely ill.”92
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When the vote had fi nally concluded on the eve ning of January 17, the 
tally was exceedingly close. Of the 721 who participated, 361 had voted purely 
and simply for death— a majority of one. Yet the decision was somewhat 
stronger if one also included— as the Convention ultimately did— those 
who voted for death, while urging the deputies to consider giving the king 
a reprieve. On the following day a number of Girondins, in an apparent 
last- ditch eff ort to save the king, took up the call for a reprieve and pushed 
through a fourth roll- call vote. But when the tally was reached at three 
 o’clock in the morning on January 20, this motion too was rejected. It had 
only succeeded in further identifying the Girondins with support for the 
king.93

And so on the morning of January 21 “Louis Capet,” as he was now called, 
was taken from the Temple to the vast Place de la Révolution, where an 
estimated 80,000 to 100,000 people had pushed their way in to watch the 
event.94 A cold winter’s rain was falling intermittently as the coach pulled 
up before the guillotine, toward the west side of the square. Th e king re-
mained a few minutes with his confessor and then stepped out bravely to-
ward the platform. He lost his composure, however, when the executioners 
took hold of him roughly to remove his coat, cut his hair, and tie his hands 
behind his back. Once atop the stairs, he began struggling with the execu-
tioners and managed briefl y to break loose and attempted to speak to the 
crowd. But the leadership ordered the drum battery to resume, and his last 
words  were heard only by those closest to him: “People, I die an innocent 
man. I pardon those who have decided my death. I pray God that my blood 
will not come down upon France.” As he was pulled down onto the cut-
ting block, frustrated and no doubt terrifi ed by his fate, “he uttered a 
frightful scream, that was stifl ed only with the fall of the blade.”95

At fi rst the crowd remained stunned and silent, but soon great cries arose 
of “Long live the nation! Long live the Republic.” One observer noted a 
contingent of schoolboys waving their hats in the air. Th e head executioner 
exercised his traditional prerogative of selling off  locks of the victim’s hair, 
while other enterprising salesmen peddled “cakes and pâté around the de-
capitated body.” As he watched the extraordinary spectacle, Mercier could 
not help remembering Louis’ coronation some seventeen years earlier, when 
he had been “hailed by the cheers of thousands and adored almost as a 
god, whose every word and gesture was taken as a command.” “So now 
we have the end of this tragedy,” wrote Stamaty. “What will be the result? 
Only God can say.” Colson also remained anxious for the future. Yet he 
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had no doubts that the story of the execution “would reverberate to the far 
corners of the earth and through the end of time.”96

A Point of No Return?

In his annual New Year’s message to his brother, Roubaud refl ected back 
on the year 1792: “What year has ever lasted so long and been so fi lled with 
events as that which has just come to an end? What year will so go down 
in history? And now that it is fi nally over, should we cheer or lament?”97

Roubaud did not specify the events of the year that stood out most in 
his mind. But he must have refl ected back on the previous summer, so fi lled 
with violence and terror. He must also have considered the fi rst four months 
of the new National Convention. Th e abolition of the monarchy and the 
creation of a Republic  were signal moments in the history of France, achieve-
ments that would have been scarcely conceivable just three years earlier. 
Th e weeks that followed had seen a remarkable series of victories over the 
combined forces of Prus sia and Austria, with sweeping advances by the Re-
publican armies through Germany, Belgium, Switzerland, and Savoy. Th e 
sudden turn of events had thrilled virtually all the patriots— including 
Roubaud himself— regardless of their po liti cal positions. It had led to an 
almost millenarian vision of the imminent liberation of the  whole of 
Eu rope and the demise of kings and “tyrants” everywhere. It had also 
infl uenced their perception of their own king and the rhetoric deployed 
in describing him. It confi rmed their suspicions that it was Louis’ treachery 
that had previously prevented the French forces from advancing. It had 
thus been a signifi cant factor— though not the only factor— in the decision 
aggressively to pursue the judgment of “Louis Capet.”

Th e condemnation and execution of the king soon after the new year 
began was not the fi rst case of capital punishment imposed by the govern-
ment for a po liti cal crime. Several “counterrevolutionaries” had been guil-
lotined in the summer of 1792 during the First Terror. But the killing of a 
king had a vastly greater symbolic import and emotional impact. Th e French 
monarch had long been a quasi- mythical fi gure. Even if most elites in the 
eigh teenth century no longer believed he had supernatural powers, he had 
maintained the image of a father fi gure, an image that may even have been 
strengthened during the early Revolution— at least until the fi asco of his 
fl ight to Varennes.98
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Many Conventionnels undoubtedly hoped— in the words of Jean 
Debry—“that the tomb of the tyrant will be that of our hatreds, that the 
death of the king will bring the death of all factions.” But the execution of 
January 21 seemed only to exacerbate those animosities and make them 
more toxic. If one could justify the killing of a father- king, could one not 
justify the killing of almost anyone of whose evil intentions one had be-
come convinced? Th e regicide of 1793 was “a traumatic and unpre ce dented 
shock,” an event that would help obliterate the previously conceived threshold 
of po liti cal violence and extend the boundaries of what was morally ac-
ceptable and thinkable.99 With the king eliminated, the conspiracy obses-
sion would now focus more than ever before on potential enemies among 
the patriots themselves. Indeed, there was a certain truth in Mercier’s ob-
servation: “It was because they had cut off  the head of Louis XVI that they 
 were emboldened to cut off  those of their colleagues.” Th e king’s execu-
tion did not lead directly to the Terror. But a case can be made that when 
the Terror did come, his execution would be a major factor in its becoming 
a “killing Terror”: not just the repression, imprisonment, or banishment 
of one’s enemies, but their extermination.100

As fate would have it, another act of violence the day before the king’s 
execution would further intensify the factional hatreds. On the eve ning of 
January 20 the deputy Le Peletier de Saint- Fargeau was paying his restau-
rant bill in the “Garden of Equality”— the former Palais Royal— when he 
was attacked by six men and stabbed in the chest with a saber. He died 
early the next morning, just seven hours before the king.101 Although he 
came from one of the great Pa ri sian families of the robe nobility, Le Pele-
tier had transformed himself into a staunch Montagnard who had voted 
for the king’s death. It was his reputation as a turncoat within the nobility 
that had drawn the ire of his royalist assailants. Deputies had long expressed 
fears that their lives might be in danger. Th e Girondins complained re-
peatedly of being threatened by people in the streets. Th e Montagnard dep-
uties Robespierre, Drouet, and Chabot all claimed to have received death 
threats.102 Now there was proof that no one’s life was safe.

For a brief moment, the funeral for a fallen colleague seemed to bring 
the Convention together. Or ga nized by the great paint er Jacques- Louis 
David “in the style of the Ancients,” it was the grandest ceremony that Gui-
ttard had ever witnessed. He was amazed to see the body carried through 
the streets in Roman fashion, face upward on a plank, the upper torso 
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unclothed, so that the bloody wound “three fi ngers wide” was clearly vis-
ible. Th e burial was followed with speeches by Revolutionary offi  cials and 
hymns intoned by several celebrated singers, all producing “a profoundly 
mournful and religious sight.” At the end of the ceremony virtually the 
entire corps of deputies swore an oath “to extinguish all personal animosi-
ties and come together to save the fatherland.” “May God will,” wrote 
Couthon, “that we will not have sworn in vain.”103

Yet the show of unity during Le Peletier’s funeral was short- lived and 
superfi cial. Several Montagnards openly blamed the rival faction for the 
murder of their comrade. Amar would even mock the Girondins’ fears of 
threats to their lives: “Now we see for which side the daggers  were prepared.” 
“Th e infamous cabal,” wrote Lebas, “who tried to save Louis and bring back 
slavery” had openly incited the murder of Le Peletier by calling him out-
rageous names. But now, he predicted, “the reign of such rogues is over.”104



They had tried and executed a king. Th ey had buried one of their own, 
murdered by a counterrevolutionary only a few steps from their meeting 
hall. Now, in the weeks and months that followed, the members of the Na-
tional Convention would endeavor to return to their original function of 
writing a new, republican constitution. In fact, however, the elimination 
of the “tyrant” would raise a host of new problems and passions within 
the Assembly and within the country, so that much of the year 1793 would 
remain extraordinarily troubled and turbulent.

Like the deputies of the fi rst National Assembly the Conventionnels 
would go well beyond their role as a “constituent” body. Th ey would craft 
new legislation to reor ga nize the army and the navy, to transform educa-
tion, and to reform taxation and public welfare, and they would fi nd them-
selves continually intervening in “executive” functions. In theory the day- 
to- day activities of the government  were directed by a provisional executive 
council appointed by the Convention. But the ministers who sat on that 
council  were frequently suspected of not working for the best interests 
of the nation or of being too closely linked to one of the two rival factions. 
Th e deputies felt compelled to watch and supervise their actions, so that 
the ministers  were frequently subordinated to the relevant Convention 
committees. At the beginning of the year the Assembly had also impro-
vised an umbrella “Committee of General Defense” to direct all aspects of 
the war.

In their ser vice to the nation the deputies  were compelled not only to 
attend daily sessions— which sometimes lasted twelve hours or more— but 

10
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also to sit on committees, compose reports, pursue correspondence with 
their constituencies, and occasionally to journey out on missions to the prov-
inces. Few could aff ord to hire secretaries or to bring their families to Paris. 
Th ey complained of being “crushed with work,” of leading an “exhausting 
life,” of staying up half the night in the Convention and then going home 
to face the “necessary reading” of new bills and newspapers and of “letters 
sent to us from all over.”1

Th ere was also evidence of a subtle evolution in the culture of the depu-
ties, expressive of the new demo cratic ideals and— at least for some of the 
representatives— of a self- conscious identifi cation with the pop u lar classes. 
Many had now taken to changing their mode of clothing. Brissot had long 
preached the importance of a greater simplicity in dress, of a repudiation 
of the luxurious standards of the Old Regime aristocracy, which had once 
been the arbiter of taste and fashion. “If a simplicity of style is a charac-
teristic of the free man,” he had written, “a simplicity of manners and es-
pecially of dress is even more so.” Over the months since 1789, powdered 
wigs, knee breeches, silver- buckled shoes, and elegant vests had all been 
abandoned by many of the Revolutionaries, to be replaced by the long leather 
boots and rough coats they might have worn while hunting or tromping 
about in the fi elds. To be sure, not all of the radicals adopted the sartorial 
transformation, and Robespierre continued to wear his wig and knee 
breeches to the end of his life. But in a letter to his wife in late 1792 Pierre 
Campmas described the apparel of the Montagnard colleagues with whom 
he sat: “We now all look like beggars. Boots and threadbare clothing, such 
is our stylish costume.” A certain number had also begun wearing the red 
“liberty cap,” which had made a dramatic comeback in the Jacobin Club 
the previous October and which was now the head covering of choice for 
the common people.2

Another mark of the times was the increasing use of the familiar “tu” 
[you] pronoun when addressing one another— rather than the “vous” form, 
habitually used in polite society under the Old Regime. Th e concept 
had fi rst been proposed in 1790 by leftist intellectuals— notably Louise 
Kéralio— but it seems to have become general practice in the Jacobin Club 
only after the overthrow of the monarchy. By the end of 1792 many of the 
sections began requiring the “tu” form, in the name of general equality, 
and Robespierre had adopted this mode of expression with many of his 
friends. Th e usage seems fi rst to have made its appearance on the fl oor of 
the Convention in the context of insults. In February the deputy Th omas 



Th e Crisis of ’93

247

used the familiar form to rebuke Marat for one of his outbursts: “Shut up, 
you imbecile!” In May the Montagnard Philibert Simond would even 
address— and insult— the Girondin president of the Convention in this 
manner. By the fall of that year virtually all of our letter writers began using 
“tu” with their correspondents, and it was even adopted in the formal di-
rectives of Revolutionary ministers.3

Th e overall tone of the Convention, however, continued to be set by the 
terrible feud between Girondins and Montagnards. Th ough some depu-
ties had hoped that the conclusion of the king’s trial would bring an end 
to po liti cal divisions, in fact, the rivalries seemed only to intensify in the 
months that followed. Th e two parties, wrote Nicolas Ruault to his brother, 
“hate each other as bitterly as they hate the royalists.” If you are a “Jacobin 
of longstanding”— as he considered himself to be— you dared not even 
speak in the presence of a Girondin, “without inciting a bitter reaction. 
What a frightful situation!” 4

To Conquer the World

For a time, in the immediate aftermath of the king’s execution, the Mon-
tagnards seemed in the ascendancy. Th ey had been particularly successful 
in linking their rivals to royalism— since so many of the Girondins had 
opposed Louis’ death— and they  were now able to win the support of many 
in the nonaligned Plain.5 Signifi cantly, between early February and early 
April they prevailed in four of the fi ve elections for president and almost 
all of those for secretary— in sharp contrast to the Girondins’ domination 
before the king’s trial.6 From January through early April the Mountain 
was also able to win many of the most important debates in the Conven-
tion. Th ey handily beat back a Girondin eff ort to reopen the question of 
the September Massacres— a scarcely veiled indictment of the Montagnard 
leadership. Th eirs was the dominant voice in the reform and demo cratization 
of the military, and in February they succeeded in tabling a draft consti-
tution written by the Girondin- dominated constitutional committee— a 
draft that they pictured as elitist and inaccessible to the general population.7 
A number of observers at the time commented on the Mountain’s triumphs 
in the Assembly. “Th ey are attracting so many votes from those in the 
Plain,” wrote Jullien, “that I no longer fear obtaining a solid majority.”8

Th e one issue on which the Girondins still exerted leadership during this 
period was the expansion of the war. It was, after all, a call for war that 
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had brought them to prominence in 1792. As they found themselves on 
the defensive on domestic questions, they vigorously promoted a formal 
declaration of hostilities against En gland and Holland. To be sure, the evo-
lution of the international situation had made confl ict with Britain all but 
inevitable. Th e British government had been deeply disturbed by the abo-
lition of the monarchy and by the spectacular military successes that brought 
the French to the frontier of Holland. In December 1792 they began calling 
up sailors and preparing their navy for military action.9

It was in response to this situation that Brissot’s faction reactivated the 
war rhetoric they had used with such eff ect a year earlier and that they had 
fl aunted again after the French victories in the fall. In early January the 
Girondin supporter Armand Kersaint, a veteran naval captain who had 
fought in the American Revolution, delivered a lengthy address castigating 
the British and their supposed neutrality. “In a war of kings against men,” 
he proclaimed, “everyone is either a friend or an enemy.” Th ere could be 
nothing in between. And then he developed an extraordinary vision of the 
conquests France would achieve once they had settled with the En glish and 
their Dutch allies. Th ey would move to liberate all the colonies held by the 
two powers: “Asia and America are calling us.” And why not also bring the 
Revolution to Portugal and Brazil? On January 12 Brissot himself ex-
pounded a similar message. In money, ships, and men the French had a 
clear advantage over Britain, which was now, he claimed, “the mere shadow 
of a great power,” deeply in debt from its previous wars. War with En gland 
would also provide the occasion to bring the blessings of freedom to India.10

Th e fi nal impulse for war came when the execution of Louis XVI 
prompted the British court to expel the French envoy in London. Armed 
with this “insult” to the French nation, the Girondins stepped forward to 
demand a formal declaration of war. On February 1 Brissot and two of his 
friends all pressed the issue. When someone tried to raise another ques-
tion, Louvet shouted out: “War, war, the only subject is war!” Brissot re-
hearsed much the same logic and rhetoric as in 1792: it was not for France 
alone that they must now do battle with En gland and Holland, but for 
the liberation of all Eu rope from the hands of tyrants. Yet if the principal 
initiative for the expansion of the war came from the Girondins, it was 
backed by all deputies from all factions, and the declaration passed unani-
mously. Several of the Montagnards followed up with strong prowar 
affi  rmations.11
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What ever the initial causes of the confl ict in the minds of the deputies, 
few seemed to doubt that France would soon triumph over the  whole of 
Eu rope. Th roughout the weeks of February and early March, in letters both 
to patriotic societies and to family and personal friends, they predicted the 
rapid and overwhelming victory of the armies of the Republic. Th ere was 
a remarkable optimism, a veritable exaltation among Girondins, Montag-
nards, and members of the Plain alike. “I cannot doubt,” wrote the Mon-
tagnard stalwart Georges Couthon, “that if we fi rmly desire it, we can lib-
erate Eu rope in six months and purge the earth of all tyrants.” Brissot’s 
friend Bancal fully agreed and predicted the coming confl ict would be a 
war to end wars: “the last that will ever bring grief to Eu rope.” Th e young 
merchant from the Gironde, Boyer- Fonfrède, recognized the challenges that 
lay ahead, but he was convinced of ultimate victory: “An end to repose, 
an end to peace, an end to all feeble fears. We reject any thought of com-
promise. We will save the nation,” he concluded, “as long as we never 
look back.”12

It was in this same mood of unbounded confi dence that the deputies 
now began annexing almost all of the territories previously occupied by 
their victorious armies. In each case they did so only after the local 
citizenry— or at least a portion of that citizenry— formally requested an-
nexation. Yet by the fi rst week of March Belgium, Nice, the Right Bank of 
the Rhine, some areas of Switzerland, and the formerly in de pen dent enclave 
of Salm in Loraine had all been slated for incorporation into France.13 
Jacques Pinet was ecstatic: henceforth the French and the Belgians “are 
all one. Th ere will be no more distinctions between them, and these two 
nations will form but a single people of brothers and of friends.” Monestier 
was already thinking about the name they would give to a new French 
department in Belgium, deciding that “Plaines du Nord” would be most suit-
able.14 It was in this same mood of undoubting confi dence that on March 7 
the Convention unanimously declared war on Spain: “One more enemy for 
France,” declared Barère, “will bring one more triumph for liberty.”15

Of course, a war to be pursued against the  whole of Eu rope along all of 
France’s frontiers and on the high seas would obviously demand more troops 
and perhaps a reor ga nized army and navy. Th e deputies  were well aware, 
moreover, that many of the volunteers of 1792 had only enrolled for a lim-
ited period and had now left the front and returned home. Yet they felt 
optimistic that most such men would take up arms once again as soon as 
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they realized the nation’s need for new sacrifi ces. In mid- February the former 
army offi  cer Dubois- Crancé elaborated a comprehensive plan for a reor ga-
nized military. After careful calculations he determined that France would 
need some 300,000 additional soldiers for a multifront war. A decree was 
passed establishing quotas for each department, to be apportioned among 
the individual towns and villages. All those individuals holding public 
functions or involved in war production  were excused, a provision that 
potentially exempted much of the middle class. Th e Convention avoided 
instituting conscription— which, as Pinet explained, “is not appropriate for 
a free people”— but the ultimate determination of the mode of recruitment 
was left to local authorities.16

In general, they assumed that new troops could be raised without dif-
fi culty. Th ey took note of France’s large population, with a greater supply 
of young men than any other nation of Eu rope, and they recalled the en-
thusiasm of the summer of 1792, when national guardsmen and other vol-
unteers from towns all around France had rushed to join up and confront 
the Prus sians. “We are hopeful,” confi ded Claude- Antoine Blad to his friends 
in Brest, “that the cry of the ‘fatherland in peril’ will bring to our aid far 
more defenders than we have asked for.” Prudhomme strongly agreed: if 
they  were to resist the  whole of Eu rope leagued against them, they would 
need several hundred thousand more men. “We will have them,” he wrote. 
“Th ey will soon march off .” For the volunteers would know that they  were 
fi ghting for all the patriots of Eu rope.17

But could young Frenchmen summon up the same enthusiasm to fi ght 
for all the patriots of Eu rope as they had when their homeland had been 
invaded and when Paris was in imminent danger of falling? Moreover, many 
of the most fervent young patriots— townsmen for the most part— were 
already serving in the armies. If the recruitment  were to be successful, there 
must be a considerable number of new enlistees from the lower and lower- 
middle classes and, above all, from the mass of the peasantry. And as the 
Convention would discover to its distress, a great many Frenchmen, and 
especially a great many peasants,  were not at all ready to fi ght.

Th e Enragés and the Feminist Moment

As the deputies of the National Convention set their sights on conquering 
the world, the po liti cal culture of militant Paris continued to evolve, partly 
through interaction with the Convention, partly through its own internal 
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dynamics. Radical militants from the middle- class elites— meeting in the 
Cordeliers Club and the Jacobin Club and the sectional committees of the 
city— continued to play a major leadership role, as they had since the be-
ginning of the Revolution. With the advent of universal male suff rage, how-
ever, they  were joined by ever- greater numbers from the pop u lar classes. 
Th e period saw the arrival of a new generation of street- savvy militants, all 
jostling for power and infl uence. Th ose individuals from the working classes 
gifted with oratorical skills and or gan i za tion al abilities and possessed 
with the ambition to lead  were soon competing with one another for 
prominence on a stage of po liti cal activism never before open to them. As 
they encountered one another in cafés and street- corner debates, as they 
contended in the meetings of the sections and the national guard, there 
was an infl ation of rhetoric, of coarse invectives and mutual defamation, 
appealing to the fears and animosities of the social groups over whom 
they sought ascendancy.18

In the competition for power and po liti cal prestige, some local leaders 
pushed policies that  were ever more radical.19 Th ere  were demands for the 
tight control of food prices and the creation of an imposed “maximum” 
on basic consumer commodities. Th ere was talk of heavily taxing or even 
seizing the goods and property of the rich and redistributing them to the 
poor. Th ere was also a tendency to promote violence as a solution for a range 
of po liti cal and economic diffi  culties, stimulating and agitating the cul-
ture of suspicion through attacks on an array of potential conspirators and 
evildoers. In this, they played on the penchant for violence so prevalent 
among lower- middle- class males before the Revolution. Th e most extreme 
came to be called and to call themselves the enragés (the “furious”). Th ey 
proudly donned the red “liberty cap,” and a substantial number now began 
sprouting moustaches, rarely seen in France at the end of the Old Regime, 
as an additional sign of virile militancy. During the pop u lar insurrection 
at the beginning of June, deputies would refer to “the men with moustaches” 
who  were controlling the exits to the Convention hall. However, the group 
never held a single coherent position, and they commonly competed with 
one another as much as with those who  were less radical.

As the enragés and sans- culottes became ever more prominent in neigh-
borhood politics, many middle- class militant radicals came also to adopt 
their clothing and their rough- and- ready language and accents. Th e jour-
nalist and municipal offi  cial Jacques Hébert, entirely middle class in 
his origins, won his reputation by appropriating the crude and colorful 
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lower- class vernacular for his newspaper, supposedly written by the stove 
maker “Father Duchesne.” By the middle of 1793 many of the most radical 
deputies in the Convention also adopted the designation of sans- culottes 
and began tilting toward the pop u lar classes in their dress and language 
and their use of the familiar “tu.”

Since at least 1791, the radicals had idealized “the people,” viewing them 
as the heart and soul of the Revolution. Now they began emphasizing the 
corollary: that a great many rich  were “egoists,” more preoccupied with their 
personal wealth than with the public good and the salvation of the nation, 
and perhaps attracted to various insidious conspiracies. Th e “rich bourgeois” 
 were increasingly lumped together with the refractory priests and the 
aristocrats in the rogues’ gallery of enemies of the Revolution. “Egotism, 
self- interest, and corruption,” wrote Rosalie Jullien, “the three monsters 
common to aristocrats, priests, and the rich, have always preyed upon the 
poor people.”20 Th e sans- culotte leader François Hanriot— the son of a 
peasant from the outskirts of Paris who had risen to prominence through 
his role in the national guard— put it bluntly in a speech before his section: 
“Th e rich have made the laws for long enough. Now it’s time for the poor 
to make them, so that equality will reign between rich and poor.”21

Th roughout the fi rst months of 1793, Pa ri sian militants continued their 
eff orts to exert pressure on the Convention— as they had earlier attempted 
to infl uence debates in the Legislative Assembly— with demonstrations in 
the streets and near the assembly hall, with petitions by the sections read 
before the deputies, with occasional marches through the hall itself, when-
ever they could obtain the representatives’ permission. Th e recent changes 
in the or ga ni za tion of the national guard gave the Pa ri sians even greater 
potential infl uence. Since the late summer of 1792, guard units had been 
made to coincide with the sections and  were eff ectively placed under the 
control of the section leaders.22 Th us, in the various mass demonstrations 
of the sections before the Convention in the spring and summer of 1793, 
many of the men would come armed with pikes and muskets. At the end 
of May and the beginning of June the Pa ri sians would impose their will 
on the Convention in part through the direct threat of armed intervention.

Th e fi rst months of 1793 also saw an ever- more- active participation of 
women.23 To be sure, women had closely followed and participated in Rev-
olutionary events from the very beginning. But now a signifi cant number 
from both the middle and the pop u lar classes  were asserting their right to 
take part in national politics on a continuous basis. In part, this mobiliza-
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tion was linked to the ever- increasing price of grain and to women’s tradi-
tional role as guardians of the food supply. Th ey would be the primary par-
ticipants in a wave of Pa ri sian riots in February 1793, protesting the high 
cost not only of bread but of other commodities considered essential to their 
lives, including coff ee, sugar, candles, and— for the large numbers of 
washerwomen— soap and soda. According to Guittard, the women had fi rst 
attempted to work through the po liti cal system, presenting their grievances 
to their sections and to the Convention. It was only after no one listened 
to them that they announced they  were ready to act on their own. Between 
February 25 and 27 the women, soon joined by large numbers of men, con-
fronted bakers and grocers throughout the city, threatening them with 
lynchings unless they lowered their prices. Sometimes they simply seized 
goods, leaving behind a payment they thought was fair. Far more women 
may well have been involved in the riots of February 1793 than in the march 
on Versailles in October 1789.24

Another major impetus for women’s politicization was the growing 
number of Pa ri sian families whose male breadwinners had left to fi ght on 
the frontiers. Women had been led to believe that when their husbands 
and brothers went off  to war, the Convention would help provide for their 
families. When this did not happen, groups of women mobilized to insist 
on their “rights,” often demanding a tax on the rich to subsidize their family 
economy. Some women also used the departure of so many men as a jus-
tifi cation for their own greater role in politics. Th ey announced that hence-
forth there was to be a division of labor. Th ey would concentrate on in-
ternal enemies, while the men took charge of fi ghting the foreign enemies. 
By the spring many had become active in their sectional meetings, regu-
larly demanding the arrest of the Girondins and other “conspirators” in 
their midst.25

In early May some of the most militant among them formed a new so-
ciety of “Revolutionary Republican Women.” Women had long been at-
tending male clubs— usually sitting in the balconies— and had even formed 
clubs of their own. But the new society was substantially more radical than 
those that had preceded it. Th e members closely linked themselves to the 
enragés and the Cordeliers Club, and they adopted many of their most rad-
ical proposals. Th ey also demanded the creation of an armed company of 
women to serve in the national guard. Soon they could be seen marching 
through the streets of Paris, shouting slogans and carry ing banners marked 
with the eye of vigilance, a few even dressed as Amazons. Guittard was 
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amazed to see a group of some 200 to 300, parading through the city and 
its suburbs, “beating a drum and carry ing a sort of fl ag,” some wearing 
“helmets like soldiers or the police.” Soon he reported that women  were 
regularly taking part in local politics. When his section marched to the 
Convention to present a petition, there  were so many women that they could 
walk three by three, arms linked, with a woman between every two men.26

Th e remarkable integration of women into the sectional life of the city 
invariably led to an expanded vision of their place in the new po liti cal cul-
ture and in society in general. How many of them knew of the “Declara-
tion of the Rights of Women” by Olympe de Gouge would be diffi  cult to 
say. De Gouge was in fact a known royalist, who would not have been ap-
preciated by the “Republican Women,” and Rosalie Jullien never mentioned 
her. Yet comments in Jullien’s correspondence help us assess the evolving 
po liti cal consciousness of some middle- class women. In 1792 Jullien had 
remained only an observer of events, reporting on the insurrection of Au-
gust 10 from her window or as she walked through the streets with her youn-
gest son. Only occasionally had she attended the National Assembly or the 
Jacobin Club. By the spring of 1793, however, she had become a “regular” 
in the Convention galleries, watching, taking notes for her older son who 
was away in the provinces, and cheering or shouting out comments on the 
proceedings she witnessed.

In the beginning she had come primarily to support her Montagnard 
husband, who had just been elected to the Convention, attending from her 
“desire to see and be near my deputy [her husband], . . .  my love for the 
public good being joined with my love for him.”27 Yet over time her pres-
ence came to mean something more. On one occasion, an off hand com-
ment over the dinner table by her husband’s colleague Bertrand Barère com-
pelled her to join in the conversation. Barère had asserted that the women 
of Paris loved neither the Revolution nor the Republic. But Rosalie quickly 
responded that “all the women I know are patriots and republicans. Th ey 
support the Revolution, even if they don’t care for all its noise and confu-
sion.” Barère’s mistake was in thinking only of aristocratic women. In fact, 
she declared, “I am much happier with all that comes from my sex than 
with all that comes from yours. You men possess everything and you are 
too proud of your advantages; while we women, the sensible and loving 
portion of humanity and the soul of all societies, are often forgotten.” Th ere 
 were already many women, she believed, who  were true Spartans and Ro-
mans, and who  were better able to attain republican virtues than the men.28
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Jullien’s active presence in the Convention underlines another element 
in the evolution of Pa ri sian politics during the period: the ever- more- vocal 
intervention in the debates of the audience, women and men, sitting in the 
balcony galleries. Th e Convention’s formal rules of September 1792 forbade 
any commentaries from the public, and at fi rst the deputies had made a 
concerted eff ort to keep the spectators quiet, imposing a policy that was 
generally maintained into early 1793. When the audience openly cheered 
Brissot’s speech on February 1, calling for a declaration of war, it was still 
considered unusual. One deputy shouted out at the time, “Th e galleries 
should be praised in this instance for breaking the rules.” Th e next day they 
 were again allowed to cheer when Nice was offi  cially annexed to France.29 
Th ereafter, the spectators  were generally given free rein to express their views, 
particularly during the weeks when the Montagnards dominated the pres-
idency. For it soon became clear that the vast majority of those in atten-
dance favored the Mountain.

Th e Girondins angrily protested the “tyranny” of the galleries. According 
to Blad, during the Convention’s mid- April roll- call on a proposed indict-
ment of Marat, every individual who voted in favor was covered with hisses 
and even threatened by the galleries.30 Th ere was some hope on the part of 
Brissot and his friends that the larger hall into which the Convention moved 
in early May— erected in the Tuileries Palace where the king had once 
lived— would change the situation. Th e balconies  were now farther away 
and more clearly delimited by columns. Th ere was also an attempt to re-
serve the balconies closest to the speaker for visitors from the departments, 
who  were thought to support the Girondins and who  were provided with 
special admission passes. Jullien sized up the situation on the fi rst day, when 
she saw large numbers of “aristocrats” surrounding her in one of the new 
balconies. If the rules  were enforced, she thought, “the smaller galleries 
would soon be the lair of counterrevolutionaries and the lackeys of the Bris-
sotins.” However, members of the Revolutionary Republican Women soon 
positioned themselves at the doors to the galleries and refused entry to 
anyone presenting a pass, arguing that such a procedure was opposed to 
the principle of equality. A few days later, when a young man with a pass 
somehow worked his way inside, the women raised such a ruckus that 
debates in the Convention  were interrupted until the individual was es-
corted out.31

In the face of Girondin attacks on the galleries, Jullien made a passionate 
defense of their role in the Revolution: those in attendance did nothing 
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more than “to applaud the orators who support the people and indicate 
their indignation against their adversaries.” In this, moreover, they  were 
simply following “the example set by the legislators themselves, who ex-
press their approval and disapproval in the same manner.” Indeed, she ar-
gued, the galleries  were generally calmer and less agitated than the “senate.” 
In her view, the galleries had now become an essential part of the po liti cal 
pro cess: “a reef against which all the plots of our enemies are shattered.” 
“Th ey are made up of the purest and fi nest patriots of the Republic.”32

Initially, the new recruitment law of February had elicited strong sup-
port from the Pa ri sian militants and pop u lar classes. Th ere  were reports 
that the majority of the sections provided far more than their quotas, some 
even more than double the contingent specifi ed in the law. And once again, 
as in the summer of ’92, battalions of young men paraded boisterously 
through the hall of the Convention, cheering and singing patriotic songs, 
before heading for the front.33 Th e pop u lar classes  were angered, however, 
that many middle- and upper- class men refused to volunteer. Some among 
the working classes announced that they would not leave unless all social 
groups  were called upon, or at least until heavy taxes  were levied on the 
wealthy to help pay for the war eff ort. Th e rich, reported Jullien, have no 
desire to leave for the war and “the brave sans- culottes don’t want to leave 
without them.” By April and May the issue began to create fi ssures among 
the sections, exacerbating a division between moderates and radicals that 
the Girondins would do their best to exploit. Ruault told his brother of 
groups of well- dressed individuals who assembled in large numbers on the 
Champs- Elysées “not to enlist but to make motions and protest.” Th ere 
 were even rumors that some of the individuals in question had shouted 
“down with the Republic.” Such a reaction only confi rmed Jullien’s suspi-
cions that the upper classes  were closet counterrevolutionaries.34 Th e divi-
sions in Paris between rich and poor within the various sections of the city 
would continue throughout the summer.

Th e Barbarism of Civil War

If the recruitment issue was the cause of dissension in Paris, it would soon 
engender full- scale insurrection in many of the provinces. By 1793 local 
politics had probably become even more complex and diverse than in any 
previous period of the Revolution. Th e tendency toward decentralization 
had been reinforced by the factional splits in the Convention that saw dep-
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uties questioning the policies and even the loyalty of their colleagues and 
aggressively condemning their rivals in letters home. Th ere  were many in-
stances of departments elaborating or expanding or rejecting laws passed 
by the Convention, of districts refusing to obey orders from the depart-
ments, of small towns and villages rejecting or ignoring directives from both. 
Administrators at every level could drag their feet and put off  as long as 
possible the implementation of decrees that they knew  were unpop u lar. Yet 
there  were endless variations in the patterns of rivalries from department 
to department, from town to town, so that it is extraordinarily diffi  cult to 
generalize.

During the fi rst months of the Convention, turmoil in the provinces was 
generated by a variety of problems. A new cycle of food riots broke out 
in the autumn in many parts of France, notably in Maine, Normandy, 
Touraine, and portions of the south.35 Religious disturbance also persisted 
through early 1793, notably in regions with large numbers of refractory 
parish priests. Th e nonjurors had sometimes been allowed to remain at their 
posts well into 1792. Yet with the deportation law of August 1792, they  were 
forced out or arrested almost everywhere, much to the unhappiness of the 
countrypeople.36 Th e situation was particularly tense in much of western 
France, where the countryside was often massively refractory but where town 
elites  were ferociously anticlerical. Feelings  were infl amed when town ad-
ministrators dispatched national guards into the villages, arresting refrac-
tory priests and badly treating the villagers who supported them.37 By early 
1793 an administrator of the district of Les Sables- d’Olonne in the depart-
ment of Vendée was despondent over the evolution of the situation: “Th e 
great majority of the people,” he wrote, “is entirely corrupted by fanat i-
cism. Th ey complain that for them the Revolution has been a long series 
of injustices.”38

Th e Convention’s decree of February, calling for 300,000 new recruits, 
would ignite one of the most violent waves of insurrections in the country-
side since 1789.39 By 1793 the most po liti cally committed young men, the 
great majority coming from the towns, had already left for the army, 
and a substantial proportion of the militants remaining  were serving in 
positions that gave them immunity from serving. Moreover, in setting local 
quotas, the law took into account past recruitment history, so that depart-
ments that had previously shown the least enthusiasm  were now asked for 
the largest contingents. Paris itself and a number of the larger towns easily 
met their quotas through volunteers.40 But elsewhere, in rural regions far 
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from Paris and far from the front, new volunteers  were extremely rare. In 
numerous villages not a single young man stepped forward. Local leaders 
 were forced to use various forms of persuasion and coercion, from drawing 
lots to holding votes on who should be designated to go. Unfortunately, as 
Blad surmised, it was only too easy for people to link the current recruit-
ment decree to the hated conscription laws of the Old Regime. At the be-
ginning of March the Convention was already aware of the disappointing 
response, which often appeared “desperately slow.” 41

In the eyes of many rural citizens, the decrees of the Revolution had taken 
away their priests, killed their king, and passed a variety of laws that scarcely 
diminished or even raised their taxes, laws that had often been enforced 
by rough and arrogant urban national guardsmen arriving from the towns. 
Now the Convention wanted to send them off  to die for such a Revolu-
tion, in a war that was hundreds of kilometers from their homes— while 
many of those who had started and supported the war remained in their 
towns to count the taxes and administer. As one rebel leader would explain, 
“the conscription law brought an explosion of indignation among people 
already long unhappy with the wrongs they had suff ered under the 
Revolution.” 42

Soon there  were reports of riots in almost every corner of the country: 
in Alsace and Lorraine, in Franche- Comté, in Burgundy, in Auvergne, in 
Languedoc, and even in a number of generally patriotic towns like Grenoble, 
Bordeaux, Angoulême, Orléans, and Toulouse. Th e opposition was some-
times accompanied by acts of defi ance, shouting slogans against the Re-
public or cutting down liberty trees.43 While most of these protests  were 
short- lived and quickly repressed by national guardsmen from the towns, 
a veritable insurrection arose across a large swathe of provinces in western 
France, both north and south of the Loire River. Th e uprisings began 
everywhere at about the same time, in the second week of March, just as 
recruitment laws  were beginning to be applied. Soon panic- stricken reports 
 were pouring into the Convention from towns besieged by countrypeople 
in Brittany, Normandy, Anjou, Maine, and western Poitou. Numerous 
towns, including the great port cities of Brest and Nantes,  were entirely 
cut off  and lost all contact with Paris. Stunned deputies on mission in the 
Breton capital of Rennes reported that “nearly the entire countryside is 
marching [against us] in battle formation, led by talented leaders.” 44

Th e ultimate cause of the massive uprisings in the west has been the sub-
ject of endless debate. It is clear that a certain number of local nobles and 
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returning emigrants had been active in the area for over a year, hopeful of 
fomenting just such an uprising. Several of those who would soon lead the 
peasant armies in the region had been present in the Tuileries Palace, at-
tempting to save the king on August 10.45 But in most cases, it was the 
countrypeople themselves who took the initiative in recruiting nobles to lead 
them. Many of the peasants in question  were sharecroppers whose rents had 
actually been raised by the Revolution. Th e new tax laws allowed landowners 
to raise such rents, since they no longer had to pay the tithes and seigneurial 
dues and the value of the rental property, they argued, had now increased.46

Th e central factor, however, uniting virtually all of the rebels in the west, 
was anger and indignation over the Revolution’s religious policies. 
Th roughout the region the overwhelming proportion of the parish clergy 
had refused the oath of loyalty to the Constitution. Th ere can be no doubt 
that many local curés, like Yves- Michel Marchais of La Chapelle- du- Genêt, 
had dealt harshly with the Revolution in their sermons and in the confes-
sional and that they continued to venerate the “late king of blessed and 
beloved memory.” Most such priests abhorred violence and would never 
have preached open rebellion.47 However, much of western France was char-
acterized by a rather diff erent religious tradition among the laity. A rela-
tively recent revitalization movement seems to have created a particularly 
intense religious culture. Th e rich pilgrimage and pro cessional tradition in 
the region was placed under attack when Revolutionary authorities closed 
down rural chapels. Curé Marchais was surprised by the vigorous pop u lar 
insistence on pilgrimages early in the Revolution. Th e expulsion of the large 
numbers of refractory clergymen in the area only further stoked pop u lar 
anger. In any case, observers reported that religion was the rallying cry in 
1793 almost everywhere: “We want our priests back! We are free. We do 
not want to go to war, but if we must die, let them kill us in our own homes 
and fi elds.” 48 Many rebels in the west had clearly been infl uenced by the 
ideals of 1789. Th ey  were quick to claim the right of self- determination and 
to view their uprising as a form of revolution. “Your so- called republican 
government,” wrote a leader of the Vendée insurrection, “adopted the prin-
ciple that sovereignty resides essentially in the people. Well! Th is sovereign 
people desires a king and the free exercise of their religion. Th is has always 
been their will, and you have despised it. Th ey have all risen up to force-
fully oppose tyranny.” 49

Many of the rebels in the west  were thus motivated by a veritable rage 
against the Revolution and the Revolutionaries. Th e majority of the towns 



Th e Coming of the Terror in the French Revolution

260

under siege  were able to fend off  attacks by the countrypeople. But those 
that did fall could be subjected to fi erce reprisals, even massacres, espe-
cially if the patriots had defended themselves and had killed some of the 
rebels in a fi refi ght. Dozens and sometimes hundreds of patriots  were killed 
in the small towns of Montaigu, Mortagne, Machecoul, and elsewhere. 
Revolutionary administrators, judges, Constitutional priests, and patriot 
national guardsmen could all be cut down where they  were captured or 
killed afterward in makeshift prisons. Curé François Chevallier, from a small 
Breton parish on the edge of the Vendée, was saddened by the violence of 
his parishioners— even though he had supported their cause and would 
serve as a chaplain to their armies. It was in the small town of Machecoul, 
he wrote in his memoirs, “that the horrors began and  were perpetuated, a 
carnage that one could scarcely have imagined.” He had been appalled to 
hear his own villagers declare “that it was essential and indispensable for 
peace that no patriot should be left in France.” “Th e people,” he concluded, 
“throwing off  their chains and their silence, fell upon the patriots with un-
believable fury.”50

Th us from the beginning— even before the Convention had learned of 
the events— the insurrections in the west led to a brutal civil war between 
the patriot “Blues”— overwhelmingly urban— and the insurgent “Whites”— 
massively from the countryside: between fervent supporters on both sides, 
fi ghting to the death with terrible ferocity.51 Patriot offi  cials sent vivid de-
scriptions of struggling for their lives and for what they believed, as they 
 were besieged by peasant armies equally motivated by their own passionate 
convictions. Th e fears and hatreds  were fueled on both sides, moreover, by 
rapidly spreading rumors. Some Republicans, terrifi ed by the overwhelming 
numbers they faced and aware of the massacres already committed by the 
rebels, fl ed in panic to the larger towns, where they sometimes exagger-
ated the atrocities to explain and justify their fright.52

Soon patriot national guardsmen and other volunteers from all the sur-
rounding regions— Limousin, eastern Poitou, Bordeaux, Tours— were 
marching toward the west, coming to the aid of their beleaguered brothers 
but also fearful that the rebels might decide to move against their own towns. 
And from the beginning, the patriots  were prepared to reply in kind to 
the violence of the insurgents. “Citizens,” declared the local Republican 
military commanders in March, “you have allowed yourselves to be led 
astray by your priests and your nobles. . . .  We regret that we must now 
shed your blood; but if you persist, we will exterminate you to the last in-



Th e Crisis of ’93

261

dividual.”53 As early as March 13, the besieged city of Nantes created a revo-
lutionary tribunal on its own initiative to try captured rebels, for which 
no quarter was to be given. In the end, the insurgent countrypeople— 
including hundreds of women and children— would be killed in far greater 
numbers than the patriots. But the weighing and comparing of mutual 
atrocities can in no way diminish the horrors perpetrated inexorably by both 
sides in the tragic civil war that ensued. As Curé Chevallier described 
it, Frenchmen on both sides, “turning their fury and rage against one 
another . . .  ultimately forgot that they  were human beings.”54

In the end the patriots succeeded in repressing the March recruitment 
riots in most of the west north of the Loire. Even in Brittany, which ini-
tially seemed to have the worst uprisings of any province, Revolutionary 
offi  cials and national guardsmen  were able to defeat the rebels and execute 
many of their leaders.55 But south of the Loire, in the region soon known 
as the “Vendée”— in Western Poitou, southern Brittany, and Anjou— the 
Republicans  were anything but successful. It was a zone with a sparser dis-
tribution of towns— compared to the areas north of the Loire— and thus 
with substantially smaller contingents of patriot national guardsmen. Per-
haps more important, there  were far fewer regular troops stationed in the 
region.56 Rapidly or ga nized by local nobles with military skill and by one 
or two exceptional commoners, the Vendée armies  were soon winning vic-
tory after victory: marching into battle with banners depicting religious 
symbols of the cross and the sacred heart; or ambushing Republican armies 
marching between hedgerows— hedges fi lled with stones and trees that  were 
more like walls. Th ereafter and for the next several years, the Vendée re-
bellion became the symbol for the Republicans of all that was most fearful 
and most hateful in the internal counterrevolution.

Th e March Crisis and the Structuring of the Terror

Th e civil wars in the provinces, the turmoil and radical critiques of the Pa-
ri sian enragés, and the dramatic reversals on the war front would be the 
backdrop for a crisis and near panic in the Convention in the course of 
March and April. Th e crisis would see the rapid creation of a  whole range 
of repressive institutions in reaction to the threats. It would also reinforce 
the terrible recriminations and suspicions among the Revolutionaries them-
selves. Th e disastrous news received by the deputies during this period would 
so crowd together that it is often diffi  cult to determine who in Paris knew 
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what and when and the extent to which specifi c events or rather the gen-
eral fear and uncertainty infl uenced the decisions taken. But there can be 
no doubt that the clustering of unanticipated events directly threatening 
the very survival of the Revolution from without and within— just at a mo-
ment when the po liti cal leadership had been so optimistic— led directly 
to the improvisation of mea sures that would form the basis for the regime 
of the Terror.

It was on the war front in the north that the series of disasters began. 
Th e spectacular French sweep across Belgium the previous November had 
been a central factor stimulating dreams for the expansion of the Revolu-
tion. From this base, Revolutionaries hoped to move on into Holland and 
then, perhaps, across all of Germany. In retrospect the situation in Bel-
gium was already far from reassuring at the end of 1792, even though the 
Convention, in the euphoria of the moment, gave it little attention. Gen-
eral Dumouriez had moved rapidly to impose Revolutionary institutions 
on the former Austrian Lowlands, and was reinforced in his eff orts by the 
return of homegrown Belgian revolutionaries who had fl ed their country 
in 1788. Th e attempted sale of church land and the confi scation of sacred 
vessels for the French war coff ers had rapidly disenchanted many Catho-
lics and clergymen, and riots had broken out in Belgian cities during the 
winter. Th e French army had also experienced serious diffi  culties in its pro-
visioning: partly since the system inherited from the Old Regime was so 
cumbersome, partly since the army had moved forward so rapidly. Perhaps 
most serious, a segment of the French forces had melted away during the 
winter, as volunteers, led to believe that they had only enrolled for the fall 
campaign, now began returning home. Th e return of so many volunteers 
had been a major reason for the recruitment laws of February.57

Just as the French  were invading Holland in what they expected to be a 
rapid victory, news began seeping back to Paris of a new off ensive by the 
Austrians. On March 1 France’s defensive right fl ank near Aix- la- Chapelle 
was assaulted in a massive counterattack, and it was soon in danger of col-
lapsing. Much to his anger, Dumouriez was ordered to pull back from Hol-
land and attempt to rally his troops. He was then defeated in a close battle 
near Neerwinden, and the French army found itself reeling back toward 
its own frontier. To make the situation worse, the Austrian off ensive was 
coordinated with a Prus sian attack on the Republican army in Germany, 
and  here too the French  were forced into full retreat.58
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At fi rst the deputies seemed to ignore the reports. Th ey had great diffi  -
culty in setting aside their vision of the inevitable triumph of the forces of 
liberty. Blad described the initial news from the north as a “small setback” 
that would soon be overcome. Th e Convention blithely proceeded to declare 
war on Spain, even as ever more disturbing dispatches  were arriving from 
Belgium.59 Only after the deputies Danton and Delacroix had returned 
from the front on March 8 and presented a report was the Convention 
confronted with the full gravity of the situation. Pinet was stunned. “Th e 
disorder and fear in Belgium,” he wrote, “is extreme. It is with great sorrow 
that we heard the disastrous account.” And scarcely two weeks later came 
word of the calamitous defeat at Neerwinden and the French evacuation 
of Belgium. Th e predicament seemed all the more painful in that the Con-
vention had only just annexed its northern neighbor. Th e argument was 
made that it was the territory of France itself that had now been overrun. 
“We must have revenge!” cried Fonfrède. “Revenge for the attack that our 
brothers have suff ered. We must take back Liège which belongs to us, and 
Aix- la- Chapelle, which is ours.” 60

But almost simultaneously with news of the Neerwinden defeat, reports 
began arriving of the recruitment riots in the provinces. During the ter-
rible weeks of late March, the Convention was bombarded daily with let-
ters concerning both the war disasters and the internal insurrections. 
Speeches proposing emergency mea sures to shore up the northern frontier 
 were interrupted by letters from the provinces with desperate calls for aid 
against insurrections that  were seemingly breaking out everywhere at once. 
Panic- stricken correspondence poured in from towns all over Brittany, 
all said to be besieged by “brigands.” 61 Th ose deputies who came from the 
aff ected departments  were particularly distressed, and several wrote des-
perate letters to loved ones in the area. Etienne Chaillon, who lived in a 
small town to the west of Nantes, learned only after several days of anx-
iety that his oldest daughter had succeeded in escaping with his other chil-
dren across the Loire River to Paimboeuf. But Paimboeuf had also been 
besieged for a time, and the daughter reported rumors she had heard of 
terrible massacres and pillaging throughout the area. “By now all my fur-
niture and personal eff ects have probably been lost,” he wrote. But at 
least “my children are out of danger.” And since it was at fi rst impossible 
to assess the extent of the uprisings, many other deputies with friends and 
loved ones near the aff ected region  were also beset by apprehension. When 
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Dubrueil heard that rebels had taken Parthenay, he immediately feared for 
his own family living just south of the insurrection zone. Campmas even 
worried that the uprisings might spread as far as the Massif Central, sev-
eral hundred kilometers away, and he urged his family to fl ee to Albi.62

Indeed, from March through May 1793 no single issue more preoccu-
pied the deputies in their letters home than the internal counterrevolutions. 
Th ey  were horrifi ed when one of their colleagues on mission in Orléans, 
Léonard Bourdon, was beaten and nearly killed in an antirecruitment riot.63 
And virtually without exception, they  were convinced that it was all a co-
ordinated plot. Surely it was not simply a coincidence that the internal up-
risings occurred just when the Austrians and Prus sians  were attacking in 
the north. How  else could one explain that the recruitment riots seemed 
to have all broken out at once? To a man they  were persuaded of the role 
of the nobles and the refractory clergy in leading the revolts. What other 
explanation was there for the revolt of a peasantry who, they believed, had 
gained so much from the Revolution? Both Girondin and Montagnard dep-
uties  were in agreement: the recruitment issue “was merely a pretext to dis-
guise this great plot.” “Th e internal and external enemies undoubtedly com-
bined to hatch a conspiracy against liberty and the Convention.” 64

Coming on the heels of these multiple disasters and perhaps even more 
shattering was the betrayal at the end of March of the Revolution’s com-
mander in chief on the northern front, Dumouriez. Although some Pa ri-
sian militants had already put in doubt the general’s loyalty, both Giron-
dins and Montagnards had rejected such accusations out of hand. “Th e 
 whole Convention,” wrote Pinet on March 13, “was indignant.” 65 Concern 
was aroused, however, when Dumouriez sent a blistering attack against the 
Jacobins and the Convention itself, blaming them for not suffi  ciently sup-
porting the army and for all the war reversals. Eventually, after the French 
defeat at Neerwinden, the Convention felt compelled to send four depu-
ties and the Minister of Defense to confront the general. By now, how-
ever, Dumouriez had made a pact with the Austrian army, and when the 
commissioners arrived, he had them all arrested— and shipped off  to an 
Austrian prison, where they would remain for several years. He then an-
nounced his plan to turn the French army around, march on Paris, dis-
miss the Convention, and place Louis XVI’s young son on the throne.66

In fact, the Republican soldiers, intensely patriotic volunteers always sus-
picious of their offi  cers, would reject Dumouriez’s orders, and the general 
would be forced to fl ee across the lines— much as Lafayette had done just 
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six months earlier. But the eff ect on the Revolutionaries was devastating. 
After the betrayal of Louis XVI in his failed fl ight to Varennes; after the 
once- idolized Lafayette had attempted to betray the nation; after the dis-
covery that the great Mirabeau had been playing a double game, the treason 
of a general in whom they had placed so much trust seemed an overwhelming 
calamity. Deputies from every faction wrote back heartfelt letters to their 
friends and constituencies. Blad could scarcely believe that “the conqueror 
of Valmy and of Jemappe, whom the Republic had only recently honored 
for his triumphs, was only a vile rogue.” Pinet was mortifi ed that he had 
allowed himself to be so deceived and had not penetrated this new con-
spiracy. Where would the treachery stop? Whom could they ever trust? It 
was proof positive that they  were surrounded by traitors.67

Until it was clear that the soldiers had refused to follow their general, a 
near panic swept through the streets of Paris. Soon, however, the fear turned 
to anger and a desire for revenge. “People are furious,” wrote Colson, “against 
the black treason, so deep and cleverly covered up, carried out in league 
with our enemies.” Th e gates of the city  were closed, surveillance commit-
tees sat around the clock, and many individuals  were ordered arrested during 
domiciliary visits. Rumors swirled of plots to murder the deputies, pro-
ducing an atmosphere not unlike that experienced by the Legislative As-
sembly the previous May. Th e Convention went into permanent session, 
with some representatives remaining in the hall around the clock. For Prud-
homme, the danger had never seemed so great. Th ough he had recently 
been suspicious of the crowds, there now seemed no choice but to fall back 
on “the people”: “Brave sans- culottes! You are now the only ones we can 
truly count on.” 68

In this climate of anguish and uncertainty, as everything seemed pro-
gressively to collapse around them, the Convention cobbled together a se-
ries of emergency mea sures, improvised and modifi ed as each new disaster 
emerged. In the second week of March, the fi rst task was to reinforce the 
army on the northern front and accelerate military recruitment. Since the 
crisis of Varennes, the assemblies had occasionally sent a few of their mem-
bers on various ad hoc missions. But now the deputies resolved systemati-
cally to dispatch commissioners— soon dubbed “representatives on mission 
to the people”— to all of the departments in order to promote recruitment. 
A few weeks later a second wave of commissioners was sent out to oversee 
the various armies. With the explosion of recruitment riots— sometimes 
before, sometimes after the representatives arrived in the provinces— they 
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Th e representative on mission, Jean- Baptiste Milhaud, in a painting by the school 
of Jacques- Louis David. Milhaud, an ex- military man and Montagnard deputy, 
proudly wears the uniform designed by David, with a tricolored hat band, feathers, 
and sash across his chest. Note also the moustache and long, unpowdered hair, 
typical of the militant Revolutionaries. © Coll. Musée de la Révolution française, 
Domaine de Vizille, MRF D 1991.14.
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 were granted powers to repress the “brigands,” as well as to raise local armies 
and requisition war supplies. Soon they had acquired all but dictatorial con-
trol over local administrators, including the authority to purge offi  cials “for 
reasons of public security.” Dressed in dramatic Republican “uniforms” con-
ceived by the artist- deputy Jacques- Louis David, they came rapidly to wield 
much the same authority over local decisions as the royal intendants of the 
Old Regime.69

Th e overwhelming majority of the fi rst cohort of representatives on mis-
sion consisted of Montagnards. Th e choice was apparently made by the Con-
vention secretaries— the majority of whom  were themselves Montagnards. 
What ever the reason, however, there can be no doubt that the new team 
of missionaires carried with them the impatience and readiness for aggres-
sive action and repression that characterized the Montagnard movement 
as a  whole. In the coming months, they would play a key role in overcoming 
the long- standing trend toward decentralization and in initiating Terrorist 
policies in the provinces. Yet it is also clear that the departure of so many 
deputies from the Left would temporarily change the balance of power 
within the assembly, much to the plea sure of the Girondins.70

During the same period, the Convention also found itself increasingly 
preoccupied with or ga niz ing repression against all the internal enemies 
seemingly aligned against the Revolution. From the outset, the people of 
Paris had a major infl uence on such policies. On the night of March 8– 9 
the Assembly had sent out teams of deputies to meet with the forty- eight 
sections of Paris, to declare that the patrie was once again in danger, and 
to promote the need for more volunteers to bolster the Belgian front. In 
almost every case numerous young men quickly came forward— more than 
enough to fi ll the sections’ quotas. Many of the individuals in question, 
however, expressed fears of leaving their families behind when the threat 
of conspiracy was ever present in the city. After a series of marathon de-
bates, the Convention fi nally decided— at four- thirty in the morning on 
March 11— to establish a special Revolutionary Tribunal that would try cases 
without appeal, much like the tribunal created the previous August 17 and 
later dismantled. Th e deputies remembered only too vividly the assault on 
the Pa ri sian prisons in September as an earlier contingent of volunteers was 
about to leave for the front. It was in this context that Danton made his 
oft- cited remark, “Let us profi t from the mistakes of our pre de ces sors. We 
must be terrible, so that the people will not have to be.”71
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Many Girondins had initially opposed the Revolutionary Tribunal. But 
with news of the recruitment insurrections virtually all of the deputies 
readily supported an even stronger series of repressive laws. On March 18 
Barère delivered a dramatic speech in the name of the Committee of Gen-
eral Security. He spoke of the war reversals, of the attack on Leonard 
Bourdon, of the recruitment riots, and of what many thought had been an 
attempted social uprising of the enragés. He then demanded a series of re-
pressive decrees. Prosecution in the newly created Revolutionary Tribunals 
must be made more effi  cient. Th ose leading “counterrevolutionary” actions 
or opposing recruitment must be sent before a military commission and ex-
ecuted within twenty- four hours. All foreigners who could not justify their 
presence must be expelled. Th e rich must be taxed to pay for the national 
defense and all property of emigrants must be sold. Th ere should also be a 
death penalty for anyone promoting the seizure of private property— an 
obvious reference to the attacks on Pa ri sian shops in late February. At one 
point when Barère called for the death penalty, the  whole Convention— 
fi rst the Montagnards but then all of the deputies— began shouting out, 
“Death! Death! Death!”72

Most of Barère’s proposals  were immediately accepted by all factions 
without discussion, with details to be elaborated over the next few days. 
Th e Montagnard Louchet was pleased that even the moderates in the Con-
vention, who had “now opened their eyes to the deep chasm before us,” 
had voted with the majority.73 On March 21 with fears riding high against 
all foreigners, many of them presumed to be foreign agents, the Conven-
tion voted that all must carry passports and be kept under close observa-
tion, a vote supported once again by all parties in the Convention. Special 
surveillance committees  were to be created in each municipality to take 
charge of this task. Rapidly thereafter— fi rst in Paris and soon in cities and 
towns throughout the country— the new committees assumed surveillance 
functions over all kinds of po liti cal misconduct, promoting denunciations 
of suspicious activities, and sending “suspects” before the Revolutionary 
Tribunals. Such committees served to institutionalize the improvised prac-
tice of denunciations before municipal governments and pop u lar societies 
that already existed in towns like Bordeaux.74

Th e terrible revelation of Dumouriez’s betrayal, coming on top of all the 
previous deceptions, stimulated yet another wave of anguished decrees. Al-
most immediately, the two factions began accusing one another of impli-
cation in the general’s “conspiracy.” After a series of mutual recriminations, 
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both sides accepted the fateful decision of abandoning parliamentary im-
munity. Th e decree of April 1, eliminating the deputies’ exemption from 
prosecution fi rst voted in June 1789, would have untold consequences for 
the future, facilitating periodic purges of the Convention carried out over 
the next two years.75

In early April the Convention created yet another institution destined 
for a powerful presence during the period of the Terror. A number of pro-
posals had been made over the previous weeks to consolidate leadership 
in a single Convention committee, but all had initially been blocked by 
the Girondins, decrying the dangers of dictatorship.76 With Dumouriez’s 

A surveillance committee during the Terror. An upper- class couple is brought 
before the committee, whose members all seem to be sans- culottes, wearing the red 
Republican caps. A few are armed with pikes or muskets. Several point accusingly 
at the man and woman. Th e sign on the door indicates that while in the room 
everyone is expected to use the familiar “tu” form of address, used by all good 
Revolutionaries. Th e busts of the martyrs Le Peletier and Marat are on the wall 
at the right. Fragonard fi ls, engraved by Pierre-Gabriel Berthault, © Coll. Musée de 
la Révolution française, Domaine de Vizille, MRF L 1984.253.2.36.
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desertion, however, and with national defense seemingly on the verge of 
collapse, it seemed essential to create a “vigorous government,” as Gillet 
described it. On April 6, with the support of the Girondins and the Plain 
as well as the Mountain, the Convention established a Committee of Public 
Safety as a centralized “executive” authority holding extensive power over 
all of the ministries. First nine and then twelve deputies would sit on the 
Committee, which was to meet in secret without the presence of outsiders— 
unlike the much larger Committee of General Defense. Th e fi rst such com-
mittee was largely dominated by more moderate Montagnards, including 
the powerful personality of Georges Danton, who assumed much the same 
leadership position as during the previous August and September. In the 
months that followed the membership would be modifi ed several times, 
as the Committee of Public Safety eventually acquired nearly absolute power 
to prosecute the war and pursue repression.77

Th e Purge of June 2

Even as the new Committee of Public Safety and the representatives on mis-
sion began centralizing authority, the two factions in the Convention went 
after one another with ever- intensifying hatred and fury. Many members of 
the Mountain  were convinced that their Girondin rivals had been linked to 
the treachery of Dumouriez, that they  were closet royalists in league with 
foreign enemies. Th ey recalled how Dumouriez had long maintained a close 
correspondence with Brissot and his friends. On the very day that Dumou-
riez’s treachery was confi rmed, Robespierre formally denounced Brissot and 
the other Girondin leaders for all their actions since Valmy, demanding that 
they be chased from the Assembly. He maintained, nevertheless, that the 
purge must be pursued “legally” through a vote in the Convention itself.78 
Th e Girondins in turn  were quick to accuse the Mountain of treachery. Bi-
rotteau implied as much when he demanded the end of parliamentary im-
munity, and Vergniaud was far more direct in a dramatic verbal duel with 
Robespierre on April 13, claiming the Montagnards hoped to seize power by 
placing their erstwhile ally, the duke d’Orléans, on the throne.79

For a time, through the months of April and May, the balance of power 
in the Convention seemed to tilt in favor of the Girondins. With a large 
number of Montagnards on mission in the provinces, Brissot and his sup-
porters  were able to turn the tables on their rivals in the biweekly elections, 
winning three presidencies in a row and all but one of the secretaries.80 
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Louchet complained to his constituency that the Mountain was now in 
the minority through the “absence of our colleagues sent into the depart-
ments.”81 Th e Brissotins began regularly taunting the Mountain that the 
provinces would soon dispatch volunteers to put the “anarchists” in their 
place. “All the departments,” proclaimed Guadet in a speech on May 12, 
“will send into oblivion this handful of traitors and anarchists, who are 
far more to be feared than the emigrant armies or the rebels of the Vendée.”82 
Convinced of their support in the departments and with a new majority 
in the Convention, they also went on the off ensive in the Paris sections, 
attempting to rally what they believed to be a moderate “silent majority” 
in the city. And to some extent, especially in the wealthier sections of western 
Paris, they  were successful.83 In mid- May Brissot himself made his posi-
tion clear in his newspaper. He accused the Mountain of every sin possible, 
including a plan to murder the opposition and make themselves dictators. 
Some individuals, he said, had asked him to be conciliatory. “Never! Never!” 
he replied. “What kind of truce would be possible between proud republi-
cans devoted to liberty and treacherous royalists resolved on tyranny! 
Between virtue and crime, there can be only implacable war, eternal 
war!” And he left no doubt that their goal was to crush and eliminate the 
Mountain: “You can be sure,” he wrote, “that we are ready.”84

In mid- April, armed with a relative majority and a new sense of confi -
dence, the Girondins  were able to indict Marat for recent articles he had 
published and which, it was argued, had incited the people to riot. Th e Bris-
sotins  were thus the fi rst to take advantage of the removal of parliamen-
tary immunity, sending the Montagnard fi rebrand before the Paris Revo-
lutionary Tribunal.85 In this case, however, their plan backfi red. After hiding 
out for several days, Marat turned himself over to the Tribunal, and the 
court quickly exonerated him. His supporters carried him back to the Con-
vention in triumph, adorning him with a victory crown of laurel.86

In the end, neither the Girondins nor the Montagnards  were able to elim-
inate their rivals through “legal means.” Th e endless vituperations of the 
two factions against one another only succeeded in eroding the authority 
of the deputies.87 It was in this situation, with the very legitimacy of the 
Convention in question, that groups of Pa ri sian militants and sans- culotte 
leaders stepped into the vacuum and began pushing for a purge. Th ere was 
no doubt which side they supported. During the debates on the king in 
January, there had already been talk in the city of eliminating from the 
Convention all those who had opposed Louis’ execution. With the debacle 
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in Belgium and the Dumouriez betrayal, the more radical sections began 
presenting regular petitions urging the removal of the Girondins, often indi-
cating the specifi c individuals—twenty- two names  were commonly given— 
whom they felt should be expelled and arrested.88 Groups of women strongly 
supported such demands: marching with the men as they demonstrated 
before the Convention, marching by themselves to present their own peti-
tions, packing the balconies to cheer on the Montagnards and shout down 
their rivals. Some petitions make it clear that they  were prepared to act 
alone if the Convention could not come together.89

Faced with this barrage of denunciations, the Girondins attempted a 
counterattack. Th ey claimed to have found evidence of a conspiracy to de-
stroy the Convention, and on May 18 they convinced the majority to create 
a commission of twelve deputies to lead an inquiry. Whether the Montag-
nards took part in the vote is uncertain, but in any case the elected body 
consisted entirely of Girondins. Th e “Commission of Twelve” immediately 
set about investigating and attacking the Pa ri sian radicals. It seized the min-
utes of the Commune of Paris and of several of the sections, and it arrested 
some of the key radicals, including Hébert and a number of other militant 
leaders, all of whom  were interred in the Abbaye prison. When demon-
strators protested, many of them  were arrested as well, including a few 
women.90

Th e Pa ri sian sections now focused all their eff orts on obtaining the 
suppression of the Commission and the liberation of the prisoners, using 
the Commission’s activities as one more justifi cation for the expulsion of 
the Girondins. Th e Convention, however, continued unable to act, abol-
ishing the Commission in a night session on May 27, when most of the 
Girondins  were absent, and then reinstating it the next day when they 
had returned in force. At one point the Girondin Isnard, recently elected 
president of the Assembly, openly taunted and threatened the peti-
tioners. Confi dent that the great majority of French citizens supported 
his party, he predicted that the city would soon be overwhelmed by 
forces arriving from the departments. If an attack  were made on any of 
the deputies, “I declare to you, in the name of the  whole of France, that 
Paris will be annihilated. Soon men will walk on the banks of the Seine 
and wonder if the city ever existed.”91 But the Girondin rhetoric only 
further infl amed the situation. Even the normally detached Ruault was 
furious. Th e Girondins “are mad,” he wrote. “Like the prophet Isnard, 
they speak of destroying Paris.” It was if they  were doing everything 
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in  their power to “force the people into an insurrection against the 
Convention.”92

Th e insurrection feared by Ruault was not long in coming. As in Au-
gust 1792, the initiative now passed to the militants in Paris. Leadership 
was assumed by an improvised central committee of delegates from the sec-
tions, which began meeting in the former bishop’s palace next to Notre 
Dame— a hall where the Constituent Assembly had once briefl y met. Not 
all the sections  were represented— only thirty of the forty- eight  were present 
on May 30. But numerous nondelegates also took part, including a sub-
stantial number of women and at least one deputy, Marat, with an esti-
mated 500 people squeezing onto the fl oor and another 100 cheering from 
the balcony. Leadership was concentrated in a “Central Revolutionary Com-
mittee,” eventually consisting of twenty- fi ve men. Th ey  were an extraordi-
nary mixture of individuals, from an ex- noble to several simple artisans, 
but generally weighted toward the lower middle classes, well below the 
social level of the Conventionnels. Th eir central demand was that the 
Convention be compelled to abolish the Commission of Twelve and 
expel the designated twenty- two Girondin leaders. A few of the most 
violent enragés urged the disbanding of the entire Convention and 
the “Septemberization”— the immediate execution— of the Girondins, all 
of whom  were assumed to be traitors.93

For almost a week, from late May to the beginning of June, Paris re-
mained in a state of near continuous agitation. Day after day, tens of thou-
sands of men and women marched on the Convention and encircled it, 
while thousands more packed the surrounding streets or crowded their way 
into the galleries. Some of the demonstrations seem to have been led by 
women.94 On the night of May 30– 31 the Central Revolutionary Committee 
formally declared an insurrection. Th e tocsin began ringing at two  o’clock 
in the morning, guardsmen  were called to arms, the city gates  were locked, 
and warning cannons  were fi red over the Seine. Th e newly appointed com-
mander of the Pa ri sian national guard, Hanriot, seized control of the ar-
senal and broke into a meeting of the Commune of Paris, who assured him 
that it would lend its support.95 Rumors fl ooded through the city, so that 
common citizens  were uncertain of what was happening. Watching from 
his apartment, Guittard was terrifi ed: “My legs so trembled that I could 
no longer stand.”96

In the turmoil and confusion, and with a minority of the sections still 
opposed, the national guard and the crowds converged on the Convention 



Th e Coming of the Terror in the French Revolution

274

in the late afternoon of May 31. Th e petitioners once again asked for the 
arrest of the Girondin leaders, along with a number of other pop u lar de-
mands, such as fi xing a maximum price on bread. After much rancorous 
debate— accompanied by a boisterous chorus in the balconies— and with 
many of the Girondins apparently absent, the Convention fi nally voted 
to abolish the Commission of Twelve. All the other demands, however, 
 were sent to the Committee of Public Safety for consideration. With this, 
the crowds and the armed guardsmen  were convinced to return home.

For most of those on the Central Revolutionary Committee, May 31 was 
a failure, a fi asco. Th e Convention had been allowed to pass only “half mea-
sures,” while the treacherous Girondins had been left in place. Th roughout 
the day of June 1 there  were tumultuous meetings and recriminations in 
the sections and at the bishop’s palace. In the Convention itself many dep-
uties never left the hall, sitting in permanent session, “overwhelmed with 
exhaustion,” as Blad tried to explain, “and with my thoughts swarming in 
such rapid succession that I have diffi  culty conveying them to you.”97

On the night of June 1– 2 the Revolutionary Committee ordered Hanriot 
to return to the Convention with his armed guardsmen and not to leave 
this time until the Girondins  were arrested. Th ereafter, the commander 
seems carefully to have or ga nized his forces so that contingents from sec-
tions that might still support the Girondins  were assigned well away from 
the meeting hall. When he and his troops converged on the Assembly, it 
was a Sunday morning, and the crowds of men and women  were even larger 
than two days earlier, including a contingent from the club of Republican 
Women ostentatiously bearing arms. Many of the Girondins  were once 
again absent, and those who did appear  were said to have carried pistols.98

Th e session of the Convention began with more bad news from the 
Vendée, further raising tensions and underlining the need to act.99 A del-
egation from the Commune of Paris, sent by the central committee, ar-
rived soon thereafter. Th is time, unlike May 31, they did not petition the 
Convention; they delivered an ultimatum: “Th e people are tired of seeing 
their demands forever postponed. . . .  Save them now, or we declare to 
you that they will save themselves.” Almost all of the deputies— even those 
in the Mountain— were outraged by the threatening language of this and 
the other petitions presented, and some feared the crowds might consist of 
counterrevolutionaries. Ultimately the Committee of Public Safety came up 
with what it hoped would be a compromise. Th ose deputies under fi re who 
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 were present  were asked voluntarily to “suspend their powers.” Several im-
mediately did so, but two of them indignantly refused. At this point in the 
midst of another stalemate, the deputies became aware that guardsmen 
 were barring the doors and preventing them from leaving the hall. Th e 
Montagnards Delacroix and Basire both complained of being pushed and 
roughed up when they tried briefl y to leave. When the moderate Boissy 
d’Anglas attempted to go out, people  were said to have ripped his clothes 
and pointed bayonets at his chest. Even the Council of Ministers, meeting 
nearby, was surrounded and prevented from leaving. Danton roared that 
“the majesty of the nation is outraged.” When the Convention formally 
demanded that the doors be opened and that all armed men leave the area, 
Hanriot supposedly replied, “I don’t give a damn about your Assembly!”100

Th en, in an extraordinarily dramatic moment, Barère convinced the Con-
vention to leave its hall and directly confront the crowd.101 Th e reasons for 
this decision are uncertain and diff er among the witnesses— whether to 
compel the crowds to end the deputies’ imprisonment or simply to fi nd 
out what they wanted and to ensure that they  were not counterrevolution-
aries. As the deputies began fi ling out, women in the galleries shouted that 
they must not leave, but only a handful of Montagnards (including Robe-
spierre, Marat, and Chabot) seem to have remained inside. According to 
the deputy Dulaure, his colleagues walked together pell- mell, with all of the 
factions mixed with one another. Th is time, when the  whole Convention 
confronted the guards, they  were allowed to exit the hall. But after a few 
paces, they  were blocked from crossing a fi xed perimeter, even though 
they marched in pro cession all around the building— fi rst toward the 
Louvre, then toward the Seine, and then toward the Tuileries Gardens. 
At one point, if we can believe the Girondin sympathizer Saladin, they 
directly confronted Hanriot himself. When the commander asked Hérault 
de Séchelles— the Montagnard who had temporarily assumed the role of 
president— if he would agree to arrest the Girondins, Hérault refused to 
do anything under duress. “In that case,” Hanriot was said to have answered, 
“I will not be responsible for what happens.” And he ordered his gunners 
and his infantry to prepare their arms, and at least some of the guardsmen 
 were said to have aimed their muskets at the deputies.102 Colson, however, 
who had marched that morning with his section and was stationed out-
side, gave a rather diff erent account. Th ey all stood calm and serene, he 
said, surrounded by large numbers of women; and though they strongly 
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opposed the “counterrevolutionary” deputies, they felt only brotherhood 
for the Conventionnels in general, some of whom shouted out, “Long live 
our brave Pa ri sians!”103

In any case, when they returned to their hall, the great majority of the 
deputies felt cowed and humiliated. Armed men returned once again to 
block the doors. Th ere now seemed to be little choice in the matter, and 
after a relatively brief debate, it was decreed that twenty- nine Girondin 
deputies— including those who had been on the Commission of Twelve— 
along with two ministers who had generally supported them would all be 
arrested. Although the original motion would have sent them to the Ab-
baye prison, it was ultimately decided only to place them under temporary 
 house arrest. Th ose who had earlier off ered to resign would be left un-
guarded, as long as they promised not to leave Paris. How many actually 
voted this mea sure is unclear. According to Dulaure, “a great many mem-
bers took no part in this deliberation”104 Yet for the time being, the leaders 
of the insurrection seemed mollifi ed, and the guardsmen and the crowds 
outside began leaving the Assembly and making their way home to their 
neighborhoods.

“Th eir Blood Too Must Flow”

Th e events unrolling in Paris that winter and spring of 1793 would mark a 
major turning point in the coming of the Terror. For a time, after the king’s 
death, the deputies had felt a great sense of confi dence, an extraordinary 
hubris that the Revolution was about to sweep over the  whole of Eu rope. 
But the visions of victory had soon been dissolved through a series of unpre-
ce dented threats to the Republic, of crises that clustered together, that piled 
one upon another.

With historical hindsight, it is easy to conclude that it was largely the 
Revolutionaries’ fault, that it was madness to expand the war and take on 
all of Eu rope, that they should have realized the allies would launch a coun-
terattack against their armies, that those armies  were greatly depleted in 
numbers and poorly provisioned, and that much of the rural population 
would be unwilling to abandon their fi elds for a distant war. But the re-
ality is that most of them anticipated nothing of the sort. And faced with 
so many threats, the deputies became extraordinarily ner vous and volatile, 
sometimes on the verge of panic. For well over a year they had spoken end-
lessly, had been haunted by the menace of a “grand conspiracy.” It now 
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seemed patently clear that the external and internal assaults  were all of a 
piece, all working together to destroy the Revolution. Virtually every deputy 
who left contemporary testimonies— whether of the Mountain or the 
Gironde or the Plain— was convinced such a conspiracy existed. Th ey  were 
particularly angered by the internal insurrections in the provinces, the stab 
in the back, just as the patrie was being invaded. But they  were also beset 
by suspicions that some of those in their midst, including members of the 
Convention who fashioned themselves as patriots, might well be secret con-
spirators, like Lafayette and Mirabeau and Dumouriez. Th e deputy Mer-
cier, writer and sometime phi los o pher, understood the situation only too 
well. “Few men,” he wrote, “are able to maintain their integrity, when 
everything around them is threatening and shaking and collapsing. . . .  
Th ey are pushed along and carried away without ever realizing it; they are 
swept up in the passions of others.”105

It was in this atmosphere of passions and mistrust, as they attempted to 
respond to the dangers they faced, that the deputies cobbled together al-
most all of the basic institutions that came to constitute the Terror. Th ere 
was never a systematic plan, and they would continue to improvise and 
invent over the coming months, as they progressively implemented and 
strengthened those institutions, some of which  were at fi rst only sketched. 
Although the new structures would soon work to the advantage of the 
Mountain, both major factions in the Convention helped create them. 
Almost all of the institutions in question had pre ce dents contrived in 
earlier crises. Th e Revolutionary Tribunal, the representatives on mis-
sion, the surveillance committees, the Committee of Public Safety— all 
had been prefi gured after the fl ight to Varennes or in the weeks following 
August 10, sometimes in national decrees, sometimes through the impro-
visations of local administrations. To be sure, the removal of parliamen-
tary immunity and the subsequent purge of the deputies  were unpre ce-
dented. But the Girondins themselves had implicitly demanded such a 
purge since they fi rst sought to oust the Montagnard leaders in the autumn 
of 1792.

Yet the crisis of ’93 had a profound eff ect not only on the institutions of 
the Terror but also on what might be termed the “mindset” of the Terror. 
Again and again, deputies from every faction drove home the idea that when 
the Revolution itself was in danger of destruction, all means  were justifi ed 
to preserve it. Georges Couthon, the Montagnard leader, was explicit in 
early May: “Mea sures that would be po liti cal crimes under a peaceful and 
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well- established government, now become indispensable.” Th e Girondin 
sympathizer Edme- Michel Petit made much the same argument: “When 
faced with dire necessity, we have had to set aside the laws. . . .  Such is the 
terrible compromise we must make in order to preserve our Revolution.” 
For the farmer- deputy Dubreuil, who now usually sat with the Plain, “the 
Convention can no longer rely on half- measures, but those required by cir-
cumstances. Only thus will the fatherland be saved and our cowardly en-
emies struck down and defeated.”106

Most  were convinced, moreover, that “dire necessity” required the ulti-
mate penalty; that if they did not “strike down” their enemies, those ene-
mies would certainly do the same to them and crush the Revolution; that 
the terror they  were implicitly summoning was to be one of executions and 
death.107 Th is evolution in attitudes could be charted by the growing prom-
inence in the patriot vocabulary of the word “exterminate.” Th e term seems 
fi rst to have received wide currency among the deputies in reference to the 
war and to the foreign kings who must be eliminated once and for all. “Let 
us wage war,” Monestier had written. “It is our duty to exterminate all ty-
rants.” It had subsequently been adopted in debates on the fate of their own 
tyrant, Louis XVI. In the spring of 1793 extermination had become a 
common prescription for counterrevolutionaries on the home front. “Th e 
brigands in the provinces and the Austrian mercenaries will soon be ex-
terminated,” wrote the Girondin Boyer- Fonfrède. “Let us all unite, friends 
and brothers, and fi ght and exterminate all our enemies once and for all,” 
concurred the Girondin sympathizer Corbel. Lazare Carnot, the Montag-
nard offi  cer who would soon lead French armies to victory, suggested much 
the same: “We can never hope for a genuine peace with our enemies, nei-
ther with those inside nor those outside the nation. Either we pulverize them 
or we will be crushed by them; any weakness will be fatal.”108

Toward the end of March, Louis- Marie Prudhomme published an ex-
traordinary call for repression in his widely circulated newspaper, Révolu-
tions de Paris. Th ough Prudhomme had long been a fervent supporter of 
the Revolution, he had urged moderation in recent months and would be 
briefl y arrested on June 2— unjustly no doubt— as a Girondin sympathizer. 
A few years later he would harshly attack the  whole regime of the Terror. 
But now, in the midst of the disasters of that spring, he lost all patience: 
“Th ey want our blood,” he repeated again and again, like a litany, as he 
enumerated the enemies aligned against them. Th e aristocrats, the treach-
erous priests, the faithless ministers, the suspect foreigners living among 
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them—“they all want our blood.” He reserved par tic u lar venom for the 
“monsters” in the Vendée, who “have cut to pieces the faithful magistrates 
and administrators of the people, and the few good priests.” “Well then,” 
he continued, “since it’s blood they want, then let blood fl ow.” And “let it 
be the blood,” of all those who had betrayed them, including perhaps a 
certain number of the deputies: “You too must tremble, treacherous repre-
sentatives!” For all these enemies of the Revolution, he concluded, “now 
their blood too must fl ow.”109



Despite the dramatic mea sures taken by the Convention in the spring 
of 1793, the situation of the Revolution remained grim and uncertain 
throughout much of the summer. On the various war fronts— in Belgium, 
the Alps, the Pyrenees, and Germany across the Rhine— the Republican 
forces struggled to hold their own and  were frequently pushed back inside 
their own frontiers. Fortunately for the French, the Prus sians and Austrians 
 were at least as concerned with competition in central Eu rope as with the 
war in the west. Th ey  were also mindful of the disaster at Valmy the pre-
vious autumn and determined this time to advance more slowly and me-
thodically. Yet the loss in July of the French fortresses of Condé and 
Valenciennes and the surrender of Mainz— long a center of German support 
for the French Revolution— were particularly harsh blows with a profound 
impact on Revolutionary politics. By August the Austrians  were scarcely 
175 kilometers from Paris and their cavalry had penetrated even closer.

During the same period, moreover, the peasant insurgents in the Vendée 
went from victory to victory. In June they swept out of their backcountry 
hamlets and villages and began capturing towns in the lowlands of the Loire 
Valley. Saumur, Loudun, Chinon, and Angers all fell. Th ey even laid siege 
to the great Atlantic port of Nantes, fi ghting their way to the very center 
of the city until a desperate defense by the patriot townsmen fi nally halted 
the attack. Th ereafter the Republicans attempted numerous counterattacks 
and won a few small victories, but their own disor ga ni za tion and the in-
tense motivation of their opponents left them nowhere nearer defeating the 
insurrection. Indeed, observers in Paris remained far more preoccupied with 
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the internal threat than with the wars on the frontiers. “We are living 
through grim times,” wrote Pierre Dubreuil in early June. “Th e civil war 
seems to be devouring and destroying everything.”1

With the economy dislocated by war and infl ation, the common people 
of Paris continued to suff er from shortages. Fears of insuffi  cient grain led 
citizens to line up at the bakeries long before daybreak and sometimes 
throughout the night. In late June washerwomen raided barges arriving 
on the Seine to compel the sale of soap at prices they could aff ord. Th e 
situation was aggravated by the continuing cold war between the various 
sections of the city, pitting radical militants who supported the Montag-
nards and the purge of June 2 against the more moderate sections who per-
sisted in their sympathy for the Girondins. And always there  were rumors 
pulsing and vibrating through the city, rumors of new conspiracies, of new 
aristocratic plots to block the grain supply or to kill the patriots.2

Suspicions  were only intensifi ed by the long months of turmoil within 
the Convention. Th e unrelenting factional rivalries had eroded the legiti-
macy of that body and raised questions as to who, if anyone, was actually 
in control of the government. Th e June 2 intervention of the Pa ri sian mili-
tants to compel the arrest of twenty- nine Girondin deputies would arouse 
outrage throughout much of the country. It was a central factor in a rebel-
lion against the Convention of several of the Republic’s largest cities, a re-
bellion that would threaten the very survival of the Revolution and play a 
major role in the advent of the Terror.

Th e Crisis of “Federalism”

Th e so- called federalist revolts of the summer of 1793  were rooted as much 
in local confl icts as in national politics. Although the specifi c confronta-
tions varied from city to city, they frequently involved factional rivalries 
that had fi rst emerged in 1789 or even earlier. Typically, more moderate 
factions presented themselves as the defender of property, while more rad-
ical faction claimed to champion the poor. But there was rarely a clear class 
confrontation. If the radicals failed to provide for the needs of the working 
classes, those classes might well change sides and throw their support to 
the moderates. It was soon apparent, moreover, that all factions  were pre-
pared to resort to violent repression in order to eliminate their rivals and 
that they would have no qualms against the use of “terror” whenever they 
felt it served their ends.3
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However, tensions in the cities  were never entirely detached from events 
in Paris. From the earliest weeks of the Convention the Girondins had done 
all in their power to infl uence provincial politics. Brissot and several of his 
friends had attempted to summon departmental “armies” to Paris to pro-
tect themselves and to counter the Pa ri sian militants and sans- culottes. 
Th roughout the fi rst half of 1793, and especially after the Paris sections began 
demanding their expulsion, they sent a barrage of letters to their constitu-
encies, warning them of the threat to the Revolution from the “anarchists” 
in the capital. Barbaroux, Salle, Boyer- Fonfrède, Grangeneuve, and Gen-
sonné had all written home urging preparation for action against the 
capital. Vergniaud, who had rarely been in contact with his constituency 
in the past, penned a particularly passionate letter in early May: “Men of 
the Gironde, rise up! Strike with terror those who are leading us to civil 
war.” 4 Such letters  were reinforced through the incessant rhetoric of the 
Girondin newspapers, several of which (by Brissot, Gorsas, and Carra, in 
par tic u lar) circulated widely in the provinces. By late May a number of 
cities  were already contemplating a break with the Convention. In Mar-
seille the moderates had pushed the Jacobins from power and forced the 
Convention’s representatives on mission to fl ee the city. On May 27 an 
uprising broke out in Lyon, violently overthrowing the municipal regime 
of the Montagnard sympathizer Chalier. At almost the same time the 
town of Bourg- en- Bresse, northeast of Lyon, declared itself in insurrec-
tion, and the Norman town of Caen called for a departmental army to 
march on Paris.5

In the midst of this already tense situation, news of the June 2 purge 
incited widespread consternation, deeply dividing the provincial elites. Some 
two- fi fths of the department directories soon sent letters adhering to the 
June 2 decrees. Th e strongest support for the Convention came from re-
gions along the frontiers, where France was at war, or from those adjoining 
the zone of the Vendée insurrection: precisely those areas most dependent 
on a united front to ensure their defense. Yet well over half of the depart-
ments addressed protests, expressing their anger that twenty- nine duly 
elected members of the Convention had been removed and arrested through 
the infl uence of the Paris “anarchists.” Emergency assemblies  were convoked 
in which local offi  cials debated the situation. Many invoked the principle 
of pop u lar sovereignty to buttress their opposition. Th e Convention, it was 
argued, no longer represented the nation as a  whole, but only the opinion 
of a minority in the capital.6
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In reality most of the protesting departments soon backed down. Th e 
Montagnards mobilized all their energy to win over the provincial leader-
ship, urging them not to cause disunity in a time of war, committing them-
selves to drafting a new Constitution as rapidly as possible and promising 
amnesty to those who withdrew their opposition. Th e representatives on 
mission, already present in the departments,  were also infl uential in goading 
and coercing local offi  cials. Almost everywhere, moreover, the elites  were 
themselves deeply divided. Many lower- level administrators in the districts 
and smaller towns rejected the protests of their superiors. Faced with such 
opposition, many departmental offi  cials had second thoughts and reversed 
their position.7

Yet a dozen or so departments, most of them dominated by cities with 
long- simmering opposition to the Montagnards, steadfastly refused to back 
down, even in the face of civil war. In Marseille, Lyon, Toulon, Nîmes, 
Bordeaux, Caen, and several departments surrounding these cities, offi  cials 
formally disavowed the Convention. Proposals  were made to establish a 
new Convention, perhaps in Bourges near the center of France. Commit-
tees of public safety  were established to begin raising armies for a march 
on Paris, to restore the arrested deputies, and to punish the Pa ri sian mili-
tants who thought they could lord it over the  whole nation. Local Jacobin 
clubs  were closed, and Montagnard sympathizers  were imprisoned and 
sometimes executed. In some cases, representatives on mission  were also 
arrested.8

Soon the rebellious cities  were exchanging correspondence and delegates 
to urge each other on and buoy up enthusiasm. In this way they convinced 
themselves that the  whole of France was ready to rise up and that depart-
mental armies would be welcomed as liberators by the vast majority of 
Pa ri sians. Bordeaux, the home base of the Girondin delegation, sent out 
eigh teen delegates to circulate through the Republic and proselytize for 
their cause. One of their representatives even appeared in Paris and an-
nounced that the Montagnards and the militants  were all royalists, that 
they  were planning to establish a new king and make Robespierre their 
prime minister.9

Initially the most dangerous insurrection seemed to be in the west, with 
opposition centered in the town of Caen, scarcely 200 kilometers from Paris. 
 Here local offi  cials  were reinforced by a bevy of Girondin leaders who had 
escaped from  house arrest in the capital to pursue their fi ght in the prov-
inces. Buzot, Pétion, Barbaroux, Lanjuinais, Gorsas, and a half dozen others 
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helped establish a “Central Committee of Re sis tance to Oppression.” For 
a time they  were also promised support from nearby departments in Maine 
and Brittany, as well as in Normandy. Small contingents of national 
guardsmen from these regions converged on Caen, and led by a general 
from the Old Regime nobility, some 2,000 men set off  for Paris at the end 
of June.10 In the meantime both Marseille and Lyon began raising local 
armies. Forces from Lyon succeeded in linking up with several neighboring 
departments and in controlling a swathe of territory to guarantee food sup-
plies for the city. Th e departmental army of Marseille did likewise, and by 
early July it was marching north along the Rhône River, collecting con-
tingents from Nîmes, and making plans to link up with Lyon. Bordeaux 
announced that it too would soon raise an army and march northward.11

For the Pa ri sians, this “federalist revolt”— as they now began calling 
it— and the threat of an attack against Paris by provincial armies seemed 
ominous and terrifying. Th ey well remembered the arrival of another pro-
vincial army, the Marseillais of August 1792, and the role it had played in 
overthrowing the monarchy. Th ey could scarcely forget the threats of the 
Girondin Isnard that provincial forces would soon totally destroy Paris.12

Yet the rebellion also had serious weaknesses. Th e areas controlled by 
the federalist rebels  were beset by internal divisions, with many lower- level 
offi  cials in nearby districts and municipalities refusing to lend their 
support and with currents of opposition within the insurrectional cities 
themselves. Despite their grandiose schemes to send armed forces against 
Paris, the rebels confronted many of the same problems encountered by the 
Convention itself in its attempts to recruit soldiers. Th e middle- class leader-
ship was unable to convince the working classes and the peasantry to leave 
their homes and enlist in a fi ght against Paris. Th ey also had problems 
fi nding funds to clothe and equip such armies. Ultimately the major 
centers of insurrection  were never able to link up. Th e Rhône corridor 
between Marseille and Lyon was blocked by the smaller town of Valence and 
the surrounding department of Drôme, a zone that remained sympathetic to 
the Montagnards and that was soon reinforced by Republican forces pulling 
back from the Italian frontier. Bordeaux and Caen remained even more 
isolated and  were soon surrounded by departments that repudiated their 
earlier promises of opposition and threw in their lot with the Convention.13

In the end, all of the federalist movements in western France soon col-
lapsed. Most offi  cials in this region  were far more concerned with stop-
ping the Vendée rebels than with supporting factional squabbles among 
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the urban elites. Th e small army from Caen was surprised and routed by a 
band of Pa ri sian national guardsmen rapidly thrown together by the Con-
vention to confront the danger. Bordeaux managed to recruit only 400 men, 
who marched scarcely fi fty kilometers out of the city before they lost courage 
and returned home.14 It was the insurrection in the southeast that proved 
the most serious. Rebels in Lyon, Marseille, and Toulon would all or ga-
nize serious military campaigns to resist the forces of the Convention. As 
the three cities felt themselves increasingly threatened, they allied them-
selves with a range of opponents to the Montagnards, including royalists 
and counterrevolutionaries. Th e Marseillais would even attempt an alliance 
with the enemy En glish, though Republican troops would capture the city 
before such an alliance could take eff ect. Toulon, however, successfully in-
vited in the British to take control of the port and protect the local rebel-
lion.15 Occurring at a time when the Convention was confronting foreign 
armies on all of its frontiers, Toulon’s betrayal to the enemy and the loss of 
the great Mediterranean port would be a brutal shock and arouse demands 
for revenge among the Pa ri sians and the Montagnards. Th ey soon convinced 
themselves that all the federalists must be linked in conspiracy with the 
Eu ro pe an “tyrants” and the “brigands” of the Vendée.

Th e Montagnards Take Charge

As  whole regions of France  rose in rebellion, the Convention and its des-
ignated leaders in the Committee of Public Safety struggled to hold the 
nation together. Th e events of June 2 had not removed all the Girondin 
sympathizers from the Assembly. Within three weeks some seventy- fi ve dep-
uties signed a formal protest against the arrest of their colleagues. Th e two 
youn gest deputies from Bordeaux, Boyer- Fonfrède and Ducos, had man-
aged to escape the purge of their friends, and for a time they provided a 
certain opposition leadership. Most of the Girondin supporters, however, 
either boycotted the debates or ceased attending altogether. For some six 
weeks Claude- Antoine Blad, who had signed the protest, abruptly halted 
the correspondence with his home city of Brest that he had pursued so regu-
larly over the previous months. Th e Mountain even attempted to compel 
participation by calling a formal roll call on June 15 and threatening to expel 
any deputy who failed to show up. Most of the Girondin sympathizers 
did appear for the day, but when their names  were called out, they responded 
with phrases like “present but oppressed” or “present in the midst of 
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tyranny.” During a celebration on July 8 honoring the new Constitution, 
the left side of the hall, according to Jullien, was entirely fi lled, while the 
right remained all but empty.16

With most of the remaining Girondins having abandoned the fi ght, the 
300- odd Montagnard deputies  were now largely able to dominate the Con-
vention. For over a year thereafter every elected presidents of that body 
would be Montagnards. Th roughout the summer many of the major fi g-
ures of the faction would succeed one another as president. On July 25 all 
eight of the deputies receiving any votes  were Montagnards. During the 
same period, virtually all of the elected secretaries came from the same fac-
tion. At no other time in any of the assemblies since 1789 had one faction 
so utterly dominated the leadership.17

Initially, however, the majority of the Montagnards was far from being 
vindictive. What ever their continued suspicion and mistrust of the Giron-
dins, most  were deeply distressed at having been coerced on June 2 by the 
threats of the crowds. Th ey  were also aware of the need to maintain the 
support of the majority of the nonaligned deputies and they feared the re-
action of the province. Led by the more moderate wing of the Montagnards— 
including Danton, Barère, and Hérault de Séchelles— the Committee of 
Public Safety seemed to distance itself from the actions of the Paris mili-
tants on June 2. Four days after the event Barère delivered a major report 
in the name of the Committee. A distinguished lawyer and journalist from 
southern France and veteran of the fi rst National Assembly, Barère was 
praised by contemporaries for his Gascon charm, amiability, and wit.18 But 
over the previous year he had emerged as one of the Convention’s most 
forceful and infl uential orators, and he now became the principal speaker 
of the Committee. His report of June 6 seemed strongly to encourage com-
promise. Th ough he began with a note of praise for the eff orts of the Pa ri-
sians to end the factional chaos in the Assembly, he suggested that they 
had overreacted. Th ere was now the danger that the Convention would lose 
its legitimacy among the departments. “What will happen,” he asked, “if 
the National Assembly is no longer obeyed by anyone?” He then proposed 
a series of mea sures to prevent future coercion of the Convention by the 
militants and sans- culottes, including the suppression of the Central Rev-
olutionary Committee that had or ga nized the recent insurrection. He went 
on to insist that the June 2 arrest of the Girondins was only temporary. 
And he added the remarkable proposal that deputies should volunteer as 
hostages to live in various of the provincial cities until the Girondins could 
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be fairly judged and perhaps returned to their seats. Danton, Couthon, and 
Barère himself all announced their readiness to volunteer.19

In fact, the hostage proposal came to nothing, when it was repudiated 
by Fonfrède, speaking for the remaining Girondins.20 Yet throughout most 
of June the majority of the Montagnard leaders remained conciliatory to-
ward the arrested deputies. Each was guarded in his residence by a single 
gendarme, and all  were allowed to receive guests and to move about the 
city at will. Many continued to gather together in the eve nings, as they 
had done in the past. According to Riff ard de Saint- Martin, sixty to sev-
enty Girondin sympathizers went daily to visit the arrested leaders. When 
Garat stopped by the apartments of Gensonné and Vergniaud in mid- June, 
he found them surrounded by visitors. Th e Convention even voted the con-
tinued payment of the Girondins’ salaries, as though they  were still offi  -
cially deputies.21

Th e lenient position toward the Girondins was paralleled, moreover, by 
the Committee’s eff orts to negotiate with the recalcitrant departments. 
Th rough the fi rst weeks of summer, the federalist rebellion was clearly 
viewed in a very diff erent light from the Vendée insurrection. Georges 
Couthon, a member of the Committee since late May, underscored their 
eff orts to reach an amiable reconciliation. Most of those who had protested 
against the Convention, he argued, had been misled. He was hopeful that 
the  whole aff air was “a lover’s quarrel which will soon be resolved.” “I de-
sire only  union, fraternity, and cooperation.” Even Saint- Just would off er 
to travel to Normandy with the minister Garat in an eff ort to work out a 
settlement.22

As an additional means of luring the recalcitrant departments back into 
the fold, the Montagnards began rapidly drafting a new Constitution, the 
task that was, after all, the original reason for the existence of the Con-
vention. As Dubreuil described it, such an act would be “the single best 
remedy we can apply to all the diffi  culties we face.”23 Written primarily by 
Hérault and Couthon and quickly approved by the Montagnard majority, 
the new “constitutional act” adopted many of the principles proposed by 
the Girondins the previous February. But it was drafted in more straight-
forward prose— without Condorcet’s lengthy philosophical refl ections. 
Shorn of all articles relating to the monarchy and including almost nothing 
on local institutions, it was only about a third as long as the Constitution of 
1791.24 Th e Declaration of Rights, by contrast, was substantially longer, in-
cluding several new articles on the social responsibilities of the Republican 
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government: a commitment to public education for all citizens, a promise 
of public assistance for those in need, and the abolition of the slave trade. 
Unlike its pre de ces sor, the new Constitution would be submitted to a 
referendum among all male citizens, voting in their primary assemblies.

What ever the Constitution’s value for winning over the departments, it 
may well have infl uenced many of the representatives linked to the “Plain” 
who had long wavered between the two warring parties. Louis- Jacques Ta-
veau, who sat with the Plain, urged his friends in Honfl eur to accept the 
new Constitution and rally to the Convention. It was time, he wrote, to 
“throw a veil over all the wrongs that have been done” by both sides in the 
past and “to silence the passions of the two parties.” “Let us rally and all 
pull together, and fi ght only the tyrants and the rebels who support them.” 
So too Pierre Vinet, the deputy from Saintonge who had often found fault 
with both Montagnards and Girondins, reminded his constituents that 
“eight consecutive months had passed without the Convention achieving 
any important progress.” And now, “what ever one might say, [the Conven-
tion] is still the only center of unity,” if they  were ever to survive against 
their enemies inside and outside France. Th e purged deputy Barbaroux 
would be particularly bitter that so many of those in the center of the 
Assembly “recognize the existence of the Convention and continue delib-
erating with the Mountain.”25 Some 130 deputies who had not systemati-
cally voted with the Mountain over the previous months would agree to 
sit on Convention committees or serve as representatives on mission.26

Yet the mood of reconciliation among the majority in the Convention—
and which had probably never been accepted by all members of the 
Mountain— rapidly dissipated in late June and July, as attitudes toward both 
the Girondins and the federalists progressively hardened. It was easy to be 
conciliatory when department offi  cials backed away from their “errors” and 
formally adhered to the decrees of the Convention. But when they refused 
to negotiate and, even worse, when they began arresting the Convention’s 
representatives and launching a “terror” against the local Montagnards, a 
great many deputies lost patience. Th e dramatic execution in the central 
square of Lyon of the Jacobin true believer Joseph Chalier would have 
a particularly strong impact on both the Convention and the Pa ri sian 
militants.

Th e Girondins greatly hurt their case, moreover, when they began taking 
advantage of the Convention’s lenient policies and fl eeing into the prov-
inces. By the end of June all but nine of the original twenty- nine deputies 
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expelled from the Convention had escaped from Paris, along with at least 
ten other Girondin sympathizers who had not been arrested. Only two of 
the principal leaders of the faction, Vergniaud and Gensonné, would re-
fuse to leave.27 To make matters worse, almost all of the escapees would 
openly support the provincial insurrections. No fewer than seventeen con-
verged on Caen, where they championed the march on Paris by the de-
partmental army from Calvados. Two others, Birotteau and Chasset, trav-
eled to Lyon and strongly supported the insurrection there.28 As news spread 
of the Girondins’ fl ight and their alliance with the rebels, many patriots 
expressed their anger. Dubreuil, who had been deeply unhappy with the 
events of June 2, was outraged by the Girondins’ “cowardly” fl ight, which 
could lead to many regions’ being torn apart by war. And for the fi rst time 
he recommended their punishment: “All these monsters who are destroying 
the nation will receive a just penalty for their crimes.”29

But no single event more envenomed attitudes toward both the federal-
ists and the Girondins than the assassination of Jean- Paul Marat in his bath 
in the early eve ning of July 13. Th e assassin, Charlotte Corday, was just 
twenty- four years old, the daughter of a minor noble family, residing with 
her aunt in Caen. Her ultimate motives may never be known. Th ough she 
had been raised in a convent, she did not seem particularly pious and would 
reject the last rites of the church on the eve of her death. It is clear from 
her testimony, however, that she had avidly followed the Revolution through 
newspapers and pamphlets and that unlike the rest of her family— several 
of whom joined the emigrant army— she generally supported the patriots. 
She was enormously impressed when over a dozen of the most famous 
Girondin leaders— thirteen of whom she would list by name during her 
trial— suddenly appeared in Caen and took up residence across the street 
from her apartment. Th e assassination plan was not their idea, but it must 
have been inspired in part when she met them and talked with them. Soon 
thereafter she traveled to Paris on her own, apparently believing the 
Girondin army from Caen would soon enter the capital, and resolved to 
help the cause by killing one of their most execrated enemies. After claiming 
she had a message for Marat, she pulled a dagger from her bosom and thrust 
it into his chest just above the heart. He died almost immediately in a great 
pool of blood.30

News of the murder swept through Paris with extraordinary speed. Soon 
great crowds had massed before Marat’s apartment, and it was only with dif-
fi culty that offi  cials prevented the people from lynching Corday. As Ruault 



Th e Coming of the Terror in the French Revolution

290

described it, the event made “an extremely violent impression on those 
among the sans- culottes,” and many of the Paris sections went into emer-
gency session.31 Th e Convention was offi  cially informed the next morning, 
with the deputy Chabot brandishing the knife used in the act. Th ough most 
of the Montagnards had long kept their distance from the violent and unpre-
dictable rhetoric of Marat, the murder of one of their own, after the earlier 
killing of Le Peletier and the near assassination of Bourdon, sent a ripple of 
fear through the assembly hall. Th e event seemed to provide conclusive proof 
that their very lives  were threatened by conspiracies afoot in Paris. “Yet an-
other patriot,” wrote Pinet, “has fallen under the knife of the royalists.”32

A dramatic funeral for the Ami du Peuple three days later further 
impressed upon the city and the representatives the horror of the act. 

Assassination of Marat by Charlotte Corday, July 13, 1793. Corday is surrounded 
by neighborhood people and is in danger of being lynched as others lift the dead 
Marat from his bath. Th e murder weapon has been dropped on the fl oor. Th e 
original caption reads, “Since they could not corrupt me, they assassinated me.” 
Brion de la Tour, © Coll. Musée de la Révolution française, Domaine de Vizille, 
MRF 1984.195.
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Or ga nized by the artist Jacques- Louis David, one of Marat’s closest 
friends, the eve ning pro cession wound through the streets by torchlight. 
Guittard watched the long, somber cortege as it passed near his home. He 
would then attend a second ceremony two weeks later to place Marat’s 
heart in the Luxembourg gardens.33 Everywhere in France the bust of 
Marat would be placed side by side with that of Le Peletier, permanent 
reminders of the danger of assassination for any devoted Republican.

For most of the deputies and for the people of Paris, there could be no 
doubt that the murder was directly ordered by the Girondins who had es-
caped to Normandy. It appeared inconceivable to the male leadership that 
a woman could plan and perform such an act on her own. Suspicions seemed 
confi rmed when it was discovered that before the murder Corday had vis-
ited the Girondin sympathizer Deperret and had given him a letter from 
Buzot in Caen. Rumors spread that the assassination was part of a vast plot 
to murder the leading Montagnards and liberate Marie- Antoinette. Ven-
geance became the order of the day. One pamphlet published a long list of 
those who should be executed in retribution for the murder. Jacques Hébert 
demanded that Old Regime torture be returned, since the guillotine was 
too mild a punishment for a “monster” like Corday. For Couthon, speaking 
in the Convention on July 14, it could be “mathematically proven” that 
“this monster to whom nature had given the form of a woman” had been 
sent by Buzot, Barbaroux, Salle, and the other fugitive conspirators in Caen. 
It was all part of “a royalist plot, there can be no doubt,” and it could also 
be linked to the rebellion in the Vendée. Th e next day the radical Montag-
nard Billaud- Varenne launched an extraordinary two- hour tirade against 
all of the Girondins. Th e murder of Marat was only the most recent act in 
the long history of the faction’s conspiracies, which he linked directly to 
actions by the Right in the Constituent and Legislative assemblies and to 
the betrayals of Lafayette, Dumouriez, and the federalists. He demanded 
that all the purged deputies be tried for their life.34 Th ose still waiting under 
 house arrest  were now moved to prison. Two weeks later they  were declared 
to be the accomplices of those who had fl ed and who  were condemned in 
absentia as traitors and outlaws.35

By late July any thought of conciliation with the federalists was also slip-
ping away. Anger over the murder of Marat was accentuated by the French 
losses of Condé, Valenciennes, and Mainz and by a growing conviction of 
the treason committed by their military commanders. Only a few days be-
fore Valenciennes had fallen, Lazare Carnot had inspected the fortress there 
and was convinced that it could sustain a long siege.36 Fears arose once 
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again of a “grand conspiracy” of those who opposed the Convention for 
any reason. Pinet wrote home of “this system of treason to which all our 
generals belong.” “Oh my dear compatriots,” lamented Couthon, “how can 
men be such scoundrels? When I arrived in Paris, I thought I was versed 
in the science of the human heart, but now I see that I was in this sense a 
mere child.”37

On July 10 the Convention voted to “retire” from the Committee of 
Public Safety those deputies who had been most vigorous in urging recon-
ciliation with the federalists and the Girondins. Danton, Delacroix, and 
Cambon  were all asked to step down, and the radical Montagnard Pierre- 
Louis Prieur, from the department of Marne, was elected in their stead.38 
Even more signifi cant was the election to the Committee two weeks later 
of Robespierre. Since the spring of 1793 no one had more consistently pro-
claimed the existence of a grand conspiracy linked to the Girondins and 
the need to take all necessary mea sures to repress it. He seems never to 
have accepted the conciliatory policies of his Montagnard associates. In per-
sonal notes, jotted down about this time, he left no doubt about his atti-
tude toward both the Girondins and the federalists. Th e only means of 
ending the civil war was “to punish all the traitors and conspirators, espe-
cially the guilty deputies and administrators, and to make terrible exam-
ples of the scoundrels who have outraged liberty and spilled patriot blood.” 
Th e minister Garat was present at the Committee’s meetings in late July, 
and he claimed to have watched as Robespierre cowed the other deputies 
with his powerful logic and stern self- confi dence: “Th ey all remained 
silent in the face of his words and his principles.” From that point on, as 
Barère remembered it, “a policy of intransigence became the order of the 
day,” a policy that he himself had now clearly come to embrace.39

On August 1 Barère delivered another speech in the name of the Com-
mittee, a speech that diff ered dramatically in its policies and its tone from 
the one he had given just two months earlier. After a long enumeration 
of the threats and plots faced by the Republic, he asked for much harsher 
treatment of both the Girondins— now described as “arrogant and 
conspiring”— and the various rebels in the provinces. Members of the Com-
mittee itself  were to be sent to the frontiers to oversee the war eff ort and 
scrutinize the activities of their generals. All foreigners whose countries  were 
at war with France  were to be arrested, and a series of ferocious mea sures 
 were to be taken to liquidate the Vendée insurrection, which had now come 
to symbolize all that was most treacherous in the internal rebellions. Th e 
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Committee recommended the total destruction of the rebellious areas, “to 
exterminate this rebel race, destroy their homes, set fi re to their forests, 
and cut down their harvests.” All property of the Vendée rebels was to be 
confi scated and used to indemnify patriots living in the area whose prop-
erty might also be destroyed. Only women, children, and the el der ly  were 
in theory to be spared.40

Th e Committee and the Convention also abandoned all patience with 
the insurrectional cities who continued to resist. On August 4 a Repub-
lican army was ordered to march against Lyon, an army that would arrive 
at the city walls three days later and begin the fi rst stage of a long and ter-
rible siege. At the same time a second army began advancing toward Mar-
seille, battling its way south until it fi nally entered the city on August 25. 
Th e military operations would be the prelude to a harsh repression against 
all those who had joined with the rebels or who  were suspected of having 
shown them sympathy.

Terror the Order of the Day

Civil war against the federalist cities and the Vendée rebels was not the 
only element driving the Convention’s leaders toward greater intransigence 
and repression. Th ey also faced powerful pressures from radical militants 
in Paris and, especially during the month of August, from provincial mili-
tants as well. Whether the wave of rumors in Paris was greater that summer 
than at other times during the Revolution is diffi  cult to say. Yet terrifying 
tales of plots  were constantly announced in the streets or in bread lines or 
by newspaper hawkers. Th ere  were stories of emigrants hiding out in  houses 
of prostitution, of Roland returned to the city and up to no good, of En-
glish carriages slipping through the city at night, of priests disguised as 
women planning to kill the patriots. In early September Chaumette, the 
leading offi  cial of the Commune, underlined the fears: “Every day we learn 
of new treason, new crimes, every day we discover the emergence of new 
plots.” Pa ri sians  were “tired of seeing their fate continually fl oating and un-
certain.” Th e ongoing problems of subsistence, the fear of grain shortages 
leading to endless bread lines, only amplifi ed the old anxieties of an in-
sidious “famine plot.” 41 Occasionally the population awoke to fi nd walls 
plastered with posters thrown up by federalist sympathizers, threatening 
the city with retribution. On July 24 and 25 the national guard had been 
mobilized to counter a rumored counterrevolutionary plot in the “Palace 
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of Equality”— the former Palais Royal. Indeed, Barère delivered his Au-
gust 1 speech in the midst of yet another panic in the city. On pop u lar 
demand, the Convention ordered the city gates closed, although the act 
itself may have further increased the rumors and the general uncertainty. 
Couthon feared an imminent outbreak of violence and perhaps a new as-
sault on the prisons, said to be packed with aristocrats: “Th e people are 
indignant; I fear that in their desire for justice they may become terrible.” 42

Th e fear and suspicion, the “fl oating and uncertain” mood in the city, 
invariably aff ected the po liti cal life of Paris as well, although the situation 
remained tangled and complex. Th roughout the angry months of July and 
August several radical militants presented themselves as the successors of 
the murdered Marat. Both Jacques Roux and Jean- Th éophile Leclerc 
launched newspapers with titles formerly used by Marat. Each attempted 
to outdo his rival in the infl ation of rhetoric, the violence of proposals, and 
the denunciation of conspirators. Not to be outdone, Jacques Hébert also 
entered the race, as his Père Duchesne moved progressively closer to the ex-
tremist positions of the enragés.43

Many of the female militants also assumed an ever- more- aggressive 
stance. Th e Revolutionary Republican Women would play a prominent role 
in the funeral pro cession for Marat, carry ing aloft the bloody shirt in which 
he had died and even lugging his bathtub through the streets. On the day 
following the funeral a group of women came before the Convention and 
vowed to raise their children on the “gospel” of Marat. Th ereafter, in street 
demonstrations and in appearances before the sections and the Convention, 
they persisted in the role defi ned for themselves the previous spring as prime 
opponents of the “enemies within,” while the men  were away fi ghting on 
the front or in the Vendée. Led by such militants as Claire Lacombe and 
Pauline Léon, the Revolutionary Republican Women moved progressively 
closer to the enragés, and they earned great praise from both Leclerc and 
Roux. “It is you who will ring the tocsin of liberty,” wrote Leclerc, who 
readily adopted the women to his cause and eventually married Léon.44

A portion of the Convention clearly responded to the feminist surge. In 
June women  were given the right to vote in their villages on the division 
of communal property, a remarkable decree granting them for the fi rst time 
a mea sure of suff rage. In late August there was a brief but passionate de-
bate on the rights of women over communal property within marriage. Al-
though some of the deputies  were strongly opposed to any such mea sure, 
others— including Danton, Desmoulins, and Couthon— energetically sup-
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ported an expansion of women’s rights. “Th e marital authority” of husbands, 
declared Desmoulins, “is a creation of despotic governments.” 45

Rosalie Jullien was never as radical as Lacombe or Léon. Nevertheless, 
she proudly described herself as one of “the truly republican mothers,” 
all of whom displayed “fi rm resolution and virile pride.” And during the 
summer of 1793 she experienced what was perhaps her most intense po-
liti cal engagement. She continued her daily attendance in the Convention, 
sitting in a special section for spectators just below those of the Mountain. 
When her husband fell ill, she set herself the role of substitute deputy, taking 
careful notes on the debates and attending daily in order to report back to 
him. About the same time she even produced a pamphlet, which she sent 
off  to their home department of Drôme, extolling the wisdom of the Con-
vention and castigating the federalists of the southeast. She entered the pub-
lishing arena with certain misgivings, admitting self- doubts to her son that 
“the notoriety that comes from authorship could be a taint to my modesty 
and is perhaps not appropriate for a respectable woman.” Nevertheless, she 
wondered aloud whether her idol Jean- Jacques Rousseau might not think 
diff erently of women, if only he had lived to see the Revolution: “Circum-
stances have so changed, that even the good Jean- Jacques himself might 
change his opinions.” 46

In any case, in their competition for the leadership of the far Left, Hébert, 
Roux, Leclerc, and many of the Revolutionary women pushed forward a 
veritable program for a politics of terror. All traitors, all those even sus-
pected of unpatriotic opinions, must be tracked down, arrested, and pun-
ished. Th ere was growing agreement that merchants and the rich  were often 
as dangerous as priests and aristocrats and that they too must be closely 
watched. Th e Revolutionary Tribunal needed to be greatly expanded and 
compelled to pursue counterrevolutionaries far more vigorously. Th e death 
penalty must be instituted for a  whole range of crimes, but most notably 
for hoarding and speculation in the grain supply. Th e paramilitary “revo-
lutionary army,” promised by the Convention the previous June, must be 
implemented, both to bring in grain from the country and to round up 
suspects hiding in rural parishes. In pamphlets and speeches the enragés 
extremists, men and women, regularly attacked the Convention, the Com-
mittee of Public Safety, and Robespierre himself. Soon after Marat’s assas-
sination, a certain Godinot published a brochure that was not untypical: 
“It is now more than time that we act with full severity. . . .  Do not say 
‘liberty or death,” but ‘death to all those who stand in our way.’ No more 
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pity. Our only choice is to act with the same merciless ferocity as they do.” 
Th ere was even talk of a new general uprising to exterminate all traitors, 
seemingly on the model of the September Massacres.47

Th roughout the months of July and early August, male citizens every-
where in the country  were given an unusual opportunity to participate di-
rectly in the construction of the new Republic. Following the decree of 
June 27, the Convention sent out copies of its proposed “Constitutional 
Act” to every municipality in France. Th ere it was to be discussed and voted 
on in primary assemblies within each of the approximately 4,800 primary 
cantons, the subdivisions of the districts. Similar arrangements  were made 
for men serving at the front and in the navy. After a vote on the text of the 
Constitution, each assembly was to choose a delegate to deliver the results 
to Paris and there to participate in a great celebration on August 10 marking 
the fi rst anniversary of the overthrow of the monarchy. In this way the Con-
vention fulfi lled its promise of the previous September to call a referendum 
on the new Constitution. Th e pro cess was also conceived as a means of 
drawing away support from the federalist insurrection, by coopting the 
lower- level cantons against the generally more conservative departments. 
It would be the fi rst truly direct election in the Revolution— eliminating 
all secondary assemblies— and the fi rst such referendum in Eu ro pe an 
history.48

In fact, by 1793 many of the small towns of France had experienced trends 
toward radicalization, not unlike those in the larger cities, and a great many 
of the cantonal assemblies  were dominated by the most militant local Rev-
olutionaries. A few even allowed female participation in the discussions and 
the voting and vigorously supported the expansion of rights for women. 
To be sure, not all of the cantons could be convoked in time for the Au-
gust 10 deadline. In about 10 percent— mostly in insurrectional zones of 
the Vendée and the region near Toulon— the assemblies  were never or ga-
nized. Remarkably, however, a great many took place in cantons near fed-
eralist cities in open rebellion against the Convention. Substantially more 
men voted that summer than in the primary elections for the Convention 
a year earlier. While almost all of the cantons ultimately accepted the Con-
stitution, some  were critical of certain aspects and a few proposed modifi -
cations and amendments.49

Often the cantonal assemblies  were immediately followed by celebra-
tions in honor of the new Constitution.50 In Paris  whole neighborhoods 
marched to the Convention, women and men walking arm in arm, to 
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present the fi nal tallies of votes. From her seat in the gallery, Jullien de-
scribed the scene as 2,000 to 3,000 individuals, citizens of all ages, ar-
rived from each section, singing Revolutionary songs and sometimes 
accompanied by bands. Many carried signs or various symbolic objects 
(a liberty tree or a tablet of the Rights of Man or a bust of the slain Peletier). 
Individual sections might underscore those special groups living in their 
neighborhoods: deaf- mutes or the blind from local institutions, wounded 
veterans from the Invalides hospital, boys from neighborhood schools (some-
times dressed as soldiers). “I watch the  whole universe parade before me,” 
wrote Jullien, “as in a religious ser vice in honor of the new divinities of 
liberty and equality.”51

By early August the delegates from all over France began converging on 
the city: an estimated 8,000, with some cantons and sections sending more 
than one delegate and others from pop u lar societies attending on their own 
initiative. With tensions still high from the recent military defeats and the 
continuing rebellions in the Vendée and the southeast, the Pa ri sians  were 
initially anxious that it might be the occasion for a counterrevolutionary 
coup. Clubs and sections in the city mobilized to indoctrinate the new ar-
rivals. Orders  were sent out that delegates must be  housed only in the homes 
of good patriots and that all residents must place tricolor banners on their 
 houses reading, “Th e Republic One and Indivisible” or “Fraternity, Equality, 
and Liberty, or Death!”52

Th e ratifi cation ceremony, or ga nized by David, began with a great pro-
cession of the cantonal delegates and other offi  cials across the city, stop-
ping as in the Stations of the Cross at several celebrated Revolutionary 
spaces— like the Place de la Bastille or the Tuileries Palace— before ending 
at the altar of the fatherland on the Champ de Mars. Th e itinerary even 
included a special stop in honor of the women who had marched to Ver-
sailles in October 1789. Female veterans of the march  were seated on a 
cannon, appearing, according to Pinet, as if they  were “inspired by the god 
of combat.” After the president of the Convention had presented them with 
crowns of victory, the women boldly announced, “We accept these crowns, 
and at the end of the Convention we will place them on your heads, as 
long as we fi nd you worthy.”53 After the ceremony was completed and rati-
fi cation lists had been collated, the Constitution was found to have been 
accepted by over 90 percent of all those voting.

Four days later Barère, speaking for the Committee of Public Safety, ad-
dressed a group of delegates invited to attend the Convention. He formally 
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instructed them to return home and there to “propagate the salutary prin-
ciples of the unity and indivisibility of the Republic, to root out the seeds 
of royalism, and to watch out for the plots of the federalists.” A number of 
the delegates would soon be mobilized as “national agents,” the direct con-
tacts between the Committee and the districts.54 In fact, like the national 
guardsmen of the summer of 1792, many would stay on for a time in Paris, 
meeting regularly as a group, electing a central committee to represent them, 
and fi rmly embracing many of the positions of the radical militants and 
sans- culottes.55

Th e cantonal delegates played a signifi cant role, along with the clubs and 
sections of Paris, in promoting another Revolutionary development of the 
period: the total mobilization for war. If only the entire French society could 
be recruited, they proposed— men and women, young and old, each with 
their assigned tasks— surely the Republic could at last overwhelm all the 
enemies who threatened them. Th e idea seems fi rst to have been proposed 
in one of the Paris sections at the end of July. But it was quickly adopted 
by the club of cantonal delegates, who proposed it to the Convention.56 
Following these recommendations, and with strong support from the sec-
tions and the Commune, the deputies voted the celebrated decree of the 
levée en masse on August 23. Th e basic text seems to have been drawn up 
by the two military engineers recently brought into the Committee of Public 
Safety, Lazare Carnot and Claude- Antoine Prieur (from the department 
of Côte- d’Or). But it was articulated by Barère in epic language. “From 
this moment,” he declared, and “until our enemies are expelled from the 
territory of the Republic, all French are permanently enlisted for ser vice to 
the armies.” Young men would fi ght, married men would forge arms and 
transport food; children would shred rags for ban dages; old men would be 
carried to the public squares where they would deliver patriotic speeches. 
As for women, “who must at last take their place and follow their true 
Revolutionary destiny, they will set aside futile work; and their delicate 
hands will stitch uniforms, make tents, and serve in hospitals.” Although 
the full or ga ni za tion of such an enterprise would take months, by the 
beginning of September France was already embarked on the fi rst great 
eff ort of “total war.”57

But for both the Paris radicals and the cantonal delegates who remained 
in the city, it seemed clear that mass mobilization for war could never be 
eff ective without a parallel intensifi cation of repression to root out the en-
emies whom they all believed  were lurking within. Th e old fear resurfaced 
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once again: if so many men marched away to the front, who could pre-
serve the women and children from the threat of plots and conspiracy? 
Jacques Hébert regularly demanded a range of repressive mea sures to crush 
all opposition, attacking both the Convention and the Committee of Public 
Safety for being too soft. In mid- August the provincial delegates who had 
remained in Paris began promoting a “law of suspects,” requiring the ar-
rest, rapid trial, and execution of all perceived enemies. Claude Royer, a 
radical “red priest” and leader of a committee of delegates from Burgundy, 
put it succinctly: “You must be terrible, if you are to save our liberty.” And 
in the Jacobin Club at the very end of August he introduced a phrase that 
soon became a watchword for radicals in both Paris and the Convention: 
“Terror must be made the order of the day.”58

Th e Committee Turns to Terror

Th roughout the summer the Committee of Public Safety had veered to-
ward a policy of greater repression, partly in reaction to rebellion in the 
provinces, partly through pressure from the Pa ri sian militants and provin-
cial delegates. In their relation to the militants, the deputies  were clearly 
torn. Th ey remembered only too vividly the humiliation of June 2, when 
crowds from the city had dictated their actions. Yet the Montagnards still 
held the people of Paris in great respect and felt compelled to listen to their 
demands. Th e quandary was pressed on them once again in the fi rst days 
of September, when they  were confronted with another pop u lar interven-
tion into Convention politics, compelling the leadership to embrace an array 
of radical demands and to invigorate the repressive institutions created the 
previous spring.

Rumors in Paris of impending food shortages seem to have increased in 
the late summer. Between August 21 and September 4 noisy demonstra-
tions in the streets and threats against bakers broke out almost every day.59 
Th e frustration and anger in the city  were intensifi ed on September 2 when 
news arrived in Paris that Toulon had welcomed in the British navy and 
had agreed to accept the son of Louis XVI as the new king of France. Th ere 
seemed to be no end to the treachery and conspiracy.60 Two days later many 
workers in the city began leaving their jobs, urged on by militants from 
the sections. Th ey converged on the city hall, where they drew up a peti-
tion demanding more mea sures to increase the bread supply and to root 
out traitors and suspects. Th e municipal leaders Chaumette and Hébert 
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gave dramatic speeches in support of such proposals. Hébert demanded 
not only a price freeze on basic necessities but the immediate or ga ni za tion 
of a Revolutionary Army, a corps created in theory the previous spring but 
never actually implemented. Th e paramilitary “army” would circulate in 
the countryside, both to compel the peasants to sell their grain and to ar-
rest “suspects” who might be found there. Th e petitioners then decided that 
they would march on the Convention the next day to present their griev-
ances. Th at eve ning the Jacobin Club gave its support to the march, de-
spite Robespierre’s plea to let the Convention and the Committee of Public 
Safety, on which he sat, handle the crisis.61

Th e great demonstration set off  from the city hall a bit after noon on 
September 5, led by key members of the Paris Commune and the clubs, 
and including the vociferous presence of the Revolutionary Republican 
Women.62 Only about two- thirds of the sections  were represented, with 
many of the more moderate neighborhoods refusing to cooperate. Arriving 
at the Convention about an hour later, they  were given permission to enter 
the hall, and “an enormous number of citizens” fi led in to a roar of ap-
plause from the galleries and from many of the Montagnard deputies. As 
they had sometimes done in the past, a  whole segment of the crowd took 
up seats on the largely empty benches of the right side of the hall, demon-
strating symbolically that they too intended to take part in the pro cess. 
Hundreds of other men and women crowded onto the fl oor of the as-
sembly, singing patriotic songs and shouting, “Long live the Republic!” 
Some also carried signs proclaiming, “War on tyrants and aristocrats!” or 
“War on grain hoarders!”

Th e rhetoric of petitioners was more violent than ever. Chaumette de-
manded the immediate arrest of unspecifi ed “suspects” and the surveillance 
of the rich, these “new lords” who purchased the property of “their former 
masters” and who speculated on the people’s misery, just as the aristocrats 
once did. It was time, announced a speaker for the Jacobins— adopting 
the phrase of the abbé Royer—“to make terror the order of the day.” Th e 
violent rhetoric reached a climax in a speech by the Conventionnel Jean- 
Baptiste Drouet, the onetime stable master who had led the arrest of Louis 
XVI at Varennes in 1791. All pity for the enemies of the Revolution, he 
declared, must be ended. Anyone suspected of evil intentions must be ar-
rested, and if ever the liberty of the nation  were placed in peril, they must 
be massacred without mercy. We must “be brigands!” he cried out, in the 
defense of liberty. Th e obvious suggestion for a renewal of the September 
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Massacres drew immediate disapproval from many of the deputies. 
Th uriot, who still sat on the Committee of Public Safety, countered with a 
passionate speech of his own: “Revolutions are not made to commit crime, 
but to bring the triumph of virtue.”

Yet the pressure to intensify the repression was enormous. Th e Com-
mittee of Public Safety— like the Convention itself— struggled throughout 
the day to fi nd an adequate response. At one point the crowds even burst 
into the Committee’s normally closed meeting to make their opinions 
known. Finally, toward the end of the day, Barère stepped up once again 
to deliver a message from the intimidated Committee members. His speech, 
improvised under the infl uence of the crowds, was scattered and rambling. 
He began with rhetoric clearly intended to please the militants, including 
a repetition of the Jacobin phrase, “Let us make terror the order of the day!” 
He then declared that the Revolutionary Tribunal must be used to crush 
not only royalists but moderates as well. Yet he too repudiated Drouet, 
making it clear that justice and repression must be pursued through the 
institutional authority of the tribunals. In the end, his immediate proposals 
 were relatively meager, demanding only that a Revolutionary Army be im-
plemented and that unattached soldiers in the streets of Paris be rounded 
up— a demand that no one had actually made. Nevertheless, he issued a 
solemn promise that the Committee would soon develop other proposals 
in response to the demands made in the Convention that day.63

Once again Barère managed to mollify the crowds, who now seemed 
satisfi ed and exited the hall. Yet the Committee of Public Safety continued 
its meeting long into the night in what could only have been an agonizing 
session. We will never know the details of their discussions. Not all of the 
members seem to have been in agreement, and there may have been an open 
confrontation between Robespierre and Th uriot.64 But the majority of the 
Committee may well have made a series of fundamental decisions about 
the direction of the Revolution. All of those present undoubtedly sympa-
thized with the plight of the people. At the same time all, including Robe-
spierre,  were deeply unhappy with the eruption of the crowds into the Con-
vention and the Committee. Th ey  were suspicious that the people might 
be misled by secret conspirators, including perhaps some of the militant 
leaders themselves. And they  were convinced that if they  were to lead a 
successful war against both internal and external enemies, they could not 
tolerate the chaos and the threats from the streets. It is unclear whether 
they established a comprehensive plan of action. Nevertheless, they almost 
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certainly considered strategies for acquiescing to militant demands while 
simultaneously acting to prevent pop u lar disruptions in the future. Th e min-
ister Garat, who often sat with the Committee in the past, described its 
general dilemma and the tightrope it was compelled to cross: “When one 
lacks the power to enforce one’s authority, one can only be successful if 
one acts with great caution.” And more succinctly, “before attempting to 
govern, one must have a government.” Robespierre had much the same 
thought in mind when he jotted down in his private notes the absolute 
necessity of creating a functional, centralized government—“a single will” 
(a volonté une)— that could save the Revolution.65

As a fi rst step toward placating the militants, the Committee members 
resolved to invite the Convention radicals Collot d’Herbois and Billaud- 
Varenne to join them in the Committee. Th ey thus coopted two of their 
harshest critics, both of whom had strongly supported the demands of the 
militants on September 5.66 At the same time they moved rapidly to attack 
the most vulnerable of the militant leaders. Th ere could be no question at 
this point of directly confronting Hébert— who remained a member of the 
Paris Commune and who had the support of Collot and Billaud. But they 
obtained the arrest of two of the enragé leaders, Jacques Roux and Jean- 
François Varlet, while largely muzzling Leclerc through intimidation. A 
few weeks later, they moved to shut down the club of Revolutionary Re-
publican Women, who  were so closely allied with the enragés.67 Th ere was 
also an eff ort by the leadership to rein in the activities of the Paris sections. 
On a motion by Danton, the Convention voted to end the “permanent” 
sessions of the sections that had existed for over a year and to limit them 
to two meetings per week.68 To be sure, the poorest male citizens  were now 
to be paid if they attended such meetings— ostensibly to make them more 
democratic— and neighborhood pop u lar societies, along with the Jacobin 
and Cordeliers clubs, would continue to be active. Yet direct pop u lar in-
terventions into the Convention would largely cease, and there was a dra-
matic decline after September in the number of collective demonstrations 
by the radical militants and sans- culottes.69

Nevertheless, the Committee could no longer ignore the demands of the 
September 5 petitioners and Barère’s promise to increase the prosecution 
of “suspects.” Over the following weeks the Committee would expand and 
invigorate the institutions created in the panic atmosphere of March and 
April and promote a vastly more effi  cient state- supported or ga ni za tion of 
repression. Although the proposal that “terror be made the order of the day” 
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was never formally decreed, for all practical purposes the phrase now came 
to characterize state policy, and it would be repeated dozens of times in 
the Convention over the following months.70

On September 9 the Convention created the Revolutionary Army that 
the Pa ri sian militants had so long clamored for, implementing a law that 
had been on the books since June 2 but that had never been executed.71 By 
the autumn a paid paramilitary force of dedicated militants was roaming 
the countryside, compelling the peasantry to sell their grain and turn over 
anyone who appeared suspicious. Commonly recruited from the lower 
classes of Pa ri sian society, the well- armed and poorly disciplined irregu-
lars would have a terrifying eff ect on the rural people and would soon ac-
tively promote an attack on the church and the Christian religion. At the 
same time, by sending hundreds of such men out into the countryside, the 
Committee and the Montagnard leadership succeeded in removing tem-
porarily some of the city’s most active— and disruptive— militants.72

Equally important, however, in the institutionalization of the Terror was 
the infamous “law of suspects,” passed by the Convention with very little 
debate on September 17. Th e intention of the law was supposedly to give a 
more precise defi nition to the concept of “suspect.” In fact, however, the 
text included a series of elastic clauses, targeting all those who “have shown 
themselves to be the partisans of tyranny or federalism or are enemies of 
liberty” or who could not produce evidence of civisme— a term signifying 
“public spiritedness” but whose meaning was never itself clearly defi ned.73 
In any case, the actual designation of suspects was entirely in the hands of 
the local surveillance committees, which assumed the role often played ear-
lier in the Revolution by the pop u lar societies. Such committees would be 
all the more threatening, moreover, in that virtually no appeal was pos-
sible against their decisions and that they  were now to be purged and to 
consist only of the most radical patriots. Th e previous June Barère had at-
tacked the activities of such surveillance committees for their violations of 
the Declaration of Rights. But since then the Committee of Public Safety 
had clearly changed its position. As Collot d’Herbois explained it, “the rights 
of man  were not made for counterrevolutionaries, but only for the sans- 
culottes.” Jullien readily admitted to her son that arrests  were sometimes 
made in error. She described the case of a friend who had been jailed, she 
believed, merely because he originated in the rebellious city of Lyon: “Th e 
anger is such as to make it a crime even to come from Lyon.” But she seemed 
ultimately resigned to the situation. Such “arrests sometimes cause problems 
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and concern for everyone. But they are so necessary for the security of 
the state that even those who are innocent victims cannot complain if 
they are truly republican.”74 In any case, the number of prisoners in Paris 
now increased rapidly, nearly doubling between late August and late 
October.75

Th e investigation and trial of all these new prisoners was the central con-
cern of the Revolutionary Tribunal. Since its creation the previous March, 
there had been numerous complaints from the radicals that the court was 
too slow and too lenient.76 In the wake of September 5, however, the Tri-
bunal was substantially enlarged, with the recruitment of a considerable 
number of new judges and jurors and the creation of four separate sections, 
so that multiple cases could be tried at the same time. An increasing 
proportion of magistrates and jury members originated from among the 
Pa ri sian radicals, with a strong contingent of artisans and small tradesmen. 
Indeed, the period from September through the end of the year would see 
a sharp augmentation in both the number of cases tried and the number 
and proportion of individuals condemned to death. In late September the 
Tribunal was also given its own prison, the adjoining Conciergerie, where 
all those assigned to the court’s jurisdiction  were held before their trials 
and while awaiting execution.77

All of these mea sures, initiated by the Committee of Public Safety,  were 
ratifi ed by the majority of the Convention. To be sure, some of the Mon-
tagnards complained about the obvious swing toward such a policy of Terror. 
On September 25 Th uriot, who had been increasingly at odds with Robe-
spierre and who had just resigned from the Committee in protest, made a 
passionate plea that the repression be moderated. “We must halt this raging 
torrent,” he declared, “that is leading us to barbarism.” But both Barère 
and Robespierre defended the policies of the Committee and implicitly took 
Th uriot to task. Anyone who attacked the Committee, declared Robespierre 
ominously, “is an enemy of the nation. . . .  He is an ally of the tyrants 
who wage war against us.” Th en, in a dramatic act, Robespierre proposed 
that he and the entire Committee should resign. But the Convention re-
fused even to consider such a proposal and declared that the Committee 
had “their full confi dence.”78

For the next ten months the twelve men who sat on the Committee of 
Public Safety in mid- September would be maintained continuously in their 
positions by the Convention, and throughout the fall the Committee con-
tinued to consolidate its power. On September 13 it was given the authority 
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to nominate the membership of all Convention committees. By October 
it had also obtained the right to direct the specifi c inquiries of the Revolu-
tionary Tribunal. In the meantime, the Committee of General Security, 
in charge of the repressive activities of the Convention, was packed with 
radical Montagnards, who would henceforth work closely with the Com-
mittee of Public Safety.79

Even more important was a decree of October 10 that formally endowed 
the Committee of Public Safety with executive and governmental authority. 
Such a mea sure had been proposed by Danton over two months earlier, 
but it had been rejected at the time by several of the members themselves, 
including Robespierre and Barère.80 Now Saint- Just was able to obtain just 
such an expansion of its powers. He spoke to the Convention of the prob-
lems of the war and the economy, although he placed his greatest emphasis 
on the internal situation, and notably on the treachery, self- interest, and 
“moderation” of a great many government offi  cials. “Th e enemies of the 
Republic,” he proclaimed, “are within the government itself.” Th ey must 
pursue a far harsher repression, to cleanse the state of the conspiracies that 
infest it and to “govern with the sword those who cannot be governed 
through justice.” He then demanded that the Committee be recognized 
as the executive authority of France and that the Constitution be set aside 
for the duration of the war: “Th e provisional government of France must 
be revolutionary until victory is achieved.”81

Th e attitudes of the deputies toward this array of repressive and central-
izing mea sures is diffi  cult to assess. Most  were no longer willing to share 
their thoughts with friends in letters that might well be opened by surveil-
lance committees or the police. Yet a great many in both the Plain and the 
Mountain probably felt they had no choice but to grant full powers to the 
Committee, if all the enemies who threatened the Republic  were ever to 
be defeated. In a letter to her son, Jullien described the plight of her deputy 
husband, a staunch supporter of the Mountain and of Robespierre. He con-
tinued to suff er, she said, both physically and morally from the terrible sit-
uation in which the Revolutionaries found themselves. “Our enemies,” she 
exclaimed, “have compelled the legislators to take mea sures that diminish 
their humanity, even though they are ultimately dictated by wisdom.” Pierre 
Dubreuil also divulged his discouragement in a letter to his son on their 
farm in Poitou. He admitted that he was exhausted and that he had hoped 
the Convention would soon complete its tasks, so that he could return home. 
But in the course of September he had changed his mind. All the “true 
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patriots”  were now telling him that he must stay the course: “You have saved 
the fatherland,” they told him. “But it is still in danger. Your mission is 
not yet completed. You must remain at your post.” He only hoped that 
Heaven would soon grant the nation the peace and tranquility it so badly 
needed.82

Th e Death of the Girondins

One of the most diffi  cult problems that the Convention and the Committee 
of Public Safety had to face concerned the fate of the Girondins. Since 
June 2 Pa ri sian militants had pushed for their trial and punishment. No 
one would do so more vigorously than Jacques Hébert, who never forgot 
the personal humiliation of being arrested and interrogated the previous 
May by the Girondin- controlled Commission of Twelve.83 Th e Montagnard 
leadership, however, had long put off  a decision. Th ey had initially treated 
the  house arrest of the twenty- nine deputies as a temporary expedient. In 
early July Saint- Just, designated by the Committee of Public Safety to sift 
through the evidence, had recommended trying only a few of the leaders, 
describing most of those in question as “misguided” men who deserved 
amnesty. According to Rosalie Jullien, who often saw Barère and other 
members of the Committee, the leaders had too many other diffi  cult 
problems to confront. “Th e trial of these fi ne gentlemen,” she wrote in late 
June, “would only open the door to quarrel and discord.”84

It was only after so many of the Girondins had escaped and joined up 
with the federalists that the position of the leadership toughened. When 
Brissot was captured in Moulins and brought back to Paris, the Conven-
tion had immediately sent him to prison, and with the killing of Marat 
the remainder of those still in Paris  were subjected to similar treatment. 
Over the summer other Girondin sympathizers  were arrested as well: one 
who had helped Pétion escape, another who had been on mission in the 
provinces, and two who had been visited by Charlotte Corday shortly be-
fore she had assassinated Marat. On July 28 all those who had fl ed  were 
formally declared “traitors” and thus subject to immediate execution.85 It 
was under this decree that the Girondin journalist Gorsas was judged when 
he was caught slipping back into Paris to visit his mistress. On October 7 
he became the fi rst deputy of any Revolutionary assembly to be executed.86

Th roughout this period the Convention remained under intense pres-
sure to bring all of the Girondins to justice. Barère seemed to have prom-



Revolution and Terror until Victory

307

ised such a trial in his September 5 speech. Yet Hébert continued his at-
tacks in his newspaper, and there  were numerous petitions demanding a 
trial presented to the assembly by the sections and the Jacobin Club. Th e 
militants had argued since the previous spring that the Girondins  were trai-
tors and conspirators, and now they demanded immediate retribution: “that 
Brissot and his accomplices receive without delay the punishment justifi ed 
by their crimes.”87

Finally on October 3 Jean- Pierre Amar, a member of the Committee of 
General Security, presented a long formal indictment of the Girondin dep-
uties. Th e list was now expanded from twenty- nine to forty- one—though 
only twenty- one  were actually present in Paris— and it included the two 
young Girondins Boyer- Fonfrède and Ducos, who still sat in the Conven-
tion.88 Th e Committee had undertaken extensive research into the past ac-
tivities of the accused, poring over their speeches and publications and the 
correspondence seized in their homes or opened at the post offi  ce. A  whole 
panoply of evil deeds was developed to tarnish the reputations of specifi c 
individuals and of the “faction” in general. Much was made of Carra’s 
strange proposal in July 1792 that the duke of Brunswick be made king; of 
the secret letters to the monarch written about the same time by Vergniaud 
and Gensonné; of Brissot’s known links to Dumouriez; and of Isnard’s threat 
to have Paris destroyed. But the central accusation was that the Girondins 
had incited and directly participated in the federalist uprisings and that 
they could be linked to the assassination of Marat and perhaps even to the 
Vendée rebellion and to the British prime minister Pitt. Amar admitted 
that the group had sometimes seemed to disagree on certain specifi c issues. 
But this, he argued, was only “better to hide their criminal association,” 
and there could be no doubt that “they acted together to bring ruin upon 
the nation.”89

Th e indictment of the Girondin leadership had not been unanticipated 
and had been announced the previous night in the Jacobin Club. Far more 
unexpected was Amar’s demand that seventy- fi ve other Girondin sympa-
thizers be arrested. Th e expanded list included all those deputies who had 
signed protests against the June 2 decrees, protests that had never been pub-
lished but had been found in the pocket of the deputy Deperret when he 
was arrested in July. As Amar began speaking, the doors of the hall  were 
locked, and all those on the list  were immediately pulled from their seats 
and transferred to prison. Claude- Antoine Blad, whose name was on the 
list and who was arrested that day, seems to have been taken totally by 
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surprise. Louis- Sébastien Mercier was likewise taken away and incarcer-
ated. Several Montagnards demanded that these men also be placed on 
trial, but Robespierre intervened on their behalf, and all  were interred in 
La Force Prison, where they would remain for over a year.90

Th e Girondins’ trial before the Revolutionary Tribunal began on Oc-
tober 24 and continued for seven days. Sitting in judgment  were fi ve mag-
istrates and a jury of fourteen men, all of them radical militants and the 
majority from Paris itself. An estimated 1,200 spectators, including Rosalie 
Jullien, followed the proceedings from the rear of the chamber or in the 
balconies.91 Th e crowd was no doubt attracted by the presence of several of 
the major leaders of the faction, including Brissot, Vergniaud, Gensonné, 
Lasource, Fonfrède, Ducos, and Carra. But the remainder  were relatively 
less known, and some  were very much on the margins of the group—“small 
fry,” as Jullien called them. It was the fi rst time a large group of diverse 
individuals was “bundled” together, a procedure that was to characterize 
several of the major po liti cal trials over the coming year.92 As in the trial 
of the king in January, the Girondins  were permitted to have a defense 
attorney— apparently named by the court— and  were allowed to testify in 
their own defense. However, they  were not allowed to see the evidence 
against them in advance, and they  were never able to call witnesses in their 
defense— only prosecution witnesses  were heard. A great deal of hearsay 
or secondhand testimony was entered into evidence, despite the vigorous 
protests of the defendants. Th e prosecution was led by the able and sin-
uous Antoine Fouquier- Tinville, but at times the magistrates and the ju-
rors also spoke up and aggressively attacked the accused.93

Th e chief witnesses for the prosecution  were all leading militants: Chau-
mette, Dobsen, Léonard Bourdon, and above all Hébert himself. In many 
respects, Hébert served as a second prosecuting attorney, attacking the de-
fendants incessantly with extraordinary energy and anger. But Brissot, Gen-
sonné, and especially Vergniaud had been among the most eff ective ora-
tors of the Convention. At one point Vergniaud summoned all his soaring 
eloquence to respond to the accusations of Hébert. He recalled his long 
dedication to the Revolution, insisting that all his actions must be placed 
in the context of past events and that they  were motivated only by love of 
the Republic. Listening to the speeches, Jullien admitted that she was 
tempted to sympathize with the accused: “My heart suff ered, for austere 
justice does not exclude tender humanity and pity.”94
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Th e relentless Fouquier- Tinville quickly countered by producing Verg-
niaud’s letter to his constituency, the “Men of the Gironde!” appeal of the 
previous May, which seemed to call for an insurrection against Paris and 
the Montagnards.95 Yet both Fouquier and Hébert realized the danger of 
their being bested in the courtroom and of losing the support of public 
opinion. Frustrated and increasingly uneasy, Hébert demanded in his news-
paper and in the Jacobin Club that the trial be curtailed. Th e court mag-
istrates also appealed directly to the Convention. If they  were compelled 
to follow the letter of the law, they argued, all of the accused might give 
endless rebuttals and the trial could go on forever. In their view, however, 
the outcome was already clear: “Th e proof of their crimes is evident; all of 
us maintain the fi rm conviction that they are guilty.” Th e Jacobins also 
petitioned the deputies. In order that “these monsters may perish” and that 
“the terror remain the order of the day,” they must end the trial and con-
vict the accused. In the face of such pressure, Robespierre and Barère pro-
posed a “compromise” that the trial could be concluded as soon as the jury 
affi  rmed that their conscience was suffi  ciently enlightened.96

Th e next day, October 30, the jury initially insisted that they still did 
not have enough evidence, and so the testimony continued for several more 
hours. But after a long afternoon adjournment— and most likely after a 
certain amount of persuasion by the magistrates and the prosecutor— the 
jury announced they  were ready to deliberate. A contemporary observer 
described the moment when the jury returned about ten  o’clock that night, 
after three hours of deliberations and after the accused had been led back 
into the court: “Th e torchlit room and the advanced hour of the night, with 
both the judges and the audience exhausted by the long session: all gave 
the scene a somber, imposing, and terrible appearance.”97 But the scene was 
even more terrible when the jurymen announced their verdict. All twenty-
 one defendants  were found guilty of conspiracy against the unity and in-
divisibility of the Republic. One of the jurors then read an explanation of 
the decision. Th ere was ample evidence, he declared, that the accused had 
long acted together through secret conclaves at night and had conspired 
to encourage treasonous uprisings in the provinces, including plans for an 
armed march against the city of Paris. Such behavior had brought the Re-
public to the edge of disaster. It was hoped that the example of the severe 
treatment dealt to them would frighten other deputies who might be tempted 
to imitate their behavior. Jullien, who was also present, seemed similarly 
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convinced: “During the seven days that this great aff air was considered by 
the tribunal, all the defendants spoke vigorously and at length, but the pros-
ecution witnesses clearly revealed the falsity of all their explanations.”98

Th e head judge then issued his sentence. By virtue of the law on “crimes 
against the unity of the republic”— a law passed unanimously by the Con-
vention the previous December— all twenty- one would be sent the next 
day to the guillotine.99 Th e Girondins seemed stunned and unprepared for 
such a sentence. “Terror was painted on all their faces,” wrote Jullien. “Brissot 
dropped his head. Vergniaud raised his arms and seemed to appeal to the 
people. Gensonné tried to challenge the sentence, but he was told there 
was nothing more to say.” Others cried out, “I am innocent!” or even “Long 
live the Republic!” Suddenly they all spontaneously  rose to protest and the 
 whole room fell into turmoil, with everyone shouting at once. Th en the 
convicted deputies  were gathered up by the police and carried away to their 
cells. One of the twenty- one remained behind, however. Dufriche- Valazé, 
in whose apartment the Girondins had so frequently met, lay inert on his 
bench, having stabbed himself through the heart.100

On the following day, October 31, the twenty men still alive  were placed 
in four carts and submitted to a “passage of infamy,” not unlike that of the 
Old Regime, a slow drive in a cart from the prison of the Conciergerie up 
the Seine to the Place de la Révolution. All had read stories of the Romans 
who bravely went to their deaths, and most  were determined to do so them-
selves. Th e two youn gest, Fonfrède and Ducos,  were said to have sung patri-
otic songs. Some, like the men from Bordeaux, had been close friends since 
well before the Revolution, and according to witnesses, they all embraced 
one another at the foot of the scaff old. Th ey then lined up, climbed the 
platform, and faced their death one after another. Until that day, it was the 
greatest number ever devoured at one time by the great machine.

According to a police observer present to record the event, many people 
began leaving after the sixth execution, “with somber faces and a look of 
great consternation.” When the last head had fallen, there  were the inevi-
table shouts of “Long live the Republic! Long live the Nation!” But after 
that, he wrote, “few people spoke to one another.”101 Many of those exe-
cuted would have been well known and easily identifi able to the crowds. 
Only recently they had ranked among the most infl uential and powerful 
men in France. For many of those present, their demise could only have 
been sobering, if not terrifying.



Even before the Girondins went to their death, contemporaries  were 
becoming much more cautious as to what they set down in writing. Many 
ceased correspondence altogether. For those who continued, the transpar-
ency of their thoughts and opinions was frequently clouded by fear and self- 
censorship. Some burned everything they had previously written or received, 
or tore out and destroyed  whole sections of their diaries.1 Adrien Colson 
confi ned his messages strictly to business. Th e el der ly Guittard de Floriban 
continued his journal, but he generally recounted only the “facts,” the events 
that he read in the newspaper or that he observed from his window or during 
his walks near Saint- Sulpice. For a time Rosalie Jullien remained more forth-
right, since her letters  were sent in a special pouch to her son, the personal 
agent of Robespierre. Yet by February 1794 she felt compelled to add a note 
to anyone opening her letter, begging them not to block a message from a 
mother to her son. Th ereafter, she and many of the other observers whose 
letters are preserved became much more ideological and stilted in their 
expression. Of all our witnesses, perhaps only Nicolas Ruault persisted in 
writing candid letters. But they  were sent far less frequently and only when 
he could confi de them to a private messenger whom he trusted. Otherwise, 
as he noted to his brother, he would be compelled for reasons of personal 
safety to conform to the dominant politics and language.2

From Radical Reform to Dechristianization

To be sure, throughout the “Year II”— from September 1793 to September 
1794, following the new Revolutionary calendar— the spirit of ’89, the ide-
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alism and fervor for the improvement of humanity never disappeared. In 
some respects they became even stronger. Th e period was marked by a se-
ries of mea sures that sought to create a more just and egalitarian society. 
Th e Declaration of Rights voted by the Convention in June 1793 had com-
mitted the Republic to universal education and public assistance for all those 
in need. In December of that year the deputies decreed that every com-
mune should have a primary school with teachers paid by the state. Th e 
following February they voted a bud get of ten million livres for aid to the 
indigent, the aged, the infi rm, and unmarried women with young children, 
even those born out of wedlock. “Illegitimate” children  were henceforth 
to be considered equal before the law to all other children— a remarkable 
innovation considering the prejudices of the age. Additional mea sures  were 
aimed at promoting agriculture and transportation— partly no doubt to 
assist the war eff ort but also to improve conditions for the general popula-
tion.3 Th e attempted division of communal property and the so- called 
Ventôse decrees in late February and early March represented preliminary 
attempts at land redistribution. Pushed through the Convention by Saint- 
Just, such laws would have distributed among the poor the property seized 
from those condemned by the Revolutionary Tribunal.4 Perhaps even more 
extraordinary was the decree on February 4, 1794 abolishing slavery 
throughout the French colonies. France became the fi rst great power in 
modern times to pass such a law. Indeed, the end of slavery was the oc-
casion for a major pop u lar celebration in Paris, attended by thousands of 
men and women, including a number of Africans living in the city. Even 
Guittard— who had lost all his investments in the Ca rib be an after the 
slave uprisings there— was surprisingly enthusiastic: “So now all the slaves 
are free and on their own.” And in honor of “this memorable day of emanci-
pation,” he drew a little sketch in his diary of a black man and black woman 
holding hands.5

Th e Convention had also pursued a series of remarkable changes for 
women. Decrees instituting rights for wives within the family— over family 
property and the control of children— had substantially improved their con-
dition compared to the Old Regime. With the advent of divorce, thousands 
of French women would turn to the courts to escape unhappy marriages.6 
However, the Convention had also moved to restrict their po liti cal rights. 
In September and October 1793 the radical club of Revolutionary Repub-
lican Women, dominated by middle- class members, was involved in a se-
ries of bitter quarrels with the working- class women in Paris. Th ose in the 
central marketplace, in par tic u lar,  were enraged by the club’s eff orts to force 
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them to wear the red Republican caps, and other specifi ed elements of dress. 
In October the market women urged the Convention to abolish the club. 
Th e deputies, who  were already impatient with the club’s links to the 
enragés, took the occasion to abolish not only this society but all female 
pop u lar societies. Some of the deputies accompanied their speeches with 
misogynist rhetoric about the need for wives and daughters to confi ne 
themselves to their homes. But if they  were no longer allowed to create 
their own clubs, they  were by no means ready to return to their  house work. 
Th ey  were still allowed to sit in the galleries of male clubs, and a great many 
continued to do so and to attend and petition the Convention and the 
neighborhood sections. Rosalie Jullien followed politics as passionately 
as before— at least until the fall of Robespierre in July 1794.7

In reality many of the Convention’s social decrees, including those on 
education and land redistribution,  were implemented only haltingly, if at 
all. Th e war and the terrible factional politics inside France often made it 
impossible for the Montagnards to carry through such reforms before they 
fell from power. Yet some such eff orts  were realized by individual repre-
sentatives on mission acting on their own initiative. Th us Gilbert Romme, 
assigned to several departments in the southwest, attempted to use his all- 
encompassing powers at the local level not only to support the war and 
repress counterrevolution but also to promote greater equality and “fair 
shares for all.” He worked to ensure food provisions for all classes— the 
“bread of equality”— to promote education and agriculture, and to expand 
assistance for the sick and the poor. He and many other such representa-
tives shared the dream of “a society reconciled with itself,” a grande famille 
in which children from all classes would receive an equal education and in 
which the gap between rich and poor would be diminished.8 Even if the 
eff orts of Romme and other idealists among the representatives on mis-
sion failed or  were short- lived; even when so many of the egalitarian de-
crees of the Convention, including women’s rights and the abolition of 
slavery,  were swept away by later regimes; the attempts would serve as a 
powerful legacy for future generations of men and women, inspiring dreams 
throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries of a more equal and 
humane society.

Unfortunately, however, during the Year II such dreams did not always 
include the virtues of tolerance. From early in the Revolution many pa-
triots had shown impatience toward those unprepared to embrace their vi-
sion of the “new man.” By 1793 a  whole segment of the most radical mili-



Th e Year II and the Great Terror

315

tants  were attacking not only the counterrevolutionaries, but anyone whose 
attachment to the Revolution was deemed insuffi  ciently energetic. Mod-
eration and passivity could be treated as crimes. Th ose who did not sup-
port their views in every respect must be against them. Th e intolerance of 
the militants was particularly salient in their attack on the church and the 
clergy.9 Nothing better illustrates the extraordinary distance traveled since 
1789 by the most militant Revolutionaries than their rapidly evolving views 
on religion. With the progress of the Revolution and the overthrow of all 
the old authorities, was it not time, they asked, to declare the reign of reason 
and to cast aside the superstition of the saints and the Trinity and the mag-
ical hocus- pocus of the Catholic liturgy? Was it not now clear that all re-
ligion was a sham, concocted by the clergy to maintain their positions of 
power and infl uence in society?

Th ere can be no doubt that the great majority of the population— even 
among the working classes of Paris— had continued to support Catholi-
cism through the early years of the Revolution. When leaders of the Paris 
Commune tried to forbid the midnight mass on Christmas Eve 1792 and 
the Corpus Christi pro cession in May 1793, much of the population ig-
nored the interdictions and pursued these pop u lar religious celebrations 
as before.10 By the autumn of 1793, however, with the radical militants in-
creasingly infl uential in the Convention and in control of the Commune 
and the sections, many felt the time had come to entirely expunge “super-
stition” from the Republic. In September the representative on mission Jo-
seph Fouché began forcibly closing down churches in two departments of 
central France, expelling the clergy, and aggressively promoting atheism. 
Similar initiatives  were soon followed by representatives in other regions of 
the country, and by the end of the winter there  were hardly any parishes in 
all of France where clergymen  were still saying mass. Th e Constitutional 
priests, most of whom had strongly supported the Revolution and the 
Republic,  were told they  were no longer needed, and they  were forced 
to resign and retire. Whether through fear or conviction, several thou-
sand also burned their letters of priesthood and repudiated their former 
profession. Hundreds of them then proceeded to take wives.

In Paris the movement of “dechristianization” arrived with a vengeance 
in October and November of that year. A new Revolutionary calendar, con-
ceived in part by Gilbert Romme, was formally adopted in October and 
implemented in late November. Time was henceforth to be mea sured not 
from the birth of Christ, but from the birth of the Republic on September 
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21, 1792. Th e twelve months of the year  were renamed with more rational 
denominations describing the seasons. Th us, November 25, 1793, now be-
came 5 Frimaire (the chilly month) of the Year II of the Republic. Even 
more dramatic was the replacement of the seven- day week by the ten- day 
“de cade,” so that the day of rest would no longer be on every seventh Sunday 
but on every tenth “decadi.” To further emphasize the radical break, the 
militants set about changing the names of places— of towns, streets, and 
physical features— eff acing all reference to the saints or the Virgin or any-
thing that smacked of the Christian religion, just as they had earlier re-
moved references to royality.11

At fi rst Guittard’s parish of Saint- Sulpice in Paris attempted to celebrate 
Catholic mass on both the decadi— to pray for the success of the French 
armies— and on the former “Sundays.” But then the Commune, led by its 
procureur Chaumette, began enforcing the closing of all churches and 
strongly encouraging the end of all masses.12 Th e last ser vice in his parish 
was held on October 15. For a time, there was an eff ort to continue saying 
mass in private chapels, but this too was discouraged and soon perceived 
as dangerous. Guittard entered into his diary in unusual detail a descrip-
tion of the new state of aff airs. Th e reliquary of Sainte Geneviève and all 
of the chalices of Saint- Sulpice  were carried away to be melted down in 
the mint. Th ree priests from the parish came to his section, accompanied 
by their new wives, and ostentatiously burned their ordination letters. Th e-
ology, they declared, was only petty nonsense and, in fact, “they had never 
believed a word of what they had preached, which had only served to de-
ceive the people.” Local militants built a bonfi re of sacred books and vest-
ments, and “a phi los o pher gave a speech announcing that there was no more 
religion and no more God, and that everything was a question of Nature.” 
At about the same time the bishop of Paris and nearly all other clergymen 
sitting in the Convention removed their crucifi xes and renounced the priest-
hood. Celebrations in the ex- cathedral of Notre Dame  were held in honor 
of a statue of liberty and a “goddess of reason.” Soon thereafter sans- culotte 
militants began knocking off  the heads of the long rows of Gothic saints 
carved on the building’s exterior. “Th is,” wrote Guittard, “is the new reli-
gion, or rather cult, established now in all the churches of Paris.”13

Although Guittard described these events without commentary, we know 
from ensuing entries that he was extremely upset. Several months later, he 
expressed his satisfaction when both Chaumette and the former bishop of 
Paris  were sent to the guillotine. It was they who had said that “that there 
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was no God and that man had no soul.” “But God uncovered the schemes 
of these wretches.”14 And Guittard was not the only Jacobin supporter an-
gered by the antireligious culture being imposed by the militants through 
coercion and terror. Nicolas Ruault was convinced— like Voltaire whom 
he so admired— that the common people needed religion. He worried about 
the eff ects in the provinces of “the repression of priests and the destruc-
tion of all churches and of religion.” And he was appalled by the baccha-
nalian antics of some of the younger militants in the streets near his apart-
ment: “A hundred scoundrels marched in a carnival- like pro cession, dressed 
in priestly vestments, leading a donkey draped in clerical garb.” He was 
also saddened by the destruction of the tombs of the French kings in the 
basilica of Saint- Denis just north of Paris. “What sad times,” he wrote, 
“when both the living and the dead are so persecuted.”15

Rosalie Jullien, who leaned toward a more Rousseauist vision of religion, 
shared Ruault’s unhappiness with the events unrolling in her city, events 
that had taken her quite by surprise. Everyone, she wrote, was “struck with 
an electric shock.” “It was a revolutionary fl ood that was impossible to halt 
in Paris. Like the members of the Convention we are all quite stunned.” 
Yet to some extent she was torn. For the attacks on religion seemed to rep-
resent the will of the people— or at least those who now dominated the 
sections— the people whom she had so long trusted and revered. Perhaps, 
after all, the essence of Christianity was to be found in its ethical system. 
Like Jacques Hébert, she wondered if Jesus should not be viewed as “the 
best of the sans- culottes.”16

For the time being, the private opinions of Guittard, Jullien, and 
Ruault could have no eff ect on the situation. But Robespierre was also an-
gered by the atheism that the new movement seemed to promote. Like 
Jullien, he had long been attached to Rousseau’s more spiritual interpretation 
of religion, and he openly condemned dechristianization in the Convention. 
In his view, it was all part of a foreign plot to sow dissension among 
peaceful Catholics who desired to practice their faith. He then pushed 
through a decree reaffi  rming continued religious tolerance, as guaranteed 
by the Declarations of Rights of 1789 and 1793.17

In the short term, Robespierre’s eff orts met with only mixed success. 
However, after he had consolidated his po liti cal infl uence in the spring of 
1794, he would be largely responsible for the crackdown on the nonbeliever 
Chaumette and the defrocked bishop of Paris. He took the lead in pro-
moting a more “deist” religious cult of the “Supreme Being” that openly 
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repudiated atheism. In early June, he offi  ciated at a magnifi cent ceremony 
in the heart of the city in honor of the new cult. Th e artist- deputy Jacques- 
Louis David had a symbolic mountain erected in the Champ de Mars, 
where the altar of the fatherland once stood—“an artifi cial mountain that 
was charming, picturesque, and magnifi cent,” as Jullien described it. An 
estimated 400,000 women and men came out for the occasion. Robespi-
erre, who was president of the Convention at the time, stood on a plat-
form, gave an appropriate speech, and then dramatically set fi re to an ef-
fi gy of the “monster of atheism.” Afterward everyone was invited to sing 
hymns in honor of the Supreme Being.18

Ruault, Jullien, and Guittard all seemed sincerely enthusiastic about the 
great June festival and prepared to accept this more moderate, deist form 
of dechristianization. But others  were far more critical. On the extreme 

Festival of the Supreme Being, June 8, 1794. Contingents of national guardsmen, 
women, and children march in front of the “Mountain” designed by David in the 
Champ de Mars, where the altar of the fatherland previously stood. A cart holds a 
woman dressed as the goddess of liberty. Robespierre delivered a speech that day from 
somewhere on the mountain. © Coll. Musée de la Révolution française, Domaine de 
Vizille, MRF 1984.734.



Th e Year II and the Great Terror

319

left, radicals like Billaud and Collot, both members of the Committee of 
Public Safety, would probably have preferred to be rid of religion altogether. 
Th ey  were enormously irritated by the role of “pontiff ” that Robespierre 
seemed to assume during the ceremonies and of all his self- righteous talk 
about “virtue.” On the other hand, in large areas of France, the  whole move-
ment of dechristianization, the violence done to deeply held beliefs, was ex-
perienced as perhaps the harshest and most unconscionable of all the acts of 
the Year II. To be sure, a few of the more fervent patriots in the towns  were 
prepared to accept and enforce such mea sures and to embrace the new Rev-
olutionary culture— whether in the form of a cult of Reason or a cult of the 
Supreme Being. Yet a great many others in all social classes, including those 
who had embraced the Constitutional Church,  were horrifi ed and indignant 
by the closing of their parishes and the removal of their priests. Who would 
now administer the last rites to loved ones and off er prayers for their passage 
through the afterlife? Th is “cultural revolution,” pushed through by a mi-
nority of urban militants, seemed to place their very souls in jeopardy.

Winning the Wars

If the Revolutionaries of the Year II proved relatively in eff ec tive in trans-
forming French cultural beliefs, they would be far more successful in their 
epic struggle against the great powers of Eu rope. By the fall of 1793 hun-
dreds of thousands of young Frenchmen  were demonstrating their readi-
ness to fi ght for the new regime. Some, to be sure, had been drafted into 
the military with little choice in the matter. Desertion would continue to 
pose a problem for French commanders, and in certain regions of the country 
peasants would persist in their protests against conscription.19 Yet the French 
armies could never have succeeded if large numbers of soldiers had not been 
deeply committed to the Revolutionary goal to “live free or die.” Many 
had previously participated in the national guard units and pop u lar soci-
eties of their hometowns. Others, adolescents too young to join such orga-
nizations, had enthusiastically watched and listened from afar, sometimes 
forming separate youth clubs or national guard companies.20 When off ered 
the opportunity, a great many had rushed to volunteer, and by early 1794 the 
French forces had grown to some 750,000 soldiers. Once at the front, the 
new recruits would continue to be infl uenced by propaganda from clubs in 
the towns where they  were billeted and from radical newspapers— like the 
Père Duchesne— freely distributed by the war ministry. Not a few would 
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march into battle singing the “Marseillaise” or the “Chant du départ”: “Now 
the Republic calls on us. We can only triumph or perish. All French must 
learn to live for it. For it all French can also die.”21

During the summer of 1793, despite all the patriotic fervor, the Revolu-
tion had once again seemed on the verge of collapse before the combined 
forces of the Eu ro pe an co ali tion. Th e counteroff ensive begun in March 1793 
had continued through late August, pushing forward slowly on all fronts, 
and the French often found themselves backed up into their own territory. 
As late as January 1794 dozens of towns and villages within France’s bor-
ders  were still occupied by foreign armies, including the northern fortresses 
of Valenciennes, Condé, Le Quesnoy, and Haguenau, captured by Aus-
trian or Prus sian armies.22

Yet slowly at fi rst, in September and October, and then with growing 
success at the beginning of winter, the armies of the Republic began re-
versing the momentum and taking the off ensive once again. As in the past, 
success came in part from a failure of coordination among the great powers. 
Th e Prus sians sent much of their army into eastern Eu rope to ensure a second 
partition of Poland. Th e British made it clear they  were far more interested 
in achieving control of En glish Channel ports than of pursuing joint at-
tacks with the Austrians. Th e key to success for the French resurgence, how-
ever, was the extraordinary mass mobilization within the Republic itself, 
promoted by Pa ri sian and provincial radicals in August and now embraced 
by the Convention and the Committee of Public Safety. By the end of 1793 
the appeal for a “total war” to save the Revolution was beginning to work 
its magic. Ever greater numbers of Frenchmen  were arriving on the fron-
tiers, and much of the economy was now being mobilized to funnel arma-
ments and supplies to the troops.23

Th e Committee of Public Safety devoted all its waking hours to or ga-
niz ing the war eff ort, with several members acting as de facto ministers 
with virtually unlimited powers. Lazare Carnot oversaw the general or ga-
ni za tion and strategy of the army; Claude- Antoine Prieur took charge of 
munitions and armaments; Robert Lindet looked after food supplies; 
Jeanbon-Saint- André, the onetime sea captain, supervised the reor ga ni za-
tion of the navy. On several occasions, Carnot, Prieur, and Saint- Just trav-
eled to the front themselves, collaborating with other deputies on mission 
to the armies and sometimes directly participating in operations on the 
fi eld. During the same period, deputies from the Convention, assigned 
systematically to all regions of France,  were actively involved in recruiting 
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soldiers and requisitioning  horses, saddles, food supplies, and metal for 
muskets and cannons. Th ey did all in their power to cultivate pop u lar sup-
port, overseeing local clubs and newspapers and promoting pop u lar festi-
vals to nurture patriotism.24

To a certain extent, war itself was being revolutionized by the French, 
as they experimented with new strategies to match the sharply modifi ed 
composition of their armies. For the most part the soldiers of the Republic 
no longer needed the strict drilling and ordered movements in rows and 
columns, necessary to keep the conscript armies of the Old Regime marching 
into battle. Rather than advancing ponderously through a series of careful 
maneuvers and sieges, the po liti cally motivated young Frenchmen  were 
sometimes sent in mass attacks against one point in the enemy lines, rushing 
forward with abandon to “terrorize” their opponents.25 Th ey largely aban-
doned the goal of winning over opposing soldiers to the cause of the 
Revolution. Th ey spoke rather of giving no quarter to the “slave armies” who 
opposed them. “We will no longer fi ght like Don Quixote,” wrote Etienne 
Chaillon, the Breton deputy who sat with the Plain. “Our new approach 
is to bring fear and terror to all those who oppose us.” At one point, the 
Convention even decreed that no En glish prisoners would be taken— though 
offi  cers in the fi eld seem never to have taken such extreme mea sures 
seriously.26

One of the most diffi  cult problems for the leadership was to fi nd com-
petent commanders to lead the French armies, especially after so many of-
fi cers had fl ed the country. Th e betrayals of Lafayette and Dumouriez had 
left the Convention deeply suspicious of aristocratic generals, even those 
who ostensibly embraced the Republic. To lose a skirmish or to advance 
too slowly could be grounds for arrest, and even quite capable commanders 
 were sometimes sent to the guillotine. Yet slowly, through a pro cess of trial 
and error and the survival of the most talented— and always under the 
watchful eyes of deputies from the Convention determined never again to 
be betrayed— a new generation of able young generals devoted to the Rev-
olution was placed in the fi eld. Most of them  were from commoner fami-
lies or from the lowest levels of the nobility— men who would have had 
no hope of winning a command under the Old Regime. A few years later, 
many of these new offi  cers would become marshals in the Napoleonic armies 
and lead French troops across the  whole of Eu rope.27

In Paris and in cities and small towns throughout France, an impressive 
string of victories in December 1793 incited enormous enthusiasm. Spurred 
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on with ruthless pressure by Saint- Just, the Austrian forces  were pushed 
out of French territory in the northeastern province of Alsace. Th ere was 
even more excitement when the British  were fi nally expelled from the great 
Mediterranean port of Toulon. Th e treason of the Toulon leaders, turning 
the city over to the enemy fl eet, had been the very symbol of internal con-
spiracy. But after a long siege, the young lieutenant Bonaparte, just twenty- 
four years old, had succeeded in capturing the heights above the city, and 
the French artillery began bombarding the fl eet and forcing a rapid depar-
ture of the enemy. When news of the victory arrived in Paris, everyone hur-
ried outside to tell their friends and neighbors and anyone  else they en-
countered in the streets: “We all rushed to shake hands and embrace. 
Wherever patriots met, they congratulated one another and shared in the 
common joy.” Some of them, like Jullien, hurried to the Convention to 
express their general jubilation.28

At almost the same time, news arrived of a series of major victories over 
the peasant insurgents in western France. Th e previous October some 30,000 
armed men from the Vendée, followed by at least as many women and chil-
dren, had dramatically left their homeland, crossed the Loire River, and 
headed north toward Normandy, apparently in the hope of reaching the 
coast and linking up with a British fl eet and a portion of the emigrant army. 
At fi rst they continued to defeat all who tried to block their way. But they 
 were ultimately unable to capture the port of Granville or locate the British 
navy. Disillusioned and with no aid in sight, they attempted to return south 
and regain their homes. Th is time, however, they  were confronted and badly 
handled on several occasions by Republican armies. When they reached 
the Loire just west of Nantes, they  were unable to fi nd suffi  cient boats 
for the crossing, and they  were cornered and crushed in battle. Th ousands 
of those who  were not killed  were captured and executed in the ruthless 
repression that followed. An estimated three- fourths of all those who had 
made the trek northward never returned to their farms.29

In January the French armies went into winter quarters. But in the spring 
the soldiers of the Republic began advancing once again. Following a key 
victory in June over the Austrians at Fleurus, French troops swept across 
Belgium, and soon they had reentered Antwerp and arrived on the fron-
tier of Holland. In the south and southeast they also made substantial gains 
against the Spanish and the Savoyards. In every letter Chaillon off ered his 
friend the “keys” to another city, as he put it: to Charleroi, Mons, Bruges, 
Brussels, and Namur in Belgium; to Landau in Germany. “Th ey are no 
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longer mere victories,” he concluded. “Th ey are wonders to behold.” Vadier 
wrote of “victory at a gallop. Brussels is now ours and the Austrians are in 
full fl ight. Th e retreat of our enemies is the order of the day.”30

Th roughout the country, the French victories  were marked by a series 
of joyous celebrations. A great festival was or ga nized in Paris at the end of 
December to honor all of the recent successes and especially the fall of 
Toulon. Guittard stood on a bridge in the cold winter wind, as representa-
tives of each of the fourteen French armies paraded past on foot or on 
 horse back, followed by a marching band, decorated wagons fi lled with 
wounded veterans, and contingents from the Convention, the Commune, 
and all the clubs of the city. Th ere was also a wagon with a statue of liberty 
surrounded by a hundred sans- culottes wearing red Republican hats, all 
moving from the Tuileries Gardens to the Champ de Mars. Th e men 
 were attended by groups of young women in white dresses, shivering a bit, 
holding up laurel branches, the symbol of victory. Guittard drew another 
little sketch in his diary with the men and  horses and fl ags marching across 
the page.31

In June and July the victories in Belgium gave rise to new celebrations 
in the capital, some of which attracted hundreds of thousands of people. 
For one such ceremony, the deputy Jean- Baptiste Marragon came out with 
his wife and three children to watch the nighttime illuminations in the 
Tuileries Gardens and listen to music provided by the opera. “It is impos-
sible,” he wrote, “to convey the delicious sensation I felt and shared with 
all those around me.”32 Th ere was also a series of commemorative picnics, 
especially after the victory at Fleurus, with neighborhoods setting up ta-
bles in the streets and joining together in “fraternal” meals. In mid- June 
the Jullien family joined with a hundred other neighbors for an eve ning 
repast outside their apartment: “Poor and rich  were all mixed together and 
they got on in such a friendly and fraternal fashion that we have never had 
a more agreeable meal.” Th ey toasted the health of the Republic and the 
Convention, and then Jullien’s usually grave husband stood up and led the 
singing of the Marseillaise. Similar group picnics marked the Bastille cel-
ebration of 1794. Once again, they  were potluck aff airs, with everyone con-
tributing what they could. On the Place Saint- Sulpice, as Guittard described 
it, “we off ered toasts to everyone who passed by, even when we did not know 
them. We sang, we laughed, we danced.” Everything was eaten on the same 
plates, and some even used their fi ngers, since not every citizen had a fork. 
“We ate as if we  were one large family.”33
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A Revolution Devouring Its Children

Yet as was the case throughout much of the Revolution, the sentiments of 
enthusiasm and brotherhood  were always intermixed with feelings of un-
certainty and mistrust, an anxiety that was far more intense during the 
Year II than at any time since 1789. Even during the exuberant celebra-
tions of June and July 1794 there  were nagging suspicions that some of those 
sharing in the picnics might be secret conspirators, who had merely assumed 
the mask of patriotism. Jullien asked just this question:  Were there not rev-
elers who simply feigned their support, while concealing “the dev il” inside? 
And Guittard would intermingle descriptions of patriotic festivals, for which 
he obviously felt real emotion, with lists of the hundreds of “conspirators” 
now going to their deaths at the guillotine.34

For if the Year II of the Revolution was marked by spectacular military 
victories, by an advance of the ideals of social justice, and by moments of 
deeply felt sentiments of brotherhood, it was also a period of oppressive 
fear and suspicion and of ever- greater numbers of executions. And it was 
above all the “Terror” of these months that would dominate the memories 
of the men and women who lived through them and the histories written 
by future generations. Th e fever of the Terror was fueled by the experience 
of past betrayals of those they had once respected, by contradictory class 
demands, and by the ever- present fear of traitors in their midst. It would 
lead not only to repression against an array of enemies or perceived ene-
mies of the Revolution but also to a veritable politics of self- destruction 
within the ruling faction itself. While many of the leaders undoubtedly 
believed the accusations of treason directed against former friends and col-
leagues, the po liti cal rhetoric would increasingly tilt toward the posturing 
and demagoguery of opposing egos, a struggle for power and survival and 
sometimes for revenge, in which the stakes literally concerned life or death, 
and in which cynical manipulation might sometimes take the place of pa-
triotism and statesmanship.

In the weeks after September 5, 1793, the executive Committee of Public 
Safety had fully embraced the concept of making “terror the order of the 
day.” In this it worked in close partnership with the Committee of Gen-
eral Security, the central authority overseeing arrests and repression. De-
crees by the Convention in October and in December had invested the fi rst 
of these Committees with all the powers of a Revolutionary war govern-
ment: direction over ministers and diplomats; the right to appoint and dis-
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miss generals; and broad powers over the representatives on mission in the 
departments. Th e two great Committees would also supervise a network 
of surveillance committees and revolutionary tribunals, conceived to root 
out hidden conspiracy and punish those who had openly rebelled against 
the Republic.

Th ough no one individual ever dominated the French Revolution— as 
was sometimes the case in twentieth- century revolutions— the remarkable 
yet deeply fl awed personality of Robespierre was clearly a central fi gure in 
the po liti cal drama of the Terror. Historians will forever argue over Robe-
spierre’s motives. No doubt he was sincere in his dream of promoting po-
liti cal “virtue” within the Revolution, of the selfl ess, almost puritanical dedi-
cation of all citizens to the fatherland and to the “social contract” that bound 
them together. It was a theme he developed in two major speeches in the 
Convention on December 25, 1793 and on February 5, 1794— described by 
one historian as among “the most notable utterance in the history of de-
mocracy.” It is by no means clear, however, that all leaders of the period 
embraced this severe moralistic conception of the Revolution or the spe-
cifi c emphasis on virtue.35 In any case, Robespierre would oscillate in his 
politics from week to week, in part as he attempted to hold together the 
alliance of diverse positions in the Committee. At times, and it should not 
be underestimated, he sought to moderate some of the worst elements of 
the Terror. On several occasions he personally intervened in favor of the 
seventy- fi ve deputies arrested the previous October as Girondin sympa-
thizers and whom the radical militants sought to execute. Yet he also deeply 
believed in the existence of “grand conspiracy,” in the “elusive, number-
less, invisible swarms of foreign spies” which so many had feared since at 
least the autumn of 1791.36 His nagging obsession with pervasive plots 
seemed to expand over time, as he was beset with exhaustion and sickness 
and as he struggled to confront the imagined— and sometimes real— 
attempts on his life. Th ere can be no doubt that he was an important player 
but by no means the only player in the acceleration of po liti cal executions 
in Paris during the spring and early summer of 1794.37

In its initial stages much of the repression of the Terror was directed to-
ward those who had openly engaged in civil war against the Convention. 
Although the defeat of the federalists proved relatively rapid in many 
regions of the country— in Normandy, in Bordeaux, in Marseille— the 
rebellions in Lyon and Toulon  were overcome only after long and costly 
sieges. In both cities individuals professing royalism had openly joined in 
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the uprisings, and the repression would be pursued with par tic u lar vigor 
and brutality. Executions would be exacted not only as a form of exem-
plary justice, to intimidate future counterrevolutionaries, but also from a 
desire for revenge— revenge for the patriots killed during the sieges, re-
venge for the conspiracy perpetrated with France’s foreign enemies in an 
attempt to bring down the Republic— or so it was widely believed. In the 
aftermath of civil war, few  were prepared for reconciliation. In Lyon alone, 
close to 1,900 individuals would be executed— some cut down in a fi eld 
outside the city, with grapeshot fi red by artillery.38

Th e Republican leaders revealed themselves to be even more harsh in 
the terrible civil war in western France.  Here too they  were outraged that 
so many patriots had been massacred and that the counterrevolution had 
been closely coordinated, they believed, with the Austrian counteroff en-
sive in March 1793. Th e Revolutionaries, who almost all originated in towns 
and cities, never understood and often felt great scorn for the Vendée peas-
ants, assumed to be ignorant, benighted, and manipulated by their priests. 
Even the relatively moderate Chaillon, who sat in the Plain of the Con-
vention, was beside himself with fury toward the “brigands” of the west. 
As was the case with many other deputies from this region, his family lived 
near the area under attack, and he agonized over their safety. Virtually every 
letter to his friend in Nantes contained the latest details of the civil war 
and stories of the killings of patriots by the rebels. “What!” he exclaimed 
in November 1793, “there are still brigands and still citizens being massa-
cred by these scoundrels! You must act, my friend: strike while the iron is 
hot and fi nish exterminating the miserable remains of the brigands, so that 
not one is left standing on the soil of liberty.”39 Only the frightful eff ects 
of the civil war and the demonization of the Vendée rebels— who them-
selves had demonized the patriots— can explain the massive killings of those 
caught armed or even suspected of sympathy. Although estimates vary, it 
is likely that some 250,000 to 300,000 people  were killed in the west, ei-
ther in military combat or during the repression that followed, including 
perhaps 100,000 on the Republican side and a substantially larger number 
of Vendéen soldiers and civilians. Th e infamous Jean- Baptiste Carrier, 
deputy on mission in Nantes, was himself responsible for perhaps 10,000 
of these deaths, through fi ring squads or the mass drownings of prisoners 
in the Loire— prisoners who included not only suspected insurgents but 
also priests and nuns who had rejected the Revolution.40
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However, the patriot leader would not only execute counterrevolution-
aries, they had also begun executing one another. Virtually everyone in 
the eigh teenth century— both before and during the Revolution— had 
supported capital punishment for treason against the state. Since some of 
the Girondins had openly supported the federalist insurrection against the 
Republic, it could be argued that by the laws of the land they deserved 
the death penalty. Yet, as we have seen, the trial itself had not followed 
the laws of the land. Under great pressure from the Paris militants to reach 
a guilty verdict, the court had treated the accused not as individuals, 
but as a bundled “faction” whose guilt was known in advance. In the ten 
months following the trial, the Revolutionaries continued to track down 
other Girondins and their sympathizers who had supported the various 
federalist uprisings and who had now been declared “outlaws,” subject to 
immediate execution. In mid- November Marie-Jeanne Roland, in whose 
home so many of the faction had congregated, was sent to the guillotine. 
As soon as he learned of his wife’s death, the former minister Roland com-
mitted suicide. In December, the Protestant pastor Rabaut Saint- Etienne 
was found hiding in Paris and immediately dispatched. Several months 
later Guadet, Salle, Birotteau, and Barbaroux  were caught near Bordeaux 
and guillotined in the city, while Pétion and Buzot killed themselves in a 
fi eld as they  were about to be captured. Condorcet long hid out near the 
capital, where he wrote his remarkably optimistic book on the inevitable 
progress of humanity, Th e Sketch of the Progress of the Human Mind. But 
when he too was captured in March 1794, he apparently took poison and 
died in his cell. By the end of the Terror, nearly two- thirds of the sixty or 
so closest to the Girondin leadership had been killed or had taken their 
own lives. Most of the others either fl ed to foreign lands or  were held for 
long months in Pa ri sian prisons.41

During the same period, the two Committees and the Revolutionary 
Tribunal also went after many of the earlier leaders of the Revolution. Th e 
deputies of the fi rst National Assembly received especially harsh treatment 
for having supported a constitutional monarchy in 1791. Large numbers 
 were arrested as suspects, and several  were executed during the Year II, often 
with far less real evidence of “treason” than that produced against the 
Girondins. Barnave, Bailly, and Philippe d’Orléans all fell in the hecatomb 
of November 1793 that also saw the execution of the former queen Marie- 
Antoinette. Le Chapelier, Th ouret, and d’Eprémesnil went to their deaths 
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together the following April— despite their starkly diff ering po liti cal posi-
tions. Th ree of the leading generals in the fi rst National Assembly, Cus-
tine, Biron, and Beauharnais,  were also eliminated, though they had con-
tinued to support the Republic. In all some eighty- eight members of the 
Constituent Assembly  were executed, died in prison, committed suicide, 
or  were murdered.42

In the course of the winter and spring of 1794, the terrible politics of 
self- destruction spread even further, as the once solid Montagnard faction 
began to break apart and turn on itself. By early 1794 the leadership was 
torn by opposing softline and hardline groups. On the one hand  were those 
sometimes known as “the indulgents,” led by Georges Danton and Camille 
Desmoulins. Both had played prominent roles in the construction of the 
Terror, but both  were increasingly unhappy with the large numbers of ar-
rests and executions. Desmoulins was horrifi ed when the twenty Giron-
dins  were sent to their deaths, convinced that his own earlier publications 
had contributed to the demise of Brissot. Danton, always more concilia-
tory by nature, seems to have been especially upset when several of his friends 
in the Convention  were arrested for accusations of corruption. In any case, 
Desmoulins, one of most brilliant journalists of the period, began a new 
newspaper in early December, the Vieux Cordeliers, which mobilized sar-
casm and ridicule to attack the politics of the Terror and, increasingly, the 
actions of the two great committees.43

At the other extreme Jacques Hébert and his followers  were demanding 
even greater repression. Th rough his infl uential newspaper, Père Duchesne, 
he positioned himself as spokesman for the Pa ri sian masses, playing in par-
tic u lar on their diffi  cult economic situation, exacerbated by the eff ects of 
the war and the continued infl ation of France’s paper money. In the face 
of such diffi  culties, Hébert pushed for more vigorous activities by the 
Revolutionary Army and implacable repression against grain hoarders, mer-
chants who avoided the Maximum, and all the agents of foreign powers 
said to be manipulating the situation. He and his supporters  were also 
strong advocates of dechristianization.44

By early 1794 the two loosely or ga nized alignments, the Dantonists and 
the Hébertists,  were not only accusing each other of treason but also at-
tacking the Committee of Public Safety. Th e Committee itself did not take 
kindly to such attacks. It was jealous of its power and authority and impa-
tient with those who opposed its policies, arguing that centralization was 
imperative if the Republic was to defeat its enemies. Both of Robespierre’s 
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celebrated speeches on the goals of the Revolution and the Terror also con-
tained harsh warnings against the two factions, announcing that if the war 
was to be successfully pursued, the Revolution could not tolerate the ex-
tremes of either “moderation” or “excess.”

Th e situation of the Hébertists reached a crisis in early March, when 
Hébert directly attacked the Committee in a meeting of the Cordeliers Club 
and then called for a “sacred insurrection.” In fact, an attempted march 
on the Commune to stimulate an uprising was joined by only two of the 
forty- eight sections of Paris, and the  whole project failed. Now, however, 
the two committees had strong justifi cation to move against the Hébertists, 
whose attacks and continual disruption no longer seemed tolerable. Hébert 
and a group of his supporters  were arrested in the night of March 13 to 14, 
following an attack against them in the Convention by Saint- Just. Another 
show trial was rapidly or ga nized, bundling together a number of Hébertists 
and Cordelier leaders, along with several unsavory but essentially unrelated 
individuals— much as had been done with the Girondins. All but two  were 
found guilty of conspiracy with foreign powers and executed on March 24. 
If we can believe Guittard, the death of the Hébertists aroused little emo-
tion and was widely approved by the majority of Pa ri sians. He apparently 
saw the executions himself, along with an estimated 300,000 others, fi lling 
the Place de la Révolution and the Tuileries Gardens. After the prisoners 
had been guillotined, all of the spectators cried “Long live the Republic” 
and applauded, some throwing their hats in the air “in a sign of joy.” 45

Why the two Committees then moved against Danton and his supporters 
is much less clear. Robespierre had long attempted to defend his friends 
Danton and Desmoulins. He had even spoken out in the Jacobin Club in 
early January to prevent Desmoulins, his former schoolmate, from being 
ousted. But when Desmoulins took Robespierre to task and even seemed 
to rebuff  his support and when Danton became ever more critical of the 
Committee— demanding that power be returned to the Convention and 
that the Constitution of 1793 be implemented— Robespierre began marking 
his distance. He was perhaps even eager to demonstrate that po liti cal pu-
rity was more important than past friendship.46 In the end, nearly everyone 
present in the Committee on the night of March 29 signed the arrest war-
rant for Danton, Desmoulins, and several of their allies.47 Once again the 
arrest was eff ectively a death sentence. Th ere was yet another show trial 
with Danton and his friends cynically tried together with a heterogeneous 
cluster of other men. As Vergniaud had done the previous October, Danton 
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defended himself with extraordinary skill and passion. But when it appeared 
his rhetoric might be successful, the trial was rapidly curtailed, and all  were 
summarily condemned and executed.

Nothing could have brought a greater chill to the Convention and to 
the  whole of Paris than the death of Danton. Witnesses who had praised 
the purging of the Hébertists now merely mentioned the event or remained 
sullenly silent in their correspondence.48 Although a few of the Montag-
nards suggested that all conspiracy had now been overcome and that the 
Revolution could feel secure, the executions in Paris would continue and 
even accelerate. In their pervasive fear that conspiracy and counterrevolu-
tion could be lurking anywhere, the two Committees and the Revolutionary 
Tribunal seemed to embark on a veritable witch hunt. Ruault, who had 
once supported the Jacobins and the Montagnards, was horrifi ed by the 
situation. Th e Revolution “devours its own children; it kills its brothers; it 
gnaws at its intestines; it has become the cruelest and most horrible of 
monsters.” 49

At the height of the Terror at least 300,000 suspects had been arrested, 
awaiting trial in prison or guarded in their homes. Th ey  were indicted for 
a  whole array of crimes, though by far the most common concerned var-
ious forms of “sedition.”50 We will never know the precise death toll. One 
careful count of all those executed through the judicial pro cess yielded a 
total of just under 17,000. But such fi gures do not include executions without 
trial or deaths during incarceration— and given the miserable conditions 
in many of the prisons, a substantial number succumbed before they could 
appear before a tribunal. A total of at least 40,000 deaths seems not un-
likely. All classes, moreover,  were touched by the executions: over a fourth 
of the victims  were peasants, and nearly a third  were artisans or workers. 
Only 8.5 percent  were nobles and 6.5 percent  were clergymen.51 Many of 
the individuals in question had almost certainly been captured in acts of 
open insurrection. By far the largest number of executions  were in depart-
ments touched by the Vendée and Federalist rebellions. Th e death toll 
reached its peak for the nation as a  whole toward the end of 1793, just as 
the major uprisings had collapsed or  were on the defensive and as the ter-
rible repression had begun taking eff ect. But elsewhere the impact of the 
Terror depended in part on the attitudes of local representatives on mis-
sion. All of them supported surveillance committees, and they sometimes 
established local revolutionary tribunals. Yet many  were far less aggressive 
than others. Th e severity of the Terror from one region to another also de-
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pended on the par tic u lar patterns of local factional rivalries and the rela-
tive extent of cooperation or of hatred and mistrust. Six departments reg-
istered no deaths at all, and well over a third had fewer than ten.52

In Paris itself, however, the maximum number of executions took place 
in the spring and early summer of 1794— just as they  were declining in 
the provinces. Of critical importance in this turn of events was the so- called 
Prairial Law (June 10, 1794), streamlining trial procedures in the Revolu-
tionary Tribunal of the capital. Robespierre closely collaborated on the law, 
though it was ultimately written by Couthon. Couthon made his goal quite 
clear: “It is not intended to make a few examples, but to exterminate the 
implacable satellites of tyranny.”53 Th e most novel portion of the decree 
was the set of remarkably elastic clauses defi ning those to be considered as 
the “satellites of tyranny”: anyone who attacked the Convention, betrayed 
the Republic, interfered with provisioning, sheltered conspirators, spoke ill 
of patriotism, misled the people, spread false news, outraged morality, abused 
public offi  ce, or worked against the liberty, unity, and security of the state. 
Henceforth suspects would be allowed no defense attorney, there would 
be no preliminary hearings, and the only possible verdict would be acquittal 
or death.54

Th e reasons for ratcheting up the Terror in Paris, just as it was declining 
in the provinces and as the armies of the Republic  were becoming so suc-
cessful, is by no means obvious. Some Revolutionaries seemed to believe 
that it was the repression itself that had brought military success and that 
if they  were now to ease up, there was the danger of new treachery sabo-
taging their victories, just as had occurred in March 1793.55 However, the 
passage of the Prairial Law can also be linked to a wave of fear that swept 
through the Convention— not unlike the panics of May 1792 and March 
1793. Th e fear was initially prompted by the attempted assassinations on 
May 20 of both Collot and Robespierre by a man and a young woman. 
Th roughout this period anonymous pamphlets and posters threatening as-
sassination of the Revolutionary leadership continued to appear in the 
streets. Th e possibility seemed very real that the conspirators who had mur-
dered Le Peletier and Marat might now set their sights on Robespierre and 
other members of the Committee of Public Safety. Robespierre himself 
seems to have become utterly obsessed with the threat of his being mur-
dered. Chaillon argued at length that Pitt had made assassinations “the order 
of the day.”56 About the same time, new rumors spread of an impending 
prison breakout, with criminals to be paid to fall upon the patriots— much 
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like the stories circulating at the time of the September Massacres. Indeed, 
the executions prompted by the Prairial Law began when the Committee 
of General Security ordered the emptying of several prisons and the exe-
cution of most of the prisoners. As in September 1792 many ordinary crim-
inals, assumed to be brigands in the pay of the conspirators,  were also put 
to death.57

To some extent the Prairial Law simply regulated practices already in 
use by the Paris Revolutionary Tribunal. For months, judges and juries had 
been sending groups of individuals to their death with relatively little at-
tention to “due pro cess.” Yet the new law clearly led to a huge increase in 
the number of executions in Paris, and to what is commonly called the 
“Great Terror.” Over the next seven weeks in June and July the Tribunal 
would condemn more people in Paris than during the previous fourteen 
months combined.58 Th e acquittal rate, which recently stood at some 50 
percent, now fell to only 20 percent of all those tried.  Whole categories of 
individuals  were sent to the guillotine, not apparently on the basis of any 
specifi c crimes committed but because of the positions they held under the 
Old Regime. All of the former directors of the general tax farm who could 
be located; numerous members of the former Parlement of Paris; men and 
women from the greatest noble families of Paris: all  were decimated in a 
manner of weeks. Th e proportion of nobles among those guillotined  rose 
from about 8 to 20 percent.59 Th ere  were so many executions that in mid- 
June municipal leaders moved the guillotine to the eastern edge of the city, 
allowing a more effi  cient cleanup of the blood and the bodies.

In the claustrophobic atmosphere of suspicion, mistrust, and fear of as-
sassination in which they lived, some of the leaders no doubt believed the 
accusations of conspiracy leveled against such individuals. One can only 
conclude, however, that at this point the executions  were driven, at least 
in part, by hatred and a desire for revenge for wrongs perpetrated by the 
ruling class under the Old Regime and by the emigrants during the Revo-
lution. Rosalie Jullien, who was close to the Robespierrists during this pe-
riod, would use much the same rhetoric she had used at the time of the 
September Massacres. She seemed to have diffi  culty controlling her growing 
anger, railing against “the black evil of the aristocrats, the bloody fanat i-
cism of priests, the atrocious pride of the nobles. . . .  All those who oppose 
the public good are, in my eyes, enemies and monsters.” 60

Ruault, however, saw the situation very diff erently. He still believed 
that during the winter and spring the Committee of Public Safety had 
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accomplished “many marvelous achievements” in assembling fourteen 
armies to battle the  whole of Eu rope. “But today it has become atrocious 
through a multiplication of horrors and executions that are totally unneces-
sary.” Since the Prairial Law, he continued, six to seven cartloads of people 
per day could be seen lumbering through Paris on their way to the scaf-
fold. Who could believe that men like the Enlightened minister Malesherbes 
or the scientist Lavoisier or the Constituent leader Th ouret  were “partisans 
of slavery and tyranny”? Like so many of the others— magistrates, tax col-
lectors, aristocrats— they  were “noble, wealthy, enlightened. And so they 
 were put to death.” He then related the harrowing experience of walking 
home from an errand and suddenly encountering one of the carts carry ing 
his old friend Anisson Duperron, the onetime director of the royal press. 
Ruault was so shaken that he fell back against a wall and began weeping. It 
was clear to him that large segments of the population would see friends, 
neighbors, and relatives carried away in this manner. Th e worst of it, he 
feared, was that they would never forgive the leadership for such acts, 
and that they might now turn against the entire Revolution.61

Th ermidor

By the early summer a dark cloud of fear had descended over the Conven-
tion and over much of the population of Paris. Freedom of speech, freedom 
of the press, freedom of religion had all been essentially removed. Police 
spies  were known to be wandering the city listening for suspicious language. 
Errant words or phrases could also be denounced to a section’s surveillance 
committee by neighbors or citizen bystanders. Th ough they normally hid 
their feelings, the deputies occasionally conveyed glimpses of the uncer-
tainty in which they lived. “We now fi nd ourselves,” wrote the Montag-
nard Pierre Campmas in spring 1794, “in such a crisis of anxiety, that it is 
impossible to describe.” When someone asked him for a favor, he confessed 
that if he  were to try to help, if he  were to make himself known in any 
way, “within twenty- four hours I would perhaps no longer exist.” His basic 
position, as he expressed it laconically, was that “I know nothing, I cannot 
do anything; I must do nothing.” Ruault expressed much the same anxiety: 
“Death hovers over everyone’s head.” “None of us can be certain of avoiding 
it, since it strikes anywhere and everywhere.” 62

Th e precise nature of the po liti cal struggles and maneuvering during this 
period will probably never be known for certain. In the weeks after Dan-
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ton’s death a number of deputies in the Convention, who felt themselves 
in danger, began meeting and secretly discussing possible plans of action 
against Robespierre, perceived— correctly or incorrectly— as the single most 
dangerous threat to their survival. Some had been close friends or allies of 
Danton. Others had been attacked by Robespierre for being too harsh or 
too soft while serving as representatives on mission. Among those sensing 
a sword hanging over their heads  were such infl uential Montagnard depu-
ties as Fréron, Dubois- Crancé, Fouché, Carrier, Barras, and Tallien. It is 
likely, moreover, that Robespierre was kept abreast of at least some of their 
“plotting” through increasingly close ties with the police.63

But it was not fear alone that brought an end to the regime of the Terror. 
Critical was the growing division between the two great Committees them-
selves.64 Members of the Committee of General Security  were angered that 
the other great Committee was encroaching on their responsibilities and 
treating them as subordinates. Rifts  were also opening up within the Com-
mittee of Public Safety: over the prosecution of the war and over accusa-
tions that Robespierre, Couthon, and Saint- Just  were acting like a trium-
virate, trying to dominate the others. Th e radicals Collot and Billaud, for 
their part,  were impatient with Robespierre’s support for the cult of the 
Supreme Being and with all his tiresome speeches about “virtue.” Toward 
the end of June, Robespierre fell into a terrible quarrel with several other 
members of the Committee, storming out of the room and not returning 
for over a month. He claimed to be sick and exhausted, but there is also 
evidence of something close to a “mental collapse.” He seemed to be losing 
the fi ne po liti cal skills he had once held. He was increasingly convinced 
that he alone understood the meaning of “virtue” and the route the Revo-
lution must take, that he alone perceived the full extent of the conspira-
cies eating at the heart of the Republic. But though he kept aloof from the 
Committee, he still attended the Jacobins, where he maintained an admiring 
following.65

In late July he made the fateful decision of breaking with the two Com-
mittees and taking his case directly to the Convention. On the eighth day 
of the Revolutionary month of Th ermidor (July 26, 1794), he returned for 
the fi rst time in over six weeks and delivered a long, rambling speech. Much 
of it consisted of very personal complaints of the attacks to which he claimed 
to have been subjected. He reasserted his belief in a polarized world, con-
sisting entirely of good and evil citizens. And he announced the existence 
of more conspirators who must be punished, some of whom  were to be found 
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in the Convention and in the two Committees themselves. At fi rst, no one 
protested. But then Cambon, the Protestant deputy from Montpellier who 
was one of the few individuals actually named in the verbal assault, stepped 
forward to defend himself. With great courage, and perhaps feeling he had 
nothing to lose, he openly attacked Robespierre. Other deputies  were more 
cautious, but they demanded that Robespierre name all those he was ac-
cusing. He responded that he would name them only when it was neces-
sary. In the end, the Convention voted to send the speech to be considered 
by the two Committees, to the very men whom he had just indicted. It 
was an implicit slap at Robespierre.66

Th at night Robespierre repeated his speech in the Jacobin Club. Furious 
over the treatment he had received from the deputies, he made it clear that 
he was prepared to support an insurrection against the Convention if nec-
essary. He alluded to a new purge of the Assembly, to be led once again by 
Hanriot and the national guard, as on June 2, 1793. When Collot and Bil-
laud tried to protest, they  were accused of being “conspirators” and  were 
manhandled out the door with their clothing badly torn. Th ey  were even 
mocked by one of the Revolutionary judges present: “I’ll look for you to-
morrow in the Tribunal.” 67

With so many deputies and committee members convinced that their 
lives  were in imminent danger, furious maneuvers took place throughout 
the night to block Robespierre in the Convention and bring an end to his 
infl uence. In the two Committees, which met until fi ve in the morning in 
Robespierre’s continuing absence, Collot and Billaud stormed with rage at 
their treatment in the Jacobins. A dozen or so deputies  were said to have 
met in the Tuileries Gardens with Jean- Lambert Tallien, the young Mon-
tagnard deputy from Paris, in order to plan strategy. Th e next morning, 
Sunday, July 27 (9 Th ermidor), several of the conspirators worked to win 
over the more moderate deputies of the Plain, stationing themselves in the 
foyer of the Convention to quietly ask for their support as they entered the 
hall.68 Both Saint- Just and Robespierre  were slated to speak that day. But 
Tallien interrupted Saint- Just after he had read just three sentences, and 
he went on the attack. When Robespierre tried to respond to this and other 
accusations, Collot, the president of the assembly, refused to give him the 
chair. After a period of tumult and with Robespierre accusing the  whole 
Convention of being “assassins,” Louis Louchet, the former priest and 
admirer of Danton, demanded that Robespierre be arrested. A chorus of 
“Tyrant, tyrant” arose from the assembly. Robespierre, Couthon, and Saint- 
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Just  were all ordered to prison. Robespierre’s brother and his young friend 
Philippe Lebas both demanded to share their fate, and the fi ve deputies 
 were carried away by the gendarmes. Before they adjourned, the deputies 
took another of those passionate oaths that had characterized the Revolu-
tion from the beginning, vowing to save the fatherland or to die at their 
posts.69

Initially the fi ve men arrested  were escorted to fi ve separate prisons.70 
But the Paris Commune, dominated by those loyal to Robespierre, ordered 
the prisoners released and moved to the city hall, and by midnight all 
had arrived there and had taken refuge near the city’s general assembly. 
Th e Commune declared an insurrection against the Convention, much as 

9 Th ermidor Year II in the Convention (July 27, 1794). A nineteenth- century 
Romantic painting that conveys, nevertheless, the emotion of this tumultuous 
event. Robespierre with his powdered wig is in the center foreground, surrounded 
by Saint- Just (in the dark hat), Lebas, Augustine Robespierre, and the handicapped 
Couthon, sitting in a chair below. Th e speaker, Tallien, holds a dagger, which he 
threatens to use against Robespierre if “the tyrant” is not arrested. Th e president, 
Collot d’Herbois (high to the left), shows no pity for his former colleague on the 
Committee of Public Safety. Pierre-Raymond-Jacques Montvoisin, © Coll. Musée 
de la Révolution française, Domaine de Vizille, MRF D 1991.1.
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Robespierre had promised the previous night. Hanriot was sent to place 
cannons around the Convention hall, and an order went out to all the sec-
tions of Paris to march to the defense of Robespierre. Th is time, however, 
the deputies  were far more aggressive than they had been on June 2. Meeting 
in permanent session throughout the night, they ordered Hanriot to be ar-
rested, and decreed that all fi ve deputies and anyone who supported the 
insurrection  were “outlaws,” subject to immediate execution. Th ey also sent 
their own representatives to all of the sections to countermand the order 
of the Commune.

For members of the Convention and for all Pa ri sian citizens, the night 
of July 27– 28 was exceedingly tense and uncertain. “If I ever thought I would 
die,” wrote Durand de Maillane, “it would have been in this moment.” Th e 
tocsin bells began ringing, the city gates  were closed once again, and “ev-
eryone,” as Guittard described it, “was in a state of terrible fear and an-
guish.” All the neighborhood sections went into emergency session, and 
soon representatives of the two competing authorities arrived to seek their 
support. Some seven or eight deputies on  horse back appeared in Guittard’s 
section, dressed “in full ceremony” in their tricolor sashes, escorted by men 
with cannons and by gendarmes carry ing torches. Th ey announced that 
Paris was in great danger, and commanded the sections to send armed men 
not to the city hall, but to the Convention to protect the deputies and the 
Revolution. “It was even more frightening, since it all took place at night, 
and everyone was afraid of being murdered.”71

In the end only a few thousand men marched to the defense of Robe-
spierre, while most of the guardsmen and most of the population came ul-
timately to support the Convention. Why this was the case is not entirely 
certain. Perhaps a large number of the most radical younger patriots had 
now left the city to fi ght in the war. Many of those who remained  were 
deeply unhappy with the economic policies of Robespierre and the Com-
mittee of Public Safety. Th e price freeze of the “maximum” had never worked 
well. Almost everything except bread was in short supply and available only 
at higher prices through the black market. Th e freeze on wages, however, 
had worked only too well, and many workers  were angry, and some had 
attempted to go on strike. Th ose who had recently participated in the fra-
ternal picnics to celebrate the great victories in the war may well have won-
dered why so many sacrifi ces  were still necessary and why so many people 
continued to be executed.72
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Perhaps if Robespierre and his allies had acted decisively to direct the 
insurrection, events might have unfolded diff erently. Th e deputy Jean Dyzèz 
was convinced that if they had indeed done so, “we would all have been 
lost.”73 But the renegade deputies remained strangely hesitant and unde-
cided. Robespierre had always been concerned not to appear as a dictator, 
and in the end he did nothing either to encourage the Commune or to 
rally the guardsmen who had gathered outside to support him. He simply 
allowed events to take their course. By one or two  o’clock in the morning, 
the men outside, without any clear leadership from Robespierre and with 
the Convention ordering them to desist, began shouldering their muskets, 
leading away their cannons, and returning to their neighborhoods. Soon 
thereafter, two groups of guardsmen loyal to the Convention, led by Léo-
nard Bourdon and Paul Barras— a former military noble— broke into the 
now- undefended city hall.74 In the melee that ensued, Robespierre’s younger 
brother leaped out a window and was badly injured, while Couthon was 
pushed down the stairway in his wheelchair and was also hurt. Robespierre 
and Lebas  were shot. Whether or not the two had fi red on themselves is 
still debated, but the result was that Lebas lay dead and that Maximilien’s 
jaw and teeth  were shattered and he writhed in pain on the fl oor.

Th e next afternoon, the two Robespierre brothers, Saint- Just, and 
Couthon  were all taken before the Revolutionary Tribunal. Since the four 
had been declared outlaws by the Convention, all  were condemned— along 
with Hanriot, the mayor of Paris, and sixteen other supporters in the Com-
mune. As they now took their turn in the “the passage of infamy,” carried 
by cart down the Rue Saint- Honoré, they  were insulted by the people, as 
Guittard described it. Arrived at the Place de la Révolution, only Saint- 
Just of the four remaining deputies was able to climb the stairs of the scaf-
fold unassisted. Robespierre screamed in pain as the ban dages holding his 
fractured jaw  were ripped away by the executioner. Ruault, who was present 
and who had little love for Robespierre, remarked nevertheless that he 
showed great courage in his fi nal moments. Despite his suff ering, “his eyes 
 were bright and aware.”75 In his brief po liti cal career he had at times dis-
played remarkable vision for a brave new world of democracy, social jus-
tice, and civic virtue. Yet he had never been able to overcome his debili-
tating suspicions and his self- absorption, and he had been one of the major 
instigators— though hardly the only one— of the Great Terror. Now his 
physical agony and his mental anguish  were quickly ended.



The death of Robespierre and his closest associates did not end the 
executions of Th ermidor. Over a period of three days, no fewer than 87 of 
the 140 members of the Paris Commune  were also sent to the guillotine, 
including 71 on July 29, 1794, the largest number ever delivered up to the 
great machine in a single day. Th ey included many small artisans and 
shopkeepers— shoemakers, cabinet makers, wigmakers— but also mer-
chants, manufacturers, and lawyers: the mixture of pop u lar sans- culottes 
and elite militants who had long represented the most radical segment of 
the city. All  were said to have supported insurrection against the Conven-
tion and  were thus declared “outlaws,” subject to death after a mere con-
fi rmation of identity. Guittard de Floriban sketched in his diary a long line 
of men, their hands tied behind their backs, waiting before the scaff old.1

Th ereafter, the lists of the condemned, so carefully inscribed by Guit-
tard over the previous months, abruptly ceased. At fi rst the remaining mem-
bers of the Committee of Public Safety— those who had participated in 
the purge of their colleagues— urged the Convention to maintain the poli-
cies of the Terror and to avoid all backsliding.2 Yet a sea change now swept 
through the Assembly. Th e more moderate deputies of the Plain had al-
ways constituted the majority, though they had been persuaded that strong 
central control was necessary to fi ght the enemies of the Republic and they 
had been cowed by threats of arrest and fear of the Pa ri sian crowds. How-
ever, after the conspirators of Th ermidor appealed for their support to over-
throw Robespierre and with French armies advancing on every front, they 
eff ectively took control of the Convention and led a reaction against the 

conclusion

Becoming a Terrorist



Conclusion

341

regime of the Terror. Many of the Montagnard stalwarts, having narrowly 
escaped death themselves and sensing the way the wind was blowing, de-
fected to the center. Already on 11 Th ermidor (July 29) the Convention acted 
to reduce the authority of the Committee of Public Safety, decreeing that 
its membership would be renewed regularly, with one- fourth of the incum-
bents exiting each month. Th ose members just executed  were replaced by 
two former supporters of Danton and a moderate who had voted for a 
reprieve of the king in January 1793.3 By the beginning of September Barère 
and the two radical extremists Collot d’Herbois and Billaud- Varenne 
 were rotated out. Governing powers  were distributed among twelve execu-
tive committees, with the Committee of Public Safety maintaining control 
over war and diplomacy but losing its authority in internal aff airs. Th e 
second major committee— of General Security— was purged of those 
sympathetic to Robespierre, and it too found its powers greatly diminished.

Over the following month many other institutions that had held France 
in the grip of Terror  were eliminated or dramatically transformed. Th e 
Revolutionary Tribunal was reor ga nized and declawed. Th e head judge 
and several of the jury members had died with Robespierre, and the chief 
prosecutor, Fouquier- Tinville, was arrested. Th e surveillance committees 
 were greatly reduced in number and lost much of their in de pen dence of 
action. Th e draconian Prairial Law was repealed. Henceforth, all those ar-
rested had to be informed of the accusations against them, and they could 
be found guilty only if counterrevolutionary acts could be demonstrated, 
not on the basis of assumed intentions. Slowly at fi rst and then more rap-
idly, hundreds of prisoners  were released. Terror ceased to be the order of 
the day.

Members of the Convention and other French citizens, who had all but 
stopped writing during the Terror or who had carefully censored their let-
ters, now took up their pens once again to describe the events of Th ermidor 
and the weeks that followed. Almost without exception they assailed the 
tyranny of the Committee and the great number of executions, directing 
their ire above all at Robespierre, widely described as the “monster” who 
had directed it all. Many Montagnards, who had been deeply complicit in 
the policies of the Terror,  were quick to adopt similar rhetoric, demonizing 
the “tyrant” and a few of his associates as the scapegoats.4 Although the 
brutal representative on mission Carrier and the prosecutor Fouquier- Tinville 
 were executed, others who had been virtually as ruthless escaped with their 
lives and continued their careers for many years to come.5
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Yet no one who had lived through the period 1793– 1794 could remain 
untouched. Especially during the terrible weeks of June and July 1794, Paris 
had been permeated with the sight and smell of death. Nicolas Ruault 
had been overwhelmed, shaken to tears as he watched those he knew 
 were not guilty being carted through the streets to the guillotine. 
Dominique Garat, who had endured  house arrest for months, awaiting 
convocation by the Revolutionary Tribunal, poured out his feelings in a 
“memoir” published soon after Th ermidor. He expressed feelings of guilt 
when he refl ected on his own survival, while so many of his friends and 
colleagues had been executed: “Luck and chance seemed to become . . .  
the blind divinities ruling over human destiny.” Th roughout the period 
he had been obsessed with the possibility of his imminent demise: “It is 
impossible to have seen Death descending on so many innocent heads 
throughout an entire year, without contemplating your own trip to the 
foot of the scaff old and what you would feel in your soul when faced 
with the end of life.” 6

Garat, like Ruault and Louis- Sébastien Mercier and so many other con-
temporaries, agonized over the course of recent events. How had things 
gone so terribly awry? Why had a signifi cant portion of the Revolutionary 
elites— who had only just proclaimed the advent of tolerance, equal jus-
tice, and human rights— come to embrace a po liti cal culture of state vio-
lence? “How was it,” as Mercier put it, citing the old adage, “that pure gold 
was changed into base lead?”7 To be sure, a great many of the executions 
throughout the Republic  were linked to the civil wars and armed insur-
rection against the state— acts of treason that virtually all agreed  were 
deserving of capital punishment.8 Yet even if one accepted such ratio-
nales, they could not justify the substantial number of “innocent heads” 
decapitated or of individuals sent before fi ring squads without anything 
approaching a fair trial.

With the hindsight of history, it seems clear that the appearance of a 
terrorist mindset cannot be explained in a one- dimensional manner— 
neither through Old Regime culture, nor through the infl uence of a few 
individuals, nor through circumstances alone. Th e Terror arose rather 
through a concatenation of developments emerging out of the very pro-
cess of the Revolution itself. In the beginning, no doubt, was the intense 
emotion, enthusiasm and commitment with which an important segment 
of French society embraced the new Revolutionary values that emerged after 
1787 and that  were embodied in the major declarations of the summer of 
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1789. In our own day and age it is easy to forget how novel, how stunning, 
how unexpected such achievements  were. Unlike many revolutions of late- 
modern history, the events in France  were not based on a preexisting, well- 
defi ned ideology. Th ey did not represent a simple appropriation of one strand 
or another of the philosophy of the Enlightenment. Th e writers and thinkers 
of the eigh teenth century had produced an extraordinarily complex 
and often contradictory assemblage of ideas, on the basis of which one might 
have supported any number of programs for change or justifi cations for 
the status quo. Perhaps the most important eff ect of the age of Enlighten-
ment was the self- confi dence it instilled, the profoundly humanistic faith 
in the ability of individuals to use their own good sense, their “reason” to 
solve problems of all kinds. Th e Revolutionary period was itself extremely 
creative. It was only after the collapse of the Old Regime had provided the 
patriots with the possibility of reforming the state and society— a pro cess 
that had begun in 1787 but that would reach a crescendo two years later— it 
was only then that the Revolutionaries improvised and cobbled together 
an “ideology” of sorts, based on a new synthesis of bits and pieces of ear-
lier ideas and emphasizing above all demo cratic self- determination, civil 
liberties, and equality and an end to privilege. Th e enthusiasm for such 
achievements was im mense, leading to a wave of fervent oaths sworn by 
men and women everywhere in support of the new regime and to a near- 
millenarian vision of the creation of a “new man,” a veritable change in 
self- identity. It was exemplifi ed as well by the growth of an intense nation-
alism that portrayed the French as the chosen leaders of the brave new 
world they envisioned.

At fi rst many patriots promoted reconciliation for those who had diffi  -
culty grasping and accepting such transformations— notably among large 
elements of the nobility. However, the Revolutionaries would never accept 
a return to the Old Regime, to an absolute monarchy and a society based 
on birth. Th eir patience was not without limits. Th e very intensity of their 
commitment could easily lead to intolerance toward those who refused to 
adopt their vision for the future, or even worse, those who attempted ag-
gressively to undermine it. Such intolerance arose not from a rhetorical snare 
in the discourse of the Enlightenment, or from the infl uence of Rousseau, 
or from an abstract reference to “virtue”— as has sometimes been argued. 
It came rather from the deep conviction that their conception of a society 
transformed was eminently fair and just and worth defending against all 
who would attempt to turn back the clock.
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It was soon evident, moreover, that a substantial number of powerful 
individuals did indeed oppose the Revolution. Despite the presence of a 
small group of “liberal” nobles who embraced the ideals of 1789, the over-
whelming majority was deeply unhappy and hostile to the new regime. As 
professional soldiers, many  were prepared to fi ght and die in order to crush 
that regime, acting with much the same passion as those who sought to 
preserve it. Such opposition was apparent in the rhetoric of the “aristocratic” 
party within the National Assembly and in the rabid reactionary prose of 
the far right newspapers. It was also visible in the movement of emigra-
tion, in which thousands of nobles left the country, a great many to join 
armies in Germany openly committed to overthrowing the Revolution.

Th e situation was further complicated when the eff orts of the National 
Assembly to reform the Catholic Church led almost half the parish clergy 
in France to refuse an oath of allegiance to the new Constitution. Th e Rev-
olutionaries, who rarely understood the theological subtleties involved,  were 
convinced that the “refractory” clergy had joined the counterrevolution. It 
was not diffi  cult to imagine such individuals allying themselves with the 
nobles still residing in France and creating a fi fth column closely linked to 
the emigrants abroad. What ever the presence of real counterrevolutionary 
conspiracies— and such movements did indeed exist— it was not surprising 
that the patriots became obsessively preoccupied with the threat from two 
groups who had dominated French politics and society for centuries. With 
the massive uprisings of peasants in western France in the spring of 1793, 
motivated in large mea sure by opposition to the religious reforms, and with 
the insurgents’ massacre of local patriots, the fury of the Revolutionaries 
knew no bounds. Th e Vendée rebels, in par tic u lar,  were viewed as vile con-
spirators in the nation’s midst, attacking them from behind just as France 
was being invaded by foreign armies. Ultimately, throughout the period, 
the Revolutionaries would be even more obsessed with internal enemies 
than with those assailing them from the outside.

Th e atmosphere of suspicion and mistrust was intensifi ed, moreover, by 
a widespread breakdown of authority within the country. Th e rapid col-
lapse of a great many Old Regime institutions after the Revolution began, 
as administrators and magistrates fl ed for their lives or  were ignored by the 
population, produced a veritable power vacuum that would persist well into 
1791. During this interregnum a series of “parallel powers”  were improvised— 
municipal national guards, patriotic societies, neighborhood sections— most 
of which continued to function even after new bureaucratic and judiciary 
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structures  were implemented by the Revolution. At the same time the logic 
of liberty and pop u lar sovereignty led to a questioning of traditional hier-
archies throughout the society. Guild workers, soldiers, women’s groups, 
large segments of the peasant population, slaves in the Caribbean— all began 
demanding freedom from “tyranny” and the right to self- determination.

Th e decentralization and social turbulence would help foment power 
struggles among competing elites in towns and provinces— between 
the ins and the outs and between various levels of the new bureaucracy. Th e 
situation was even more disconcerting after the Convention executed 
the king, with all the powerful patricidal symbolism that such an action 
entailed. Th ere was a growing uncertainty as to who was ultimately in 
control and who might be manipulating the situation for personal advan-
tage or on behalf of the enemies of the Revolution. Th e centrifugal tenden-
cies reached a climax in the summer of 1793, when a number of major cities 
in the west and the south launched open insurrections against the central 
government. Th e reasons for these “federalist” revolts  were complex, but the 
Revolutionaries in Paris  were soon convinced that they  were coordinated 
with the ongoing foreign invasion and the counterrevolutionary movement 
in the Vendée.

Th e void of authority, coupled with the promotion of democracy, also 
contributed to the growing infl uence of the Pa ri sian pop u lar classes. 
Th roughout the period working men and women would reveal enormous 
stores of enthusiasm for the ideals of the Revolution and the determina-
tion to fi ght and die for the preservation of those ideals. Yet the artisans, 
shop keep ers, and workers of the capital  were also prone to violence and to 
a culture of vendetta and revenge— whether as cabaret scuffl  es, interguild 
brawls, or semiformal duels. Th e demand for revenge was clearly in evi-
dence amid the pop u lar uprisings of July 1789, with the killings of various 
public offi  cials, actions that so shocked the majority of the elites at the time. 
Th e pop u lar classes would obtain increased infl uence through their de facto 
alliance with a minority of radical militants, both men and women, emerging 
from the elites. Such militants came rapidly to idolize the masses of the 
“sans- culottes,” as they came to be called. Th ey  were extolled as the soul 
of the movement of liberty and equality, who had risen up on several oc-
casions to save the Revolution. Th ey  were thus to be honored and respected, 
even in their acts of violence— acts that  were justifi ed, it was argued, by 
the centuries of repression under which they had lived. Th e militants played 
an important role in politicizing the pop u lar classes, and thereafter the two 
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groups evolved together, infl uenced the perspectives of one another, and 
exercised an ever- greater impact on national politics. Th ey developed a  whole 
repertoire of nonviolent strategies: petitions to the deputies, vocal pressure 
exerted from the Assembly’s galleries, and great demonstrations pursued 
in the streets of Paris or through the Assembly hall itself. However, the 
penchant for violence and hatred, and the demands for retribution never 
disappeared among the sans- culottes and they soon infl uenced the radical 
militants as well. Th ey reached a peak after the August 10 insurrection 
against the king, when several hundred Revolutionaries  were killed in what 
was perceived by contemporaries as an ambush. Th eir anger and desire for 
revenge, mixed with pervasive rumors and currents of fear— fear of the in-
vading Prus sian army, fear of hidden conspirators— were essential ingre-
dients in the terrible prison massacres of September 1792, killings that  were 
accepted as necessary by a surprising proportion of the middle class. In-
deed, in the atmosphere of tension and anxiety of that year and the two 
years that followed, there was often a partial merging of the emotional com-
munities of the masses and the elites. In any case, the alliance between the 
Pa ri sian militants and the sans- culottes would exercise a considerable in-
fl uence on the repressive policies of the Convention and the Committee of 
Public Safety at the beginning of the Year II.

Th e fervent desire to preserve the new Revolutionary values, the pres-
ence of an active counterrevolution, the eff ects of the breakdown of au-
thority, and the infl uence of the alliance of militants and sans- culottes  were 
all linked inextricably to the emergence of a culture of fear and mistrust. 
Indeed, from the very beginning the powerful emotions of joy and enthu-
siasm engendered by the Revolution’s extraordinary achievements  were 
mixed with feelings of anxiety. Th e anxiety arose in part from the very na-
ture of the Revolutionary situation, from the constant upheavals and un-
certainty, and from the apprehension that those who had lost power and 
privilege would surely retaliate and seek to regain their positions. Fears  were 
further infl ated through the aggressive practice of denunciation and through 
the eff ects of rumor— rumor which in situations of menacing uncertainty 
could easily cross between the pop u lar masses and the middle- class elites. 
Th e fear and suspicion  were validated, moreover, by a series of high- profi le 
betrayals. Th e duplicity of Louis XVI, of Lafayette, of Mirabeau, and of 
Dumouriez provided overwhelming evidence that even those whom one 
most trusted as supporters of the Revolution might actually be conspira-
tors hiding behind a “mask of patriotism.” Radicals felt shamed and mor-
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tifi ed that they had been blind to such conspiracy in the past, and they 
vowed never to let it happen again. Th e direct physical threat to the 
Revolutionaries was brought home, by the assassinations in 1793 of Le 
Peletier and Marat and by the abortive assaults in 1794 against Collot 
d’Herbois and Robespierre.

Yet already by the winter of 1791– 1792, even before France had gone to 
war, the pervasive atmosphere of fear and suspicion had produced a veri-
table obsession with plots among many Revolutionaries, the assumption 
that a “grand conspiracy” of internal and external opponents was respon-
sible for virtually all of the troubles encountered by the Revolution. Once 
the war had begun, the conspiracy obsession engendered a string of panics 
in Paris, with rumors raging of imminent counterrevolutionary coups, ru-
mors that spread both upward and downward between the pop u lar masses 
and the po liti cal elites: in May 1792, in March 1793, and in June 1794. Th e 
crisis and panic of the spring of 1793 led to a series of improvisations that 
would constitute the institutional structure of the Terror. Panic fear among 
the leadership a year later would be an important factor in the Prairial Law 
and the Great Terror of the summer of 1794.

Th e culture of fear and mistrust was closely linked, moreover, to the emer-
gence of intense factionalism. Po liti cal divisions arose in part out of local 
rivalries projected onto the national stage, in part over diff erences in policy— 
especially concerning the role to be given to the masses in the po liti cal 
process— and in part through competition between rival charismatic leaders. 
What ever their origins, however, the factions quickly took on lives of their 
own, with adherents largely defi ning themselves in opposition to the 
factional other: patriots against aristocrats, Jacobins against Feuillants, 
Montagnards against Girondins. Not all Revolutionaries embraced such fac-
tions. Indeed the majority of the deputies attempted to remain nonaligned. 
But in the emotional climate after 1791, those who did so adhere readily 
demonized their opponents and persuaded themselves that they  were dan-
gerous traitors and conspirators. Toxic factionalism, born of fear, mistrust, 
and a struggle for survival, was a major element in the terrible politics of 
self- destruction in 1793 and 1794.

Th e Revolution, however, was not a linear pro cess. Th e regime of the 
Terror emerged in fi ts and starts, through the interplay of individuals, fac-
tions, and events, in which fears fed by the fortunes of war and counter-
revolution, by reasoned refl ection and complex emotions all played a part. 
Already in the wake of the king’s fl ight in June 1791 and following the 



Th e Coming of the Terror in the French Revolution

348

attack on the Tuileries Palace in August 1792, the leadership had experi-
mented with a variety of repressive mea sures, many of which anticipated 
the Year II. Yet even after creating the basic institutions of the Terror 
during the panic of March 1793, the Montagnard leaders hesitated to 
make full use of them. At fi rst the Revolutionary Tribunal carefully fol-
lowed the law and there  were relatively few executions. Following the 
arrest of the Girondins on June 2, many members of the Mountain at-
tempted to mitigate the situation, angered at having been coerced by the 
armed crowds and fearful of the reaction of the provinces to the purge of 
their deputies. Even such future Terrorists as Couthon, Barère, and Saint- 
Just initially treated the detentions as “temporary mea sures,” just as they 
promoted reconciliation with the insurgent federalists. Th e full commitment 
of the Committee of Public Safety to state- sponsored violence emerged 
only in September: after the assassination of Marat, after the continuing 
violent re sis tance of the federalists and the Vendéans, after the entry of 
Robespierre into the Committee, and after a return of armed militants 
into the Convention.

Circumstances, then, had a powerful impact on the coming of the Terror. 
Yet circumstances alone would have been insuffi  cient without a prior 
transformation of the psychology and mentalité of the Revolutionaries, a 
transformation with a tragic inner logic that was integral to the pro cess of the 
French Revolution— and that is perhaps after all integral to the phenom-
enon of revolution itself. Of course, every revolution has its own specifi c 
contexts in time and in space, its own rhythms, its own mixture of 
historical contingency and individual decisions and emotions. Yet all 
major revolutions9— so many of which have included periods of terror— 
involve intense convictions that the society must and can be changed, 
convictions that easily breed impatience and intolerance with opposition. 
All revolutions engender counterrevolutionary opposition among those 
whose interests and values are threatened. All revolutions, during the in-
evitable pro cess of transition, tend to produce power vacuums and create 
situations in which every authority is put into question, in which— as Mira-
beau expressed it—“all the old boundaries have been erased.” All revolutions 
can be pushed in unanticipated directions through the infl uence of the 
pop u lar masses. And it may well be that all major revolutions are beset by 
periods of conspiracy obsession, of intense suspicion and lack of trust, of 
agonizing uncertainty as to who are one’s friends and who are one’s enemies, 
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who are the true revolutionaries and who are the wolves in sheep’s 
clothing, hiding behind the mask of revolutionary commitment.

The events of Th ermidor, with the purge and execution of Robespierre, 
did not bring a halt to Revolutionary violence. Indeed, ending a revolution 
can be at least as diffi  cult as initiating one.10 By the autumn of 1794 there 
 were few members of the po liti cally active elites in Paris and the provinces 
who had not been aff ected by one or another of the purges, who had not 
spent time as suspects in prison or under  house arrest. Even as the radical 
Montagnard Terror was swept away, a “white terror” broke out in many 
parts of the Republic, with those who had lost family and friends in the 
Year II, those who had themselves been threatened and humiliated now 
turning the tables and seeking retribution in a “vicious cycle of vengeance 
and re- vengeance.”11 Hundreds of Jacobins and Montagnards  were impris-
oned or murdered. In December 1794 the surviving Girondin deputies  were 
released from prison or came out of hiding, and they helped push the 
post- Th ermidorian Convention even further to the right. After a fi nal at-
tempted insurrection by the sans- culottes in May 1795, the army would be 
returned to Paris and repression against the radicals would be accentuated. 
A number of deputies on the left  were purged, and several  were guillo-
tined or committed suicide in prison— including Gilbert Romme, who 
refused to renounce the idealistic goals of the radical Jacobins. Th e various 
regimes that followed— the Directory, the Consulate, the Empire— would 
all resort on occasion to violent repression and arbitrary executions as they 
struggled to reimpose stability on a nation torn by factional striff e and 
civil war. Th e long shadow of the Revolution, the confl icting legacies of 
social reform and repressive reaction, of republicanism and authoritari-
anism, of utopian dreams and conservative fears would continue to di-
vide the nation well into the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
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La Révolution française; Lefebvre, Le gouvernement révolutionnaire; Soboul, Histoire 
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 5. Ibid., 5– 7, 42. See also Schama, Citizens, xv; and Furet and Ozouf, A Critical 
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 6. H. Parker, Cult of Antiquity, 18– 19, 28.
 7. Roche, France in the Enlightenment, 431.
 8. At least two- thirds of the Th ird Estate in 1789 had most likely received legal 
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