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Editors’ Preface

The Studies in European History series offers a guide to developments in a field of history that has become increasingly specialised with the sheer volume of new research and literature now produced. Each book has three main objectives. The primary purpose is to offer an informed assessment of opinion on a key episode or theme in European history. Second, each title presents a distinct interpretation and conclusions from someone who is closely involved with current debates in the field. Third, it provides students and teachers with a succinct introduction to the topic, with the essential information necessary to understand it and the literature being discussed. Equipped with an annotated bibliography and other aids to study, each book provides an ideal starting point to explore important events and processes that have shaped Europe’s history to the present day.

Books in the series introduce students to historical approaches which in some cases are very new and which, in the normal course of things, would take many years to filter down to text-books. By presenting history’s cutting edge, we hope that the series will demonstrate some of the excitement that historians, like scientists, feel as they work on the frontiers of their subject. The series also has an important contribution to make in publicising what historians are doing, and making it accessible to students and scholars in this and related disciplines.

JOHN BREUILLY

JULIAN JACKSON

PETER H. WILSON


Preface to the Second Edition

The first edition of this book appeared over ten years ago, the same number of years that separated the fall of the Bastille from the seizure of power by Napoleon Bonaparte. A decade is a long time in history, as in politics, and interpretations of the terror have moved on. I have updated this text in the light of some of the work that has appeared since the first edition was published. To do this, I have cut the analysis of the early years of the revolution from two chapters to one and added new material on the terror itself. One new chapter provides a more detailed account of social and cultural policies, with the aim of providing a balanced view of the way in which the terror aimed to regenerate society while, at the same time, sending hundreds to the guillotine.

HUGH GOUGH


1 Historians and the Terror

The French Revolution is usually regarded as the main historical dividing line between Europe’s ancien regime and the modern world. It replaced a traditional social order based on hierarchy and privilege with a new one based on modern principles of freedom and equality. It swept away the structures of absolute monarchy, perfected in the latter half of the 17th century by Louis XIV, and replaced them with a parliamentary system based on electoral politics. The scale of the change was enormous and the process was long and physically violent, ending with a military coup d’état in 1799 which brought Napoleon Bonaparte to power. Yet once it had started neither France nor the world would ever be the same again. For, although much of its initial impact was confined to France, the shock waves spread to the rest of Europe with the revolutionary wars which began in 1792 and lasted for over twenty years until Napoleon Bonaparte’s defeat at Waterloo.

By the time Napoleon sailed over the horizon into exile in St Helena an entire generation of Europeans had lived through revolution and a new agenda for world history had been set. Written constitutions and parliamentary government had entered the mainstream of political life. Socialism, nationalism, radicalism and conservatism had emerged as ideologies for the future and the word ‘revolution’ had acquired a new meaning. Before 1789 it had been used to describe a circular motion in the physical world (with events or things ‘revolving’ back to their original state) or to describe violent disturbances and revolts. In 1789 a third meaning was added, to describe not just a circular motion or a revolt but also an event which transformed the social and political structures of a country [49]. Yet 1789 saw not only a new meaning for ‘revolution’ but a new concept of political terror.

[i] Emergence of modern terror

The words ‘terror’, ‘terrorism’ and ‘terrorist’ predate the French Revolution. So did terrorist activity [3, 13]. During the 1st century A.D., members of the Zealot movement in Palestine, called the Sicari, resisted Roman rule by assassinating administrators with a short sword, the sica. In the 11th and 12th centuries a secret religious group, the Assassins, attacked and murdered Islamic leaders in the Persian Empire. In 12th-century Europe the theologian John of Salisbury defended tyrannicide, or the murder of tyrannical rulers, because it freed people ‘to serve God’. Similar arguments were used by Catholics and Protestants to justify killing ‘heretical’ rulers during the 16th-century Reformation, and as late as 1657 the Englishman Edward Saxby published a pamphlet, ‘Killing No Murder’, which called for the assassination of Oliver Cromwell. States used terror to crush dissent too. The growth of powerful monarchies during the early modern period was made possible through the use of state terror to enforce social obedience and religious conformity. Armies crushed tax revolts and religious disturbances, while courts handed down sentences ranging from physical mutilation to savage forms of public execution for criminal activity [4].

By the late 18th century most people used the word ‘terror’ to describe a sense of overwhelming fear or intimidation. It kept that meaning when the revolution began. Political groups from all sides of the political spectrum regularly accused each other of creating fear or ‘terror’ to get their way, and physical violence was a recurrent feature of the revolution. During 1793, however, ‘terror’ changed its meaning and came to be used to describe a style of government, rather than just violence. Between the spring of 1793 and the summer of 1794 a centralised government, led by a Committee of Public Safety, put the country on a war footing and established political courts which sent thousands of prisoners to their deaths for rebellion or political dissent. By the summer of 1794 over thirty people a day were being executed in Paris alone and up to half a million had been imprisoned across France. During the terror as a whole over 16,000 people were guillotined, around 20,000 died in prison and 200,000 or so more died in a civil war in the Vendée in the west of France [131].

These numbers seem small compared to the death tolls of war and dictatorship in the 20th century. More died in the first day of the Battle of the Somme in 1916 than were guillotined during the whole of the terror. Stalin’s purges in Russia during the 1930s, the Nazi holocaust during the Second World War, Mao Tse Tung’s ‘Great Leap Forward’ in China or Pol Pot’s infamous killing fields in 1970s Cambodia killed people on a scale that dwarfs the deaths of the French Revolution. Yet figures alone are not the whole story, for the significance of the French Revolutionary terror lies less in its body count than in its purpose, its legacy and its timing. For the first time in history terror was used in the name of popular sovereignty, in the name of the people, to kill opponents of democracy. A revolution based on the ideal of individual freedom executed its opponents on the grounds that the good of society was more important than human life. The means justified the ends, just as they were to do later in fascist and communist regimes in the 20th century, and this raises the question whether the revolution that created many of the practices of modern parliamentary government also launched its nemesis in the form of modern terror.

What do we mean by terror? In most modern definitions ‘terror’ describes a regime which works on the basis of fear, using intimidation, mass arrests and execution to get its way and to control its civilian population. In the 19th and 20th centuries the word has also been used to describe the tactics of minority groups which are too small or weak to operate through normal channels and use violence instead. The first example of this came in the French Revolution with an attempted coup d’état in 1796 by Gracchus Babeuf. However, it entered the mainstream of European history with anarchist movements in the second half of the 19th century and spread rapidly throughout the world in the 20th century. So there is state terror on the one hand and terrorism carried out against the state on the other. The terror of the French Revolution falls into the first of these categories. There was certainly crowd violence during the revolution, and rumours of massacres and plots, but there were no organised groups which deliberately used it to get their way. The state, on the other hand, did deliberately resort to terror to enforce its authority. The French Revolutionary terror, in other words, is closer to Stalin than it is to Al Qaeda.

If modern state terror first appeared during the French Revolution, why did it happen and when? Was there something inherent in the nature of the revolution or was it just a pragmatic solution to short term problems? Was it the work of ruthless individuals or a rational plan to ensure the country’s survival? These are questions which divide historians and so too does the precise timing of the terror. Some historians argue that it began with the revolution itself and that the whole process was driven by terror from 1789 onwards. Most historians, on the other hand, believe that terror came in three phases: a ‘first terror’ based on crowd violence in August–September 1792, the state terror which began in the spring of 1793 and developed into a ‘great terror’ in the summer of 1794. There is even argument about the timing of the phases with some historians arguing that it started in the spring of 1793 when the main institutions of terror were set up, others opting for September 1793 when crowd pressure forced the French Convention (the equivalent of a parliament) to declare terror ‘the order of the day’. This book chooses the spring of 1793, on the grounds that the setting up of institutions of terror imposed a system and a style of government which was recognisably based on punishment, fear and intimidation. However, many of these issues will become clearer if we look first at the four main approaches that historians have taken to the terror over the last two hundred years: terror as inherent violence, terror as defensive reaction, terror as ideology and terror as a political development.

[ii] Terror as violence

Conservatives have always been critical of the revolution because it destroyed feudal society, abolished the monarchy and undermined the traditional power of the Catholic Church [37]. During the 1790s, when the revolution was in full flow, some conservative commentators saw it as a global conspiracy to overthrow civilisation or an act of divine providence to punish humans for their sins [55]. A Jesuit priest, the abbé Barruel, attacked it as a plot hatched by Protestants, Freemasons and Enlightenment thinkers to destroy monarchy and Catholicism. Jacques de Maistre, on the other hand, believed that it was God’s punishment for human sin, which would end with the creation of a new theocratic world order based on monarchy and Catholicism. Both explanations were clearly eccentric, but a more balanced explanation came from the Irish politician Edmund Burke who published Reflections on the Revolution in France, in 1790. Burke regarded the revolution as a catastrophe and put the blame for that onto the inexperience of politicians and the intellectual weakness of Enlightenment rationalism. Revolutionaries, he argued, were attempting to solve France’s problems by using abstract reason instead of tradition and experience [24]. By building a new system from scratch instead of modifying what was already there, they were creating a catastrophe that would result in violence because change had to be a gradual process. Four years later he was able to point to the terror as proof of his argument [41].

Burke’s arguments were taken up by conservative and royalist historians during the 19th and 20th centuries [9, 31]. Yet for a long time they carried little weight because they swam against the intellectual tide. Most European states adopted parliamentary government and democracy during the 19th century and France led the way by becoming a democratic republic in the mid-1870s. The revolution seemed to have started the process of political modernisation which was sweeping the continent and conservative attacks on it were further compromised by the sympathy showed by right wing intellectuals towards fascism and Hitler during the 1930s and the Second World War. As a result a whole generation of historians after 1945 ignored the conservative view. Then in the 1980s things changed, partly because the collapse of communism in central and Eastern Europe discredited left wing politics in general, but also because the extreme right in France reacted strongly to the election of a socialist, François Mitterrand, to the French presidency in 1981. Mitterrand’s decision to celebrate the bicentenary of the revolution in 1989 acted like a red rag to a right wing bull as they protested that the terror had provided a blueprint for the totalitarian regimes in 20th-century Europe which were in the process of collapse [35]. One distinguished French historian, Pierre Chaunu, denounced the terror as ‘the founding event in a long and bloody series of events which stretched from 1792 to the present day, from the ‘genocide’ in the catholic Vendée through the Soviet gulag to the cultural revolution in China and the genocide of the Khmer Rouge in Cambodia’ [130]. Chaunu had supporters in France but his arguments found their most enthusiastic endorsement from an English historian Simon Schama, in a blockbuster history of the revolution, Citizens, published in 1989. Citizens condemned the revolution as an act of mass violence with terror at its core. ‘In some depressingly unavoidable sense,’ Schama argued, ‘violence was the Revolution itself’ [14]. The revolution, for Schama, was flawed from the outset by physical violence which developed into mass terror and set a model for 20th-century dictatorships. Citizens provided a spellbinding account of how that happened.

[iii] Terror as circumstance

However, was the revolution a prolonged saga of terror and destruction? Historians on the left have always denied it and defended an alternative vision of the revolution as the beginning of modern democracy. They see the terror not as an integral part of the revolut ion but as a tactical defence of the republic against its enemies when it was threatened with total defeat. The left in this context is made up of three broad strands which all have a slightly different take on what the terror entailed. Political liberals in early 19th-century France, who struggled to keep a parliamentary system going after the restoration of the Bourbons in 1815, argued that the revolution had brought the bourgeoisie (or middle classes) to power in 1789 and created parliamentary government [40]. Terror was used when revolutionaries felt their position threatened by civil war and external war, and was abandoned once the threat was over. Democrats who founded the Third Republic in the 1870s argued that the revolution had provided the first example of republican democracy in 1792. The revolutionary marching song, the Marseillaise, became France’s national anthem in 1879; Bastille Day was made a public holiday the following year and the history of the revolution had pride of place in the school curriculum. For republican democrats too the terror was a response to the ‘circumstance’ of war and the defence of democracy [2, 27, 28]. Socialist and Marxist historians writing in the first half of the 20th century, on the other hand, despised the ‘bourgeois’ nature of the Third Republic and believed that a proletarian revolution would lead to a classless society and socialism in the near future. Yet they saw the revolution as an event which moved history forward by defeating feudalism and encouraging the growth of capitalism [33]. They not only agreed that terror was a defensive tactic dictated by circumstance but also argued that some of its policies in 1793–4 contained the seeds of future socialism. All three strands of republicanism – liberal, democratic and socialist – therefore defended the terror as the result of ‘circumstance’. Terror had been forced on to politicians by counter-revolution and war and once that pressure was relieved, it vanished [32].

[iv] Revisionism

For much of the 20th century the ‘circumstance’ explanation was the most widely accepted explanation of the terror, dominating school textbooks and university lecture halls. But in the 1970s it came under attack from the ‘revisionist’ school of historians. The roots of revisionism were both political and intellectual. By the 1970s Marxism had lost much of its influence among historians in France, because of the decline of Soviet communism. In the intellectual world too there was a shift away from social and political history towards an approach based on ideology and mentalities. Both developments meant that the traditional left wing approach to the revolution, which used the ‘circumstance’ approach and was based on the revolution’s social and political history, lost some of its credibility [23, 26]. An alternative emerged in 1978 when François Furet, a historian who had begun his political life on the left before moving towards the liberal centre, published a book which argued that the terror was not a defensive reflex against danger but an attitude deeply embedded in the revolution’s ideology and which fed into the practices of 20th-century communism [29]. Furet’s argument became known as ‘revisionism’, and was supported by leading British and American historians in the 1980s, such as Norman Hampson and Keith Michael Baker, who extended Furet’s argument to the political history of the early revolution [20, 21, 61].

The revisionist argument revolves around two main themes: the political culture of 18th-century France and the influence of the Genevan-born philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau [34]. Furet argued that political centralisation in France from the reign of Louis XIV onwards deliberately suppressed open political debate. The social elite of the nobility and wealthy bourgeoisie therefore met to discuss politics in private gatherings such as reading clubs, literary academies or Masonic societies. In this rarefied atmosphere they discussed politics in an abstract way because they had little experience of power, and became convinced that reason alone could solve the country’s problems. Because they lacked administrative experience, they were attracted to abstract ideas which treated human beings like geometrical objects. So far Furet’s argument was very close to that of Burke, but he then went on to stress the influence of Rousseau. In publications ranging from his Social Contract in 1762 to his Confessions in 1782, Rousseau had condemned ‘civilised’ society as corrupt and called for a return to the virtues of primitive society so that social and moral regeneration could return the world to what he believed had been its early state [25]. This could be done, according to Rousseau, only if government were based on pop ular sovereignty and run as a direct democracy in which the ‘general will’ of the community controlled all decisions. That ‘general will’ would emerge only if everyone took part in all major decisions, so Rousseau rejected representative democracy for his ideal society, although he did concede direct democracy was suited only to small states [29, 72].

Rousseau’s ideas, combined with the abstract rationalism of the salons provided the ideology which filled the vacuum left by the collapse of royal power in 1789. The result was that deputies opted not to reform existing institutions but to regenerate them by coming up with totally new systems instead [171]. In doing so, they claimed to be represented by the ‘general will’ of the French people and denounced opposition to their work as counter-revolutionary conspiracy. Genuine political pluralism – the ability to disagree with opponents but accept that their views were valid – became impossible and critics of reform were quickly branded as traitors. As a result, the early liberalism of the revolution was contaminated by a mentality of terror as revolutionaries saw plots round every corner and used violence to intimidate and eliminate their critics [30, 126].

Rousseau’s ideas destabilised the revolution in another way too. For, while he had advocated direct democracy as the purest form of politics, the National Assembly set up a representative form of government instead, based on regular elections to choose deputies to a parliamentary assembly. As a result, radicals who took popular sovereignty literally quickly used Rousseau’s ideas to criticise this as a denial of popular sovereignty and justify the use of direct action at times of political crisis. The result was an alliance between radical democrats and the poor which led to periodic outbursts of popular violence and then to the terror of 1793–4. Rousseau’s insistence on the need for social and moral regeneration was a destabilising factor too because it encouraged a belief that political action could change peoples’ behaviour overnight. That was clearly over optimistic and when perfection failed to materialise radicals blamed the failure on plots and advocated the use of terror to overcome them. The result was endemic political instability which ended with terror in 1793–4. For Furet this was therefore ‘an integral part of revolutionary ideology’ which began in the summer of 1789 and continued until the death of Robespierre in 1794 [29].

[v] Post-Revisionism

Revisionism became the new orthodoxy of the 1980s. The ‘circumstance’ explanation was derided as simplistic and outdated, and historians both sides of the Atlantic endorsed Furet’s view that terror was inherent in the revolution from the start. Some aspects of the argument made sense. It had always been difficult to explain, for example, why war caused a terror in France in the 1790s but not during the First World War or other wars since. Or why the terror became bloodier in the summer of 1794 at the very moment that the danger of defeat was receding. Yet during the 1990s the gloss of the revisionist argument began to fade under the impact of new research. The first breech was opened up by the American historian, Isser Woloch, who pointed to the terror’s importance in encouraging political modernisation and the creation of a new political culture. While not glossing over the violence or destruction, he argued that the terror was not confined to that and that it encouraged the growth of political consciousness and innovations in areas such as education and social welfare [44, 210]. Terror, Woloch argued, was about more than death and violence; it was also about political development and social modernisation. A study by Patrice Higonnet on the dominant political clubs of the revolution, the Jacobin clubs, made a similar case. Higonnet openly conceded that Jacobinism had its intolerant side but argued that clubs and their members also consistently defended ideas of individual freedom, property rights and social justice. By focusing exclusively on violence, Higonnet argued, revisionist historians had ignored the positive aspects of the terror and the deep democratic commitment of many of those involved [142].

Both Woloch and Higonnet portrayed the terror as a period when modern practices of social democracy began to emerge and this approach was endorsed by a study by Jean-Pierre Gross on the activity of Jacobin deputies sent out to the provinces during the terror, the so-called ‘representatives on mission’. Gross argued that by focusing just on departments involved in civil war during the terror, revisionists had distorted the picture of what the terror involved. Over three quarters of the country was outside these areas and most deputies on mission there were pragmatic operators, deeply committed to ideas of legal equality, the spread of education and social justice. They often used violent language to impress their supporters and intimidate opponents but much of that was rhetorical spin. In practice and on the ground, they respected property rights and targeted their reforms into areas such as progressive taxation, the opening of schools, food supplies and welfare reform. Jacobinism, in other words, was as much about constructive social reform as it was about the guillotine. Gross’s conclusions have been reinforced by a detailed study on all representatives on mission published more recently by Michel Biard [132, 94].

A second angle of attack on the revisionist case focused on the origins of the terror. In 1995 Timothy Tackett published a ground-breaking study of the workings of the National Assembly during the first year of the revolution between 1789 and 1790, a period which revisionists argued was crucial in laying the foundations for terror [81, 84]. Tackett rejected Furet’s idea that the revolution was radical and terrorist-prone from the start. Instead he argued that deputies began as moderates who wanted to work with the nobility to reform the country but that they were pushed into radicalism by its refusal to compromise. The events of 1789 were driven less by ideology – Tackett in fact argued that Rousseau’s influence was relatively slight – than by a developing political process in which the right was as ‘radical’ and intransigent as the left. This approach has been supported by recent work on crowd riots in 1789, which argues that violence happened only when efforts at negotiated solutions failed. Crowds, in other words, were the same as deputies in the Assembly, moderate in their demands until a crisis became severe [45]. But if terror was not inherent in the revolution in 1789, where did it come from? Tackett suggested that the answer lay in political developments from 1789 onwards, which revealed a deep chasm between the ideals of reformers and counter-revolutionaries and encouraged the emergence of conspiracy theory. The belief that the opposing side was plotting violence grew, and this created a deep political mistrust which peaked with the king’s attempt to leave Paris in the summer of 1791 – the so-called ‘flight to Varennes’ [83, 85]. Varennes shocked revolutionaries and convinced them that Louis XVI was at the centre of a massive counter-revolutionary conspiracy. From then on their politics was driven by the belief that all problems were the result of conspiracy and this drove the revolution towards a downward spiral into terror [86].

Tackett rejected the revisionist explanation of the terror but did not advocate a simple return to the old ‘circumstance’ theory. Instead he suggested looking at the day-to-day politics of the revolution and the way in which terror emerged from the crises that occurred. This approach has been taken recently by two French historians. Sophie Wahnich has focused on the role played by Parisian shopkeepers and skilled labourers, called ‘sans-culottes’ during the revolution. She argues that sans-culottes welcomed the revolution but became progressively frustrated by the failure of politicians to tackle the threat of counter-revolution. As a result they became active in clubs, street demonstrations and ultimately violence to force politicians into radical action. Their ‘terror from below’ led to the setting up of a ‘terror from above’ through institutions such as the revolutionary tribunal and the committee of public safety which were designed to head off the threat of popular violence by channelling it into legal forms. The terror, in other words, was a political response to popular violence [197]. Jean-Clément Martin follows a similar approach in a study of the relationship between violence and the revolution. He notes that violence was common in the 18th century but took many forms. Political violence was just one of these and Martin shows how its development during the revolution was conditioned by traditions of state violence from the ancien regime, and by other traditional sources of social and personal violence such as food riots, acts of revenge, civil war, verbal attacks, personal ambitions and local vendettas. Politicians therefore responded to violence by building an apparatus of state control which channelled punishment and revenge through legal channels and away from the street [165].

Clearly historians have disagreed over why the terror happened. Conservatives see it as an integral part of the revolution, revisionists as a flaw in an otherwise positive development, circumstance historians as a response to counter-revolution, and post-circumstance historians as a development within revolutionary politics closely linked to conspiracy theory. Yet the fact that people disagree does not mean that all views are equally valid. The conservative explana tion reads events backwards from 1793–4 into the events of 1789 and is driven by a hostility to the revolution which totally ignores the degree to which counter-revolution too played a role in creating the conditions for terror. The circumstance approach understates the extent to which revolutionaries created their own problems, but the revisionist approach puts too high a premium on ideo logy while ignoring the impact of counter-revolution and political events.

In the last few years the consensus among most historians has therefore swung towards the post-revisionist approach. One of the more recent books published by a revisionist historian, while still using many of Furet’s arguments and displaying open hostility towards the revolution, even accepts that ideology alone did not lead to the terror [133]. Instead events caused the terror and politicians manipulated ideology to justify their actions. What follows is therefore largely based on the post-revisionist approach and the belief that the problem of the terror cannot be understood by dealing with the events of 1793–4 in isolation. Therefore, Chapter 2 begins with an analysis of how the revolution of 1789 ran into difficulty, creating a crisis in the spring of 1793 which marked the real beginning of terror.


2 Prelude to Terror? From Revolution to Republic 1789–93

In the autumn of 1788, Louis XVI called an Estates-General because France was close to bankruptcy. The Estates-General was an archaic form of national parliament which had not met since 1614 because of the growth of centralised royal power under Louis XIV ( 1643 –1715). Yet when it met in May 1789 it carried through a political revolution. The deputies elected to the third estate, representing all French men who were neither nobles nor priests, flatly refused to operate with the old hierarchical voting system in which the first estate (clergy) and second estate (nobility) discussed and voted in separate houses or ‘estates’ [77]. Instead, after spending six weeks trying to persuade the other two orders to meet and vote in common, they declared themselves a ‘National Assembly’ and invited the other two orders to join them on their terms. The king condemned the move but third estate deputies refused to back down. So he called up army regiments to Paris and Versailles, probably intending to dissolve the Assembly by force and impose financial reform by decree. News of the troop movements caused panic in Paris which erupted into violence and an assault on the royal fortress of the Bastille in central Paris on 14 July. The fall of the Bastille forced the king to back down and recognise the National Assembly’s authority [54, 79].

Over the next two years the Assembly pushed through sweeping reforms which turned the country into an extraordinarily liberal form of parliamentary monarchy. An elected Legislative Assembly was given exclusive power to legislate and the king’s role was restricted to the executive functions of appointing ministers and implementing legislation. Feudalism, noble titles and tax privileges were swept away, trade and industry freed from regulation and all citizens declared equal before the law. The administrative structures of the monarchy were abolished and the historic provinces which made up the country were replaced by eighty-three new departments, subdivided into districts and municipalities. All three levels of the new system were to be run by elected councils, with considerable independence from central control. Justice was transformed by the introduction of jury trials, elected judges, new courts and revisions of the civil and criminal law codes [5, 48, 49]. Censorship collapsed, leading to the growth of a vibrant pamphlet and newspaper press and a flourishing network of political clubs [58, 64]. Religious toleration was introduced, giving full civic and polit ical rights to Protestants and Jews, and the power of the Catholic Church was trimmed back. Its land was confiscated to pay off state debts, contemplative religious orders were closed down and in July 1790 the ‘civil constitution of the clergy’ transformed church structures. All existing dioceses were abolished and replaced by one for each of the new administrative departments. Parish boundaries were redrawn and bishops and priests were to be elected by local electoral assemblies [47, 82].

These reforms made France into Europe’s most democratic state. Not even Britain, long held up as a shining example of parliamentary government, could match it. The new democracy had its limits, as men without property had no political rights and neither did women, because they were believed to be unsuited to political activity. Yet over four million adult males could now vote and everyone was free to discuss and debate political issues. It was a staggering reversal of centuries of royal absolutism and France, to observers throughout Europe, seemed to be opening up a new age of freedom and equality. Yet within a year of the constitution being put into effect in September 1791, the country was at war with Europe and the constitution had collapsed. By the spring of 1793 the king had been executed, civil war had erupted and dreams of freedom turned into a nightmare of a centralised dictatorship and systematic terror. Why? The reasons for the change are also the causes of the terror. There is no question here of providing a narrative of the events of 1789 to 1793, which is well covered elsewhere, but the aim of this chapter is to highlight the key developments which brought the country from the optimism of change to the edge of terror.

[i] Nobility, church and counter-revolution

The first factor to take the shine off the gloss of 1789 was political conflict. The radicalism of the reforms carried out between 1789 and 1791 angered conservatives. Opposition in the Assembly emerged in the autumn of 1789, not just mainly from members of the nobility and higher clergy but also from a small number of third estate deputies. Their opposition focussed on the pace and extent of change, and resulted in the formation of two distinct political groups: monarchiens and noirs. The monarchiens were constitutional royalists who admired the British parliamentary system. They welcomed the idea of a parliamentary style monarchy but wanted the king to have absolute veto over legislation, the legislature to have an upper house representing the nobility, and the position of the Catholic Church protected [60]. To their right lay the reactionaries, or noirs, who rejected most of the reforms outright. They wanted the Assembly disbanded and the Estates-General restored, along with feudalism, social privilege and religious discrimination [46]. Both groups established their own clubs and newspapers and during the winter of 1789–90 attracted the support of around a third of all deputies [81]. Yet they were never strong enough to seriously challenge the dominance of the pro-revolutionary ‘patriot’ majority and by the summer of 1790 many came to the conclusion that they were powerless to stop change. So some resigned their seats, others emigrated, several abandoned their seats and returned home to the provinces in protest, but many stayed on in the Assembly to play a deliberately obstructive role in debates in the hope of paralysing the political process [81].

The refusal of the right to accept reform was significant because it convinced many in the majority patriot party that there was no chance of meaningful dialogue with the revolution’s opponents. Instead they interpreted opposition as evidence of counter-revolution and suspected the right of conspiring to block all change. The tendency to see criticism as proof of conspiracy was not un usual in the 18th-century world [86]. It was widespread throughout much of Europe and North America and it had been common for people in France during the ancien regime to blame high food prices on a ‘famine plot’ by the nobility, or for politicians to blame their failures on the ‘plots’ of their opponents. In a world where communication was slow and there was no tradition of open political debate, plot theory offered a plausible way to explain the unexpected. So in the tense political atmosphere which prevailed in 1789 and 1790 ‘plots’ became an important part of the political rhetoric used by revolutionaries and counter-revolutionaries alike. And the idea was made plausible by the fact that there were some genuine plots, organised by right wing groups, which aimed at spiriting the king away from Paris or stirring up political disorder. They all failed but their very existence fuelled the belief that a much wider web of conspiracy was being created.

Emigration and religion added to political instability. After the fall of the Bastille the king’s younger brother, the Count of Artois, left Versailles and emigrated to the court of his father-in-law in Turin, where he set up a counter-revolutionary committee. Over the next two years several thousand émigrés, mainly drawn from the nobility, clergy and upper middle class, joined him and by the summer of 1791 he formed a small émigré army of 6,000 men, based in the electorates of Trier and Mainz in the German Rhineland [59]. In military terms the force was tiny but it was at least a symbolic threat and Artois hoped to attract the rulers of Europe to join him in a crusade against the revolution. He had no success, as only the most reactionary of them – Catherine the Great in Russia and Frederick William II in Prussia – saw the revolution as a threat to European security. The others were happy to see France distracted from international power politics, and even Marie-Antoinette’s brother, the Emperor Leopold II of Austria, cold shouldered Artois. He sympathised with some of the reforms which the Assembly had carried out and was urged by Marie-Antoinette and Louis XVI to steer clear of Artois because they saw his activity as a threat to their own security and authority [51, 73].

Left to itself the émigré threat might have fizzled out, but its impact was magnified by opposition to the revolution within France, especially in the Rhone valley and Languedoc. Both areas had a large reservoir of poor provincial nobility who deeply resented the loss of their social privileges and feudal dues. But the main source of opposition came from religion, with the Assembly’s de cision to grant toleration to Protestants. Languedoc had a tightly knit Calvinist minority which had survived persecution during the 18th century and enthusiastically supported the revolution in 1789. Toleration gave them freedom of worship and the right to take part in politics, and when municipal and departmental elections were held in the spring of 1790, their successes in parts of the Midi provoked a violent Catholic backlash. There were serious disturbances in Montauban and in Nîmes, where over 300 people were killed in rioting after Protestant victories in the depart mental elections [65, 74]. Catholic activists wasted little time in contacting Artois and a large counter-revolutionary demonstration was held by Catholic National Guard units in the Ardèche in August 1790. Plans for an insurrection in Lyon, designed to trigger a more general uprising in the Rhone valley, were foiled in the following December [79].

Events in the Midi, with their links to émigré activity, confirmed patriot fears that counter-revolutionary conspiracy was rampant. During the early months of 1791 that conviction hardened when an oath of loyalty to the new civil constitution was applied to catholic priests and bishops. Almost all the bishops and half the parish priests refused the oath because they regarded the legislation as state interference in church affairs and something which lacked Papal approval. The result was a religious schism, with rejection of the civil constitution particularly marked in the west (the Vendée and Brittany), the north-east, Alsace and the Midi, which were all to be major areas of resistance during the terror [82]. Priests who rejected the oath came to be known as ‘non-jurors’ and violence broke out in many parishes when they were replaced by ‘juror’ priests who had taken the oath. Parishioners usually rallied to the support of their non-juror priest against the intruder and, by the summer of 1791, hostility to religious reform was developing into a more general hostility towards the revolution which was enforcing it [47].

[ii] Louis XVI and the flight to Varennes

The king’s attitude added a second element of insecurity. Louis XVI had lost most of his ‘absolute’ power in the summer of 1789 and found himself relegated to the role of a constitutional monarch. A shy man, who disliked confrontation and found decisions painfully difficult to make, he opted to cooperate with the Assembly in the short term, in the hope of regaining his power later [73]. The pretence of cooperation encouraged some of the patriot leadership to make contact with him, offering to strengthen his role in the new constitution in return for his cooperation. Lafayette and Mirabeau both did this in the spring of 1790 and in the spring of 1791 they were followed by an important trio of radical leaders, the so-called ‘triumvirate’ of Alexandre de Lameth, Adrien Duport and Antoine Barnave. The king strung them along, convinced that the revolution would quickly collapse into chaos, but by the end of 1790 it was obvious that collapse was not imminent and he turned instead to the alternative tactic of fleeing Paris and negotiating from a position of strength near the frontier. On the night of 20–21 June 1791, after months of planning, he and his family secretly left the Tuileries Palace under cover of darkness in a convoy of carriages bound for the eastern frontier [85]. There he planned to join up with army units hostile to the revolution and force the Assembly to revise the constitution in his favour. To make his feelings clear, he left behind a note outlining his total rejection of the constitution as it stood.

The ‘flight to Varennes’ ended in humiliating failure. The convoy fell behind schedule, the king was arrested in the small town of Varennes the following night and returned to Paris four days later under armed escort. However, the alarm bells had already begun to ring abroad and at home. Leopold II of Austria felt obliged to make a gesture of support and issued the Padua Circular on 6 July, calling on other rulers to help him restore the king’s freedom of action. Six weeks later, with Frederick William II of Prussia, he issued the Declaration of Pillnitz which promised military action against France if other European powers were ready to join them. This was sheer bluff because Leopold knew full well that there was no chance of unanimity across Europe for war. He thought that the threat would intimidate the Assembly into treating the king correctly and restoring much of his power. However, that was a miscalculation because the Assembly took the threat seriously and mobilised army volunteers in preparation. The idea of war with Austria and the demonisation of Austria as an enemy of the revolution now became an important political factor in the minds of the patriot party [52].

On the domestic front too the flight to Varennes had an impact because it aggravated existing political divisions within the patriot party. When the news of the flight initially broke, the Assembly suspended the king from the throne. Yet, although most deputies were appalled by what he had done, they desperately wanted to retain a constitution that they had worked on for almost two years and were convinced that parliamentary monarchy was the only viable form of government for the country. The alternative of a republic was seen as a recipe for chaos. So the ‘triumvirate’ of Duport, Lameth and Barnave negotiated a deal with the king, offering to strengthen his position in the constitution if he admitted that the flight had been a mistake and accepted the role of constitutional monarch. It was a lifeline for the king, who duly issued a public statement regretting his action, and the Assembly voted on 16 July to reinstate him once the constitution was complete.

Yet the deal was highly controversial. Since 1789 a small group of radical deputies on the left of the patriot party had been critical of the moderate patriots. Led by Maximilien Robespierre, a lawyer from Arras in northern France, they had criticised the constitution for not being democratic enough [136]. Outside the Assembly similar views appeared in the radical press and in political clubs which sprang up in the winter of 1789 [53, 75]. The most prominent of the clubs was the Cordeliers club which met on the left bank of the Seine, in the city’s printing district; but there were others which catered for artisans and the lower middle class who were excluded from the vote. By the spring of 1791 the clubs and the radical press had begun a sustained campaign against the franchise restrictions in the new constitution because it confined the vote to tax payers. They were also attacking the royal family because of growing suspicions of the king’s attitude towards the revolution. Louis was portrayed in cartoons as a fat pig, wallowing in his own filth, while Marie-Antoinette appeared as a mutant hyena or a hideous pea hen with a voracious sexual appetite.

The popular societies exploded into action after the flight to Varennes. The Cordelier club was openly republican and demanded a democratic referendum on the future of the mon archy. On 17 July it opened a petition for a republic on the Champ de Mars in central Paris and up to 50,000 people gathered to sign it. However, the Assembly had already decided to reinstate the king the previous day and declared the meeting illegal [75]. The municipality sent in the National Guard to disperse the crowd and, in the fighting which followed, several petitioners were killed and dozens arrested and imprisoned without charge [76]. The ‘massacre of the Champ de Mars’ silenced the popular movement in the short term and gave the Assembly breathing space to finalise the constitution. Yet in the longer term it opened up a yawning gap between the constitutional liberalism of moderate patriots and the democratic aspirations of the radical left.

[iii] The Girondins and war

When the first Legislative Assembly of the new constitution met in October 1791 the revolution was clearly running into problems, with the émigré threat, counter-revolutionary disturbances in the south, uncertainty over the king, differences between moderate and radical patriots and a religious schism. Abroad the international situation was clouded by the war threat contained in the Declaration of Pillnitz. Faced with these problems, the Assembly had two options [70]. It could either muddle on, trying to win over counter-revolutionaries and the king by making concessions, or it could take the offensive and confront the resistance head on. It chose the latter, largely because of the influence of a small radical group of deputies known to contemporaries as ‘brissotins’ because their main spokesman was a successful journalist, Jacques-Pierre Brissot. Later they were called the ‘Girondins’ because many of their deputies came from the department of the Gironde, centred on Bordeaux in the south-west [175, 191]. The Girondins reflected many of the views of the Paris rad icals. They distrusted the king, regarded non-juror priests as allies of counter-revolution, the émigrés as a real threat and Austria as an ally of counter-revolution. Their solution was to go on the offensive by pushing for action against the émigrés, which the king was ready to support because he was convinced that it would lead to war and the collapse of the revolution. So in late November the Assembly ordered the electors of Trier and Mainz to expel émigré troops from their territory or face a French invasion. Both electors quickly obeyed but Leopold intervened, as Holy Roman Emperor and protector of all German states, to warn that Austria would protect them from a French attack. The Girondins interpreted this as proof that the Pillnitz threat was real and called on Leopold to confirm that the alliance between the two countries, dating back to 1756, was still valid. The Austrian reply was aggressive because Leopold was convinced that the Assembly would back down when faced with strong talk but the French regarded the reply as an insult and began gearing up for war. Louis XVI encouraged this by appointing a Girondin ministry under an experienced general, Charles-Francois Dumouriez, which contained several of their friends and colleagues. Six weeks later on 20 April France declared war on Austria [52].

In their war campaign the Girondins had stressed two themes which brought the terror a step closer: the idea of a war of liberation and the belief that war would rid France of traitors and counter-revolutionaries. In one of his many speeches, Brissot called the war ‘a crusade for universal liberty’ in which people would welcome French armies, tyrannical regimes would collapse and Europe be transformed. It would be the start of a new European order based on French principles of liberty. This vision elevated war from an old-fashioned clash between competing monarchies to a conflict about freedom and the revolution itself. The result was a rapid growth of patriotism and of pride in the revolution, and a belief that victory was essential for the future of humanity. Meanwhile, on the domestic front, the Girondins argued that war would allow traitors to be identified and executed. One of the Girondin dep uties, Elie Guadet, said: ‘Let us mark out a place for traitors and let that place be the scaffold’ [51]. The Girondins specialised in flamboyant rhetoric and we should not take everything they said at face value. Yet Guadet was not the only one to use that kind of language and his threat that political opponents would be treated as traitors and executed, pointed the way forward to the mentality of the terror. The Girondins were not only the first to threaten terror against their opponents but also among its first victims.

In the short term the war was a disaster and within weeks French troops were in headlong retreat. The Girondins blamed the setbacks on counter-revolutionary conspiracy rather than their own misjudgement, and persuaded the Assembly to set up a camp of 20,000 National Guards on the edge of Paris to protect it against invasion. The king vetoed the decree and sacked his ministers when they protested. The Girondins now faced their moment of truth. They had argued that war would isolate traitors and the logic of that argument now pointed to action against the king. The potential for action was there because war propaganda had whipped up patriotic enthusiasm in Paris among artisans and labourers. They had adopted the title ‘sans-culottes’, a phrase initially used as an insult because they wore labourers’ trousers rather than aristocratic breeches, but now used as a gesture of pride. They had been hostile to the monarchy since the flight to Varennes and the massacre of the Champ de Mars the previous summer and on 20 June they were the main force behind a mass street demonstration against the sacking of the Girondin ministers, which overflowed into the Tuileries Palace [76, 200]. The king refused to back down because he was convinced that an Austrian victory was only weeks away but most of the Girondins refused to move against him, partly because it would be unconstitutional and partly because they were alarmed at the growth of the sans-culotte power. The result was that he was overthrown by force, in a sans-culotte insurrection on 10 August in defiance of the Assembly, which left 800 Swiss guards defending the Tuileries palace dead and over 300 sans-culottes dead or wounded [201]. France became a republic overnight, although the official proclamation only came six weeks later on 21 September 1792. It also became a democracy in recognition of the fact that the ‘people’ had created it.

[iv] The first terror and the divided republic

The insurrection of 10 August was the bloodiest day of the revolution so far, with some 800 of the Swiss Guards defending the Tuileries Palace and 376 of their attackers dead or wounded, and it was followed by a six-week period known as the ‘first terror’, as the panic created by the advancing Austro-Prussian armies led to even more political violence. In the aftermath of 10 August the Legislative Assembly was forced to accept that the 1791 constitution had collapsed with the removal of the king, and called elections for a new National Convention to meet in September. Meanwhile, it restored the Girondins to their ministerial posts. Yet the failure of both the Assembly and the Girondins to take their own action against the king meant that they now came under constant challenge from Jacobin radicals and sans-culottes. Maximilien Robespierre was one of the radicals and was by now a bitter critic of the Girondins. He had opposed the war campaign as risky and irresponsible, criticised their failure to remove the king and now suspected them of being secret royalists in the pay of counter-revolution. Elected to the Commune on 10 August he used his position there to push for radical measures. On 17 August the Commune forced the Assembly to set up a political court, the ‘tribunal of 17 August’, to punish those involved in the defence of the Tuileries Palace on 10 August. It was a forerunner of the revolutionary tribunal which was to be set up eight months later and ordered its first execution eight days later.

However, it worked slowly and when, in late August, news arrived that the Prussian army had captured the fortress of Longwy, one of the last major fortresses protecting the road to Paris, the Commune ordered the arrest of all political suspects. Hundreds were thrown into jail, but rumours quickly spread that many of them were plotting to break out, massacre women and children and surrender the city to the Prussians. When news arrived on 2 September that the Prussians had advanced past the fortress of Verdun the tension erupted into violence. Crowds intercepted a tumbrel of prisoners on their way across Paris to the Abbaye prison, and massacred them on the spot. Groups of sans-culottes then invaded other prisons and set up impromptu courts to dispense ‘revolutionary’ just ice. Over the next five days, between 1100 and 1300 prisoners were put through a perfunctory ‘trial’ and then hacked or bludgeoned to death in prison courtyards in what became known as the ‘September massacres’. Among the dead were 200 priests and dozens of prominent royalists, but the vast majority were ordinary criminals suspected of being in the pay of counter-revolution [104].

The September massacres shocked deputies and ministers but they decided that they could do nothing to prevent them because of the size and determination of the crowds involved. Any attempt to intervene and stop the killing could have sparked off street fighting which could have crippled the war effort. So they decided to let things take their course [112]. Newspaper reports and private correspondence show that most Parisians were shocked by what was going on in front of their eyes but that they too regarded the massacres as an inevitable result of the tension which had been running through the city for months. Taken together with the deaths in the Tuileries Palace on 10 August, the death toll of this first terror amounts to almost two thousand people in the short space of four weeks. Political tension, war and the fear of counter-revolutionary plots lie at the heart of the violence, but so too did the failure of a decisive political lead from the top. The court of 17 August was too slow to satisfy sans-culotte demands for justice, so when the panic of invasion spread, they took matters into their own hands. Their action was brutal, but not totally mindless because it was aimed at prisoners who were believed – however wrongly – to be acting as counter-revolutionary agents. Yet it was only made possible by the political vacuum created by the collapse of the constitution and the time needed to run elections to the new National Convention. The lesson was not lost on politicians when a similar crisis happened six months later. Then they were to take decisive action to ensure that popular anger was controlled through legal channels.

[v] Failure of the Girondins

The September massacres were a foretaste of the violence of the terror. They were also an important cause of it because they widened the political gap between the Girondins and the radical Jacobins which dominated the transition towards terror in the winter of 1792–3. At first sight there was little difference between the two groups. Both came from solidly middle class provincial backgrounds, both had begun their political careers with the revolution in 1789 and both had been on the radical wing of the patriot party in the early revolution. However, they had parted company in the spring and summer of 1792 over the issues of war and democracy [144]. Robespierre, who was in many ways the leading Jacobin radical, attacked Girondin war policy as foolish and their refusal to take action against the king as proof of crypto-royalism. The Girondins for their part accused Robespierre of undermining the revolution by opposing war, and of encouraging the violence of the September massacres. Yet although their differences were largely policy driven, the pervading influence of plot theory meant that by the time the Convention opened each side suspected the other of working for counter-revolution.

The Girondins initially held a working majority in the Convention and were well placed to dominate it because they held the main ministerial posts and had a solid core of just over 170 deputies (out of a total of 745) committed to them. The Jacobins – who took the name of the ‘Mountain’ because they sat in the upper rows of the Convention hall – probably had more deputies but a large middle group called the ‘Plain’ supported the Girondins because of their fear of Jacobin radicalism and Parisian violence. In the short term the Girondins were helped by a change in military fortunes [175]. On 20 September French troops defeated the Prussian army at the Battle of Valmy, some 200 kilometres to the east of Paris. That halted the Austro-Prussian invasion in its tracks and the Austrian and Prussian armies went into retreat. By the end of the year, France had occupied Belgium and the Rhineland, and annexed the kingdom of Savoy. Girondin dreams of a European-wide revolution seemed to be coming true and on 19 November the Convention voted to promise ‘assistance and fraternity’ to all oppressed peoples wishing ‘to recover their liberty’. Before the end of the year, it had taken a step further by pledging to dismantle feudalism wherever its armies went [51].

Yet fraternity was not on the domestic agenda and the Girondins wasted their advantage by a series of poorly judged personal attacks on Robespierre, Danton and the radical journalist Marat. The most serious of their misjudgements came over the trial of the king. Louis ‘Capet’ (his family name was used now that he was no longer king) had been imprisoned on 10 August when the Tuileries was invaded but a decision had to be made on what to do with him. Most Girondins wanted to keep him in prison as a bargaining tool in future peace negotiations with other European powers. The Mountain, on the other hand, claimed that the people had judged him a traitor by the uprising of 10 August and he should be executed without trial. When the issue was finally debated in the Convention in late November most deputies accepted that he had been guilty of treason, but wanted some form of trial to make the procedure quasi legal [151]. After lengthy debates it was decided to hold the trial on the floor of the Convention itself. The trial began on 10 December and a month later, after a series of dramatic votes, deputies found Louis guilty of treason and sentenced him to death. On the morning of 21 January 1793 he was guillotined on the Place de la Révolution (now the Place de la Concorde) in central Paris. His head and body were put in an open coffin, covered with quicklime and buried in an unmarked grave in the Madeleine cemetery.

The king’s execution was an act of political justice. He was executed as much for who he was, as for what he had done, and he was not tried by a regular court of law but by the legislature acting as a court. Because of his exceptional status this was probably inevitable, and the procedure adopted for the trial was balanced and meticulous. Some historians have nevertheless argued that his execution marks the real start of the terror precisely because it was a political act, but this exaggerates its significance because there were no more executions in the weeks which followed and the king’s status was clearly exceptional [198, 199]. Instead, the real significance of his death was more short term, because it weakened the position of the Girondins. Most of them had opposed the death penalty but most deputies of the ‘Plain’ clearly found the Mountain’s arguments more convincing. Their shift was not necessarily fatal because the trial had clearly been an exceptional event but it reflected the fact that, faced with a crisis, most deputies were now ready to opt for hard choices rather than compromises. And hard choices were only just around the corner.

However spectacular the revolution of 1789 appears in retrospect, it clearly failed to deliver political stability and instead split the country down the middle. The changes pushed through by the patriot party were resisted by most of the nobility, at least half of the catholic church and by the king. The king’s flight to Varennes created a crisis by splitting the patriot party and raising the spectre of a war with Europe. In a calmer political atmosphere attempts might have been made to attract moderate royalists to the side of the revolution, but there was little appetite for compromise by the autumn of 1791. Instead the Girondins opted for aggression, with their ambitious plans for a war to revolutionise Europe and flush out traitors. Their rhetoric of military victory and domestic revenge ratcheted up the political temperature, but their failure to follow up on their rhetoric when defeats began to pile up opened up a bitter rift with Jacobin radicals and sans-culottes. It was the radicals and sans-culottes who toppled the monarchy in spite of them, but their conflict with the Girondins was widened over the next six months by events such as the September massacres and the king’s trial. The Girondins were essentially moderate republicans who disliked popular radicalism and violence. Yet they had committed France to a war which could not be won without popular support, and that support involved making compromises to violence which they were not prepared to make. Yet their rivals in the Convention, the Mountain, were. By the spring of 1793 France was certainly a republic, but it was a divided republic, and political debate was permeated with accusations of plots and conspiracy which made normal political dialogue impossible. It was a republic too which was faced with a full scale European war and with growing radicalisation in Paris which threatened to spill over into violence. A divided republic, war with Europe, rumours of plots and fears of popular violence were to prove the fatal ingredients for what was to follow next: the terror.


3 Beginnings of Terror: March–September 1793

The war that the revolution had launched against Austria and Prussia blew up into a full scale European conflict in the spring of 1793 because of the Girondins’ determination to spread the revolution beyond France’s own frontiers. That created a crisis as the need for extra troops sparked off anti-recruitment riots in some parts of the country and a full-blown counter-revolution in the west, while a series of military defeats caused panic in Paris. Crisis and panic forced the Convention into emergency measures which put the basic building blocks of the terror into place during March and April. Yet the debates over those institutions widened the gap between the Gironde and the Mountain and, to resolve the deadlock, the Mountain forged an alliance with the sans-culottes to have the Girondins removed from the Convention by force in early June. The purge left them in total control of the Convention but it added to the republic’s problems because several cities in the south denounced it and launched what became known as the ‘federalist revolt’ to reverse it. In its attempts to reverse military defeats and get on top of federalism and counter-revolution, the Mountain had to rely on support from the sans-culottes and Parisian radicals. They too wanted military victory and the defeat of civil war but they also had a distinct social and political vision of the revolution. They wanted the state control of the economy to ensure food supplies to the capital, more use of the guillotine against the revolution’s enemies and more power handed down to sections and municipalities to enable people to take a more direct role in politics. Their alliance with the Mountain was therefore bound to be fragile. Both wanted to save the republic but they had different ideas of what it meant. The Mountain wanted a centralised democracy, with a free market economy with limited state intervention to help the poor. Sans-culottes wanted a direct democracy with a controlled ‘moral economy’ which would ensure that goods were sold at a ‘just’ price within the reach of ordinary people. The result of these conflicting aims was a power struggle over the summer months which came to a head in early September, when a major sans-culotte demonstration forced the Convention into action.

[i] Spring 1793: Defeat and the Vendée

In February and March 1793, the military successes of late 1792 boomeranged. Britain and Holland denounced France’s annexation of Belgium as a threat to their security and the Convention responded by declaring war on both on 1 February. Dumouriez invaded Holland two weeks later, but Britain quickly put together a military alliance, the First Coalition, which united most of the major European powers to halt French expansion. Dumouriez was forced out of Holland at the end of the month and defeated at the Battle of Neerwinden in Belgium on 18 March. He blamed the Convention for his problems and urged his troops to join him in a march on Paris to restore the monarchy. When they refused he crossed enemy lines to surrender to the Austrians instead [51]. His open attempt at treason raised the usual fears in Paris over secret plots to subvert the revolution and discredited the Girondins who had been closely associated with him.

The Convention had already taken action to increase troop numbers, which had fallen alarmingly low because thousands of volunteers from the previous year had returned home after their twelve-month stint of duty. So it ordered the conscription of 300,000 extra troops in late February. In previous years there had been enough volunteers, but there were few left by 1793 and conscription had to be used to top up the numbers. This proved deeply unpopular in several parts of the country and in four departments of the west, (the Vendée, the Deux-Sèvres, the Maine-et-Loire, and the Sarthe) civil war broke out as artisans and peasants resisted conscription and launched attacks on recruitment officials [176]. The revolt was called the Vendée after one of the departments involved and many of the rebels wore symbols of the sacred heart and the royalist white cockade to symbolise their attachment to Catholicism and the monarchy [177]. Religion was undoubtedly a major factor in the revolt, as over 90 per cent of priests in the area had rejected the civil constitution of the clergy in 1791, but royalism was more a symbol than a genuine demand [192]. Instead many of the issues which mobilised the rebels were social and economic. Many peasants needed more land and were frustrated when land confiscated from the church was bought by the wealthy middle class from nearby towns. Taxes in the west had also risen since 1789 and the middle class had swept the board in elections to departmental and municipal authorities, leaving peasants without a voice. Military conscription was then the final straw because it threatened to take away young men to fight in a remote war that they had no interest in [195]. Once the insurrection started the rebels used guerrilla methods to attack National Guard units and local towns, melting back into the heavily wooded countryside once the damage was done. The government had few troops in the area and the urban based National Guard units were quickly overwhelmed. As the revolt spread many of the local nobility and non-juror priests joined it and army deserters provided much needed expertise and leadership. In April the Vendeans overran several towns and in May they captured the towns of Saumur and Angers. The Convention was caught off guard and failed to understand why peasants, who had benefitted from the abolition of feudalism in 1789, should want to reject the revolution. Its only explanation was that peasants were under the thumb of their local nobility and priests and that the Vendée was part of the general European conspiracy to destroy the republic and restore the ancien regime [164]. The analysis was fatally wrong, but it helps to explain why the Convention’s reaction was so severe.

[ii] The machinery of terror (March–April 1793)

The Vendée revolt and the defeat in Belgium were serious enough problems, but a third threat existed closer to home. Since the Convention had started meeting the previous September the Parisian sans-culottes had retreated into the background. However, in the early spring of 1793 economic and political issues brought them back centre stage. The Convention financed the war in Belgium by printing paper money, ‘assignats’, and aimed to recoup the money by requisitions and confiscations in the areas that it occupied. But printing more assignats just devalued them and in March they plunged to less than 30 per cent of their face value. That hit the sans-culottes, who were mostly paid in paper money, and it drove up food prices which had already been hit by a slave revolt in the French Caribbean islands which had pushed up prices for colonial goods to over twice the normal value [76]. In late February sans-culotte riots against merchants broke out in several sections of Paris which the Convention quickly put down, but the unrest took a political slant when news of Dumouriez’s retreat from Holland arrived. Sans-culottes saw Dumouriez’s close links with the Girondins as proof that both he and they were secret counter-revolutionaries and, on the night of 9–10 March, well organised groups vented their anger by smashing the presses of the Girondin press and calling for Girondin deputies to be thrown out of the Convention.

Rather than see a return to the violence of the September massacres the Convention acted quickly to pre-empt it. To deal with recruitment disturbances, 82 deputies were sent out to the provinces as representatives on mission, with extensive powers to supervise recruitment and restore public order. To tackle the threat of counter-revolution a revolutionary tribunal was set up on 10 March. Made up of five judges and twelve jurors, its verdicts were to be carried out within 24 hours and defendants had no right of appeal [128, 131]. To reinforce its authority in the Vendée, on 19 March the Convention gave the order for armed rebels, and anyone involved in anti-recruitment riots, to be executed without trial within 24 hours of their arrest. Two days later it ordered surveillance committees to be elected in every village and town to monitor the activity of foreigners [186]. On 28 March it ruled that émigrés returning to France from abroad would be treated as outlaws and executed without trial. The next day it made support for the monarchy a capital offence [58]. Finally, on 6 April, it set up a small executive committee, a Committee of Public Safety, to be made up of nine deputies (later expanded to twelve) elected every month from within its own ranks. Its role was to supervise the work of ministers and coordinate military activity. Some deputies worried that it could develop into a dictatorship, but Bertrand Barère, one of the Committee’s first members, reassured them: ‘People keep talking about dictatorship. I know of only one that is legitimate, necessary and wanted by the Nation, and that is the National Convention. It is through you that the nation exercises its dictatorship over itself and I believe it to be the only dictatorship that free and enlightened men will tolerate.’ [96, 173].

[iii] The arrest of the Girondins

This cluster of measures, passed in less than a month, put the basic machinery of terror into place. The Committee of Public Safety, the revolutionary tribunal, representatives on mission, watch committees and the law of 19 March were all key institutions of government and repression over the next eighteen months. The fact that they existed at all was largely due to the growing influence of the Mountain, as they were seen by moderate deputies of the Plain as realists who were ready to take harsh measures which the Girondins shied away from. In April the Girondins tried to regain the initi ative, taking advantage of the fact that the Mountain’s voting strength was reduced by the fact that many of its deputies volunteered to go to the provinces as representatives on mission. On 12 April they had the radical journalist, Jean-Paul Marat, sent before the revolutionary tribunal for signing a Jacobin circular calling for their recall from the Convention [129]. He was acquitted and carried through the streets in triumph by sans-culottes, but they then turned their fire on the Paris Commune. The Commune was closely linked to the Mountain and in mid-April set up a secret committee to plan action against the Girondins. The Girondins got wind of the plan and persuaded the Convention to set up a commission to investigate. Its report recommended the arrest of several Commune members, including the radical journalist Hébert, whose Père Duchesne had a large sans-culotte readership. The arrests came at a time when there were worrying signs of an anti-Jacobin backlash in the provinces too. In Lyon and Marseille, Jacobin municipalities were overthrown during May by moderates who had few direct links with the Girondins but shared their dislike for Jacobinism and political radicalism [116, 183]. Faced with the danger that the balance of power in the Convention could swing away from them, leading deputies of the Mountain gave the green light to the Commune and the sans-culottes to press ahead with an insurrection. The first attempt failed on 31 May, but two days later tens of thousands of sans-culottes and National Guards surrounded the Convention hall to demand the arrest of the Girondin leadership. After a brief attempt at resistance deputies gave way and placed twenty-nine Girondins, including several former ministers, under house arrest [187].

The removal of the Girondins was the first parliamentary purge of the revolution. It left the Mountain in full control of the Convention but badly damaged the Convention’s authority outside Paris because a revolt erupted in Normandy and in key southern towns against the arrests. Major cities such as Lyon, Marseille, Bordeaux, Toulouse and Caen declared the arrests to be unconstitutional and condemned the fact that Parisian radicalism was riding roughshod over the principle of popular sovereignty [116, 183]. By late June almost fifty departments had signed up to recruit a federalist army to march on Paris and restore the rule of law, and although most of them never went beyond the verbal stage, the outlook for the Convention was grim [117, 125]. It quickly denounced the revolt as ‘federalist’, claiming that the rebels were royalist plotters who wanted to destroy national unity and break up the country into small ‘federal’ units. That was an exaggeration because most ‘federalists’ were moderate republicans who loathed Jacobin radicalism and sans-culotte violence. What they wanted was a return to constitutional politics, but launching a military rebellion at a time when the country was under threat from military invasion and the rising in the Vendée clearly left them open to the charge of treason [122].

At first the Convention tried to control the revolt through conciliation. The Girondin deputies were placed under house arrest rather than being imprisoned, and as proof of their commitment to democracy, deputies completed the text of the constitution that they had been elected to do draw up nine months previously. The so-called ‘constitution of 1793’ was approved by the end of June and was impeccably democratic, providing for universal male suffrage, annual elections to a single-house parliament, and the use of referendums to approve legislation on major issues. It even had a Declaration of Rights which acknowledged the right of citizens to rebel against unjust government and included social rights such as education and social welfare. Put to a plebiscite in early July, it was ratified by an overwhelming majority of voters in a 30 per cent turn-out, which was a remarkable achievement in the chaotic conditions. Yet it turned out to be a paper exercise because the war ruled out any chance of it being implemented in the near future, and was taking a turn for the worse. The Austrians captured the key fortresses of Condé and Valenciennes in July. The Prussian army invaded Alsace and the Spanish crossed the Pyrenees. Meanwhile, the rebels in the Vendée routed a government army at Châtillon in early July and the federalist revolt hardened when the port of Toulon joined it in early July. The spectre of federalism even stretched into Paris when the iconic radical journalist, Jean-Paul Marat, was assassinated by a young woman from Normandy, Charlotte Corday, who came from a royalist background and sympathised with the federalist revolt. He was buried in the grounds of the Cordelier club three days later, after his corpse had been embalmed. She was guillotined the next day, dressed in the red cloak reserved for political assassins [134].

[iv] The Committee of Public Safety and the struggle for power

Faced with a situation which was fast becoming catastrophic, the Convention restructured the Committee of Public Safety. Since early April, it had been dominated by the charismatic figure of Georges-Jacques Danton, a member of the Cordeliers club early in the revolution who had been Minister of Justice in the Girondin ministry after the fall of the monarchy. He had tried to negotiate an end to the war with Austria and Britain, and had also tried to find a com promise with the federalist rebels. Yet he failed, so on 10 July he and his supporters were removed from the committee, leaving a solid core of members of the Mountain ready to follow hard line policies. Over the next two months they were reinforced by new additions. Maximilien Robespierre was added on 26 July, two army officers, Lazare Carnot and Prieur de la Côte d’Or, for their military expertise in mid-August [173] and two Parisian radicals, Collot d’Herbois and Billaud-Varenne, in early September.

The revitalised Committee quickly took decisive action on a number of fronts. The federalist army in Normandy was defeated at Pacy-sur-Eure on 13 July and on the following day the Marseille army was defeated near Avignon, as it began a march up the Rhone valley. In mid-July a detachment of the Army of the Alps was ordered to surround Lyon and a siege began which was to last until early October. On 1 August Convention also sent more troops to the Vendée, largely made up of army units which had been released from the city of Mainz after surrendering to the Prussians, with orders to burn all crops and woodland in the rebel areas, to ex ecute rebels and deport women, children and old people to the interior [142] [164]. If the gloves were off in the Vendée they came off for the European war too. For months the sans-culottes had been pressing for a mass mobilisation of the entire population to overwhelm the enemy by sheer force of numbers. That would have been a recipe for chaos and slaughter but the army clearly needed reinforcements so the Committee of Public Safety introduced a mass levy decree on 23 August. This recruited all single men between the ages of 18 and 25 into the army and made all other adults liable for recruitment into war related industries. The old were urged to go to town centres and public squares to preach republican principles, women to sew tents and clothes and do hospital work, and children to turn linen cloth into lint. It was a total mobilisation of the population behind the war effort. No-one was knocked down by an avalanche of senior citizens into public squares and there was a sharp rise in the marriage rate as thousands of single men tied the knot to avoid conscription. However, more importantly, 300,000 extra men joined the four main armies of the Rhine, Moselle, Ardennes and North before the end of the year, bringing their combined numbers up to well over 800,000 [91].

As it stepped up the war effort the Committee also had to turn its attention to sans-culotte demands for action on food supplies. Their demands were based on the idea of a ‘moral economy’ in which prices would be decided not by market value but by the idea of a ‘just price’ which was within the reach of ordinary people. To achieve this they wanted price controls on all food and basic commodities such as fuel, and the setting up of a civilian ‘revolutionary army’ to search the countryside and punish food hoarders who were keeping stocks away from the market to push up prices. The Mountain and the Committee did not want national price controls because of the bureaucracy which would be involved and because they believed in a free market economy. They did, however, accept the need for some market regulation because of the distortions caused by war. Bread prices in Paris had been subsidised by the municipality since February but the real problem was the supply of grain. A law of 4 May imposed national price controls on grain, to be set by each departmental administration, but they were largely ignored because farmers argued that the prices set were too low. Instead they preferred to deal on the black market. Supplies to Paris dwindled and sans-culottes called for terror to be used against farmers and merchants to bring them into line. The Committee of Public Safety responded by making hoarding a capital offence on 26 July, ordering wholesale merchants to sell their stocks within three days of receiving them or face the death penalty. On 9 August another decree set up public granaries in every district around the country, so that grain could be bought in when prices were low and sold off when prices were rising, to even out variations [1]. Yet neither measure had any immediate impact and the sans-culottes pressed for more action.

That pressure was particularly strong in the sections of central and eastern Paris which were largely populated by small traders, artisans, journeymen and labourers who had a well thought out radical agenda [188]. It was also encouraged by small group of ultra radicals, called the Enragés, or ‘angry men’. They have attracted a great deal of attention because of their extreme radicalism but they were never a coherent group. Rather they were strong-minded and vociferous individuals who had similar ideas, calling for punitive taxes on the rich, and death for food hoarders, speculators and counter-revolutionaries. In late June the most prominent of them, a priest working in one of the poorest areas of Paris, Jacques Roux, led a deputation to the Convention to denounce the 1793 constitution for failing to include the death penalty for hoarders. ‘Liberty is meaningless when one class can starve another with impunity. Is the property of crooks more valuable than a man’s life?’ [182] He was shouted down then but after Marat’s assassination in mid-July he launched his own ‘continuation’ of Marat’s newspaper, the Publiciste de la République, and hammered home his message for more terror. Roux’s campaign encouraged another radical journalist, Hébert, to push for similar measures in his Père Duchesne. Hébert was widely read by sans-culottes attracted to his earthy language and sar castic style, and he was admired by many members of the influential Jacobin and Cordelier clubs. The Ministry of War acted as a centre of radical pressure too because its chief secretary, Francois Vincent, had recruited dozens of sans-culotte activists into its bureaucracy over the summer. He was vocal in the Cordeliers club and bought up thousands of copies of the radical press – including the Père Duchesne, to send to troops at the front [100].

The pressure exploded into action in early September. On 2 September news came through to Paris that the federalist authorities in Toulon had surrendered to the British fleet under Admiral Hood, and transferred their allegiance to Louis XVI’s son and heir, Louis XVII. The ghosts of conspiracy and treason were revived and the problem of food shortages was soon added to them. Two days later, on 4 September, stonemasons and building workers from building sites in northern Paris marched on the town hall to demand an improvement in food supplies. By the time they arrived there they had attracted a crowd of several thousand and the mayor, Pache, agreed to their demands for the setting up of a ‘revolutionary army’ to track down hoarders. Hébert suggested that a mass march on the Convention would get that done: ‘Let’s surround it as we did on 10 August, 2 September and 31 May and not go until representatives have adopted the measures we are proposing to save ourselves.’

Next day thousands of sans-culottes converged on the Convention, led by the Paris Commune, and a petition was read out demanding the establishment of a revolutionary army and the arrest of all political suspects: ‘You have passed wise laws which provide us with hope for happiness; but they are not put into effect because the executive is not powerful enough. If you do not supply that power quickly, your laws risk becoming outdated just after they were created’. The Convention quickly conceded both demands, ordering measures to accelerate the arrest of political suspects and set up a revolutionary army of 7,200 men [166]. The sans-culottes had won their case, yet their victory was only partial, because the Convention had avoided a purge of its own ranks and the Committee of Public Safety remained in charge of bringing in the new measures. The rule of law had survived but the scale of the problems which the country still faced meant that the next few months were bound to be both difficult and violent.

Six months before, in March and April, the Convention had set up the key institutions which were to run the country during the terror: the Committee of Public Safety, representatives on mission and the revolutionary tribunal. Yet few people then would have seen the way that things would develop over the summer. By September the Committee of Public Safety was beginning to establish itself, against all the odds, as an effective committee of government; the revolutionary tribunal had executed sixty victims and representatives on mission were tackling the challenges of imposing the Convention’s authority outside Paris. The institutions were adapting to a political situation which had deteriorated over the summer and which needed radical action if the republic was to survive. Military defeat and the fear of total collapse were clearly key factors in this deterioration, as were the Vendée, the federalist revolt and sans-culotte pressure for economic controls and increased terror. Yet the events of the summer had changed attitudes in the Convention too. Deputies by now were now convinced that the republic was threatened by a vast conspiracy, stretching from Vienna to London and from Rome to the Vendée, which could only be defeated by unremitting and implacable force. Force meant terror and the next four months were to see terror spread from Paris to the provinces with dramatic effect.


4 Terror in Paris and the Provinces: September–December 1793

The events of 5 September saw radical activists and sans-culottes force the Committee of Public Safety and the Convention into reinforcing the use of terror against political suspects and food speculators. Their pressure remained strong for much of September, and in October it intensified with a full scale attack on Christianity which closed churches throughout most of the country. The Committee of Public Safety struggled to contain the pressure and protect constitutional government by ensuring that radicals did not wholly dictate the political agenda. It gave way on some issues and took pre-emptive action to head off trouble on others. Yet it also stepped up the scale of terror and reinforced its own powers to tackle the threats of federalism, the Vendée and the war. In effect it was fighting on two fronts, against the republic’s enemies and against its own sans-culotte allies, but by the end of the year its efforts were beginning to succeed and things were beginning to move in its direction. The federalist revolt was defeated, the Vendée brought under control and the First Coalition’s armies forced to retreat. The republic was safe and the Committee of Public Safety de veloped into a war cabinet, able to impose its authority in a way which would have seemed impossible just three months before.

[i] Food and the guillotine

Within days of the demonstration of 5 September legislation had been passed setting up a revolutionary army and imposing price controls. The Paris revolutionary army was set up on 9 September, consisting of 7200 armed sans-culottes placed under the command of a former soldier and radical activist, Charles-Philippe Ronsin. It was to patrol the departments around Paris to track down food hoarders and arrest political suspects [107]. Price controls were put on grain and fodder on 11 September, and on 29 September a ‘general maximum’ enforced wage and price controls throughout the country. Wages were fixed at 50 per cent above their 1790 level and food and basic necessities at 33 per cent above. The rates had to be set locally by district authorities but in mid-October the Committee of Public Safety set up a Central Food Commission headed by one of its own members, Robert Lindet, to oversee the process [1]. In theory the maximum imposed state control over a wide area of the economy, although its practical impact was limited by the fact that prices had already risen by much more than 33 per cent since 1790, so peasants and grain merchants preferred to hold their stocks and sell on the black market. Revolutionary armies had some success in tracking them down in house-to-house searches but by late October grain supplies to the capital were still well below their normal levels and the Commune had to introduce rationing cards to ensure a basic daily allowance.

Meanwhile, the political terror was stepped up too. On 17 September the Convention passed a Law of Suspects which targeted anyone who ‘by their conduct, relations, words or writings show themselves to be supporters of tyranny and federalism and enemies of freedom.’ Royalists and federalists were defined as suspect, as were those without a visible source of income, anyone refused a civic certificate by their revolutionary committee, anyone dismissed from government office since 1789 and anyone closely related to an émigré. Revolutionary committees at village or town level were given the task of arresting suspects and sending details of the charges to the Committee of General Security, which would then authorise the appropriate action. As a result the prison population of Paris trebled from 1417 in mid-September to over 4,525 by the end of December. There are no comparable figures for the provinces but numbers certainly rose dramatically there too and prison numbers for the whole country rose to just under half a million, or 2 per cent of the population. To accelerate prosecutions the Paris revolutionary tribunal was expanded into four sections, with two of them working simultaneously. The execution rate rose as a result. In Paris, sixty-six people had been guillotined between mid-March and mid-September, but it trebled to 177 by the end of the year. Even then the tribunal was no kangaroo court, as it acquitted around a half of all cases that it heard, but it now processed trials more quickly and staged several ‘show trials’ aimed at high profile victims [131]. Marie-Antoinette was executed on 16 October after a trial which saw her accused of treason and incest with her 8-yearold son [146, 153]. The Duke of Orleans, a nephew of Louis XVI and enthusiastic supporter of the revolution in its early stages, was guillotined on 6 November, and Louis XV’s last mistress, Madame du Barry, who was in her seventies, followed in early December. The leading Girondins had gone before them on 31 October. They vigorously denied the accusation that they had supported royalism and federalism but the Committee of Public Safety cut the trial short by rushing through legislation authorising the tribunal to end trials after three days if the jury had enough evidence to make its de cision. Guilty verdicts were duly passed and one of them, Charles Valazé, stabbed himself to death in court. His corpse was taken to the scaffold next day, propped up alongside his live colleagues, and was then buried with them afterwards. Madame Roland, wife of the Girondin minister of the interior Jean-Marie Roland, followed them on 8 November and her husband who was on the run committed suicide when he heard the news. The former mayor of Paris, Bailly, was executed two days later, with the guillotine moved to the Champ de Mars for the occasion, to symbolise the role which he had played in the massacre of the Champ de Mars in July 1791. Another leading politician of the early revolution Antoine-Joseph Barnave was guillotined on 28 November. All the executions, except for that of Bailly, were carried out on the Place de la Révolution, the present day Place de la Concorde. Huge crowds lined the streets as the tumbrels rolled through the streets on their hour-long journey from the Conciergerie prison and thronged around the guillotine to cheer as the blade fell [88].

[ii] Death in the Vendée

While the death toll rose in Paris it increased dramatically in the provinces in the wake of the defeat of the Vendée and federalist revolts. The Vendée was a guerrilla war, often fought hand to hand, with acts of brutality, torture and mutilation carried out on both sides. The Army of the West which faced the brunt of the fighting for the republic was made up of a mixture of small army units, reinforced by troops from the Rhine army. Although some were well trained, most were raw recruits who were terrified by guerrilla warfare and indoctrinated by their officers to see the rebels as sub-human fanatics. Their work was not helped by the lack of a clear line of command. Generals clashed with representatives on mission sent by the Committee of Public Safety, while representatives on mission found themselves challenged by agents from the War Ministry who were often more radical and violent than them. In theory the representatives were in charge but the political situation in Paris was so unstable and communications so difficult that authority was difficult to enforce. Under those circumstances both the representatives on mission and the War Ministry agents tried to gain credibility by denouncing the Vendeans and threatening them with total annihilation [162]. But they were not alone. The political line from the Committee of Public Safety was for severe punishment because the Vendée was regarded as the centre of counter-revolution and victory there the key to defeating the First Coalition. On 1 August Barère told the Convention on behalf of the Committee: ‘Destroy the Vendée and Valenciennes will no longer be in Austrian hands. Destroy the Vendée and the Prussians will no longer hold the Rhine. Destroy the Vendée and the English will no longer occupy Dunkirk.’ Seven weeks later, on 28 September, his colleague Collot d’Herbois stressed the importance of total victory and on 1 October Barère repeated his claim that victory in the Vendée would ensure the defeat of all other enemies.

The results of this elevation of the Vendée into the symbol of all the republic’s problems soon became clear. For much of September the army struggled but it achieved its first breakthrough in a 36-hour battle just north of Cholet on 16–17 October. Around 60,000 of the rebels, including priests, women and children, then escaped northwards across the Loire, heading north to the port of Granville where they hoped to get reinforcements and supplies from the British navy. However they failed to capture Granville, the British navy did not even know it was meant to arrive, and they were forced to retreat back south in disarray. Decimated by hunger and disease, they were defeated in Le Mans on 12–13 December and the survivors who headed back towards Loire were annihilated at Savenay on 21 December in what the commander of the republican armies, Westermann, called ‘horrible butchery’ [163]. Yet the butchery had only just begun, as thousands of captured rebels were executed by military commissions set up by army com manders or representatives on mission, using the law of 19 March which authorised the execution of all rebels within 24 hours of capture. Defendants had no right to a lawyer, military officers and local civilians acted as judges and the commissions’ proceedings were confined to a verification of identity and immediate sentence. Most of the commissions were attached to different armed divisions and named after their judge or the representative on mission who had set them up. The Brutus and Frey commissions operated in Rennes, the Parein and Félix commissions in Tours, Bignon commissions in Le Mans, Noirmoutier and Nantes, the Proust and Francastel commissions Angers and the Vocler commission in Laval. All the executions were legal and there is no reason to doubt that the vast majority of victims were guilty of armed rebellion. 4354 prisoners were executed by the Vokler commission in Laval, 1160 by the Félix commission in Tours, around 5,000 by the Proust commission in and around Angers and 1250 by the Bignon commission in Noirmoutier in early 1794 [107, 165].

Yet the highest death toll came in Nantes, where thousands of rebels were imprisoned in chaotic and disease ridden jails as the revolt collapsed in November and in December. A revolutionary court and two military commissions – the Lenoir and Bignon commissions – were set up to process them in November. Between then and the following April the court and the Lenoir commission sentenced 520 to death and the Bignon commission over 3000. Most of them were executed by firing squads in quarries outside the town to avoid the sight of mass killing in the city centre and the spread of disease. In four days alone, between 23 and 26 December, 661 were shot, including some girls as young as 17. A further 1900 were shot between 29 December and 19 January 1794, at an average rate of more than eighty a day. Several thousand more were drowned, without any form of trial, in the river Loire in so-called noyades (‘drownings’). These were shrouded in secrecy and no records were kept, but they were carried out by a local revolutionary army, known as the ‘Marat Company’, with the consent of the main representative on mission in the area, Jean-Baptiste Carrier. Carrier argued that the prisoners were guilty and needed to be executed quickly to relieve the pressure on prison space. So they were tied together at night and herded onto boats which were then floated out into the river Loire and sunk. The bodies were usually washed up on the banks downstream days later. The first noyades, in volving ninety priests, took place on 16 November and least seven more were carried out by mid-January when they were finally stopped. Similar drownings on a smaller scale were carried out in Angers, Ancenis and Ponts-de-Cé. Best estimates suggest that there were between six and eleven noyades between mid-November and the end of January, with a total death toll of between 1800 and 4860. Throughout the process Carrier told the Committee what he was doing, deliberately understating the horror by referring to ‘vertical execution’, ‘civic baptism’ or ‘sending to Nantes by water’. Although there is no record of any official reply it has to be presumed that the Committee approved [99].

The noyades were the work of sadistic – and probably terrified – militants, and they were tolerated – if not actively encouraged – by the Committee of Public Safety. But worse was to come in the following weeks. Despite victory at Savenay, army commanders and representatives on mission on the spot agreed that the war was far from over. Guerrilla groups were still hiding in the forests and peasant criminal bands, called ‘chouans’, were active in parts of Brittany. In late December the commander in chief, General Turreau, sent the Committee of Public Safety a plan to run a dragnet of troops across the area to kill all the surviving rebels and destroy buildings and crops. The Committee of Public Safety did not reply to the letter but it clearly backed the tactic, as did the representatives on mission. So Turreau went ahead on 20 January, sending twelve columns of two or three thousand troops each into the rebel area with instructions to burn crops and houses, destroy cattle and equipment, and kill every adult male in their path. Given the indis cipline of the troops and the trauma which they had been through, the result was rape, looting, murder and destruction on a frightening scale. Villages were burnt to the ground and thousands of civilians burnt alive, shot or stabbed to death. There are no precise figures for the number of deaths but the effect of the campaign was to stiffen local resistance rather than destroy it as the victims felt that they had nothing to lose, and an operation which was meant to take a week dragged on until the end of April when the Convention called a halt [163].

The ferocity of the repression in the Vendée has always been controversial and the fact that the conflict was one between a secular republic and an overwhelmingly catholic population makes it emblematic of the conflict between revolution and counter-revolution, church and state, royalists and republicans which runs as a common thread through much of 19th- and 20th-century France. More recently it has also been denounced as an act of genocide, designed to wipe out an entire catholic population in an area that the new republic had come to regard as anathema. Yet, horrendous though the conflict may have been, use of the word ‘genocide’ takes things too far. The population of the Vendée was not a distinct ethnic group and there was never a policy of total extermination. The Convention’s orders to the army commanders were to kill anyone involved in the revolt, but to evacuate the old, women and children. Atrocities occurred when those orders were ignored and troops ran wild, but there was nothing new in that. It had happened during the Thirty Years War in the 17th century and in several military campaigns between then and 1789. It was to happen again in 20th-century colonial wars of liberation in countries such as Kenya, Vietnam, Algeria and Iraq where troops took the law into their own hands. However, genocide and the holocaust were atrocities on a different scale. The war in the Vendée never saw a policy or practice of the total extermination of an entire population, and there was never a distinct ethnic group to target [89].

[iii] Defeat of federalism

The repression of the federalist revolt was more patchy. Marseille surrendered after a short siege on 25 August, Lyon and Bordeaux surrendered in October, and Toulon was recaptured on 19 December. The scale of the repression was then harshest in towns which had posed a real strategic risk to the country’s security. In Marseille a revolutionary criminal court set up after the city’s surrender in late August had condemned 289 people to death by the following spring. A military commission executed a further 123 [183]. The figures were higher in Toulon because it had been the republic’s naval base in the Mediterranean and the rebels had not only invited in the British navy but also declared their allegiance to George III. In the week after the siege ended some 700 ring leaders were shot without trial and a military commission then sent a further 283 to their deaths by the end of February [110]. The figures would have been higher if hundreds of rebels had not escaped with the British fleet when it withdrew. In Lyon the death toll was higher still because Parisian Jacobins regarded it as a city dominated by wealthy silk merchants which had been the centre of several counter-revolutionary conspiracies since 1789. Its leading role in federalism convinced them that wealth and counter-revolution were natural allies and the Committee and the Convention decided to punish those responsible in a way that would provide a salutary warning for anyone contemplating resistance elsewhere. As soon as the city surrendered the Convention changed its name to ‘Liberated Town’, ordered the houses of the rich to be destroyed and commissioned a column to be erected in the middle of the ruins bearing the inscription ‘Lyon waged war on liberty. Lyon is no more’ [161]. The representative on mission in charge when the siege ended was Georges Couthon, a member of the Committee of Public Safety, and his letters back to colleagues in Paris reflect the contempt that many Jacobins felt towards the city’s inhabitants: ‘I believe that people here are stupid by temperament, (and) that the fogs of the Rhône and the Saône leave a vapour in the air that makes them thick headed.’ To clear the ‘vapour’ he set up a popular justice court which executed 113 federalists in over the next six weeks. However, the Committee wanted more than that and he was quickly replaced by a more radical colleague, Collot d’Herbois. Collot was assisted by Joseph Fouché from the Committee of General Security, and the two men set up a revolutionary commission which sentenced 1673 people to death between late November and the following April. A further 213 were executed on the orders of the departmental criminal court, bringing the death total to over 1800. Most victims were guillotined or shot but in early December the two men decided to accelerate the process and to shock the local population out of their apathy by ordering the army to carry out mass executions by canon fire. Sixty prisoners were killed in the so-called mitraillades on 4 December and 211 on the following day, but the carnage was appalling. Dozens of victims were wounded rather than killed and had to be finished off by hand. The troops complained, the of ficers protested and the experiment was quickly abandoned, leaving firing squads and the guillotine to continue their work for the next four months. The final victim on 16 April was the executioner himself, executed for incompetence and insulting behaviour when guillotining the city’s Jacobin leader, Joseph Chalier the previous July, when he had been working for the federalist authorities then running the city. Ripert had set up the guillotine so poorly that the blade failed to cut through Chalier’s neck despite three attempts, and he had to finally finish the job with a knife. To add insult to injury he then held the head up to the crowd by the ears rather than by the hair, because Chalier was bald. Local Jacobins regarded that as unforgivable, and once the executions were over Ripert paid the price [117, 161, 162].

Incidents such as the mitraillades, like the noyades, were not the work of anarchic or sadistic representatives on mission running out of control. In Lyon as in Nantes the Committee of Public Safety was kept informed of what was going on and raised no objections. Clearly it regarded federalists as traitors working for counter-revolution, who had endangered the republic and put themselves outside the bounds of ‘civilised’ society [162, 164]. Yet barbaric executions on the scale of Nantes, Toulouse or Lyon were the exception rather than the rule and the vast majority of deaths were ordered by legally established courts, applying the law as it stood. In many cases the scale of repression was relatively light, as rep resentatives on mission had a certain degree of freedom in the way that they used their powers. In Normandy, where the federalist revolt was defeated in mid-July, the representative in charge, Robert Lindet was a local man and used a conciliatory approach. Only two administrators directly involved in the revolt were executed while the rest were either given short prison sentences or acquitted. In Bordeaux, Claude-Alexandre Ysabeau was keen to ingratiate himself with the city’s merchant elite while his colleague Jean-Lambert Tallien fell under the influence of a mistress, Thérèse Cabarrus, who used her influence to protect influential local families. So although both men promised to show ‘indulgence towards the poor’ and ‘severity towards the educated rich’, the military court which they set up executed only 104 federalist leaders by the end of the year [124]. In Alsace, where one of the ‘hawks’ of the Committee of Public Safety, Saint-Just, was involved in reinforcing the army of the Rhine during November and December, there were just over fifty executions [131].

The high death toll in some areas therefore needs to be balanced against the fact that, in most parts of the country, there was very little violence in the last few months of 1793. Representatives on mission were at work and political suspects were being arrested, but there were few executions. The most common pattern was for a representative to arrive in the main departmental town, link up with the local Jacobin club to get some idea of the political forces at work, carry out a purge of the local administrations and then ensure the implementation of the most recent legislation. Much of their work involved securing food supplies, enforcing the maximum, levy ing forced loans on the rich, organising poor relief and encouraging support for the republic. There were certainly some rough diamonds who flaunted their power, surrounded themselves with a small coterie of supporters and imprisoned large numbers of suspects. But they were exceptions rather than the rule and benefitted from a relative freedom because the Committee of Public Safety had little time to check on their activity. That freedom, as we shall see, soon came to an end [132].

[iv] Reinforcement of the Committee of Public Safety

The other success story of the Committee of Public Safety in late 1793 lay in its achievements in the war against the First Coalition. Much of the credit for this belonged to Lazare Carnot, the former army officer who had been drafted onto the Committee of Public Safety in August. Carnot was a military professional who believed in careful strategic planning, but he had a bitter struggle on his hands at first with the Ministry of War, where the minister, Bouchotte, had recruited dozens of young radicals into key positions who believed that enthusiasm was more important than experi ence and judgement [100]. His strategy in the autumn of 1793 was to stabilise the military fronts on the Alps, the Pyrenees and the Rhine while launching an offensive against the Austrians and British in the north-east. General Houchard ended the British siege of Dunkirk on 6 September, although he was later guillotined for not following up his victory effectively, and the main Austrian army was defeated at Wattignies on 16 October. In Alsace, Saint-Just was sent on behalf of the Committee of Public Safety to coordinate resistance to an Austrian and Prussian invasion and delivered a much needed dose of discipline to the Rhine army. He levied military equipment in Strasbourg and imposed a forced loan on the rich to buy supplies. He then went on to sort out the rivalry between the two generals, Hoche and Pichegru, and by the end of the year the Austrians and Prussians had been forced back [51, 140].

Success strengthened the position of the Committee and the Convention responded by increasing its power. On 10 October it passed a decree stating that the country’s government would remain ‘revolutionary until the peace’. The constitution of 1793 would remain suspended until the end of war and the Committee was given power over ministers and all central government departments, as well as the right to nominate generals and a mandate to re-energise the country’s administration which was plagued by inefficiency and overlapping authorities. It then drafted a more fundamental plan to restructure the administrative machine. The result was the law of 14 Frimaire (4 December 1793) which gave the country an emergency constitution, in fact if not in name. The law stripped departmental administrations of most of their powers, and made district and municipal administrations responsible for enforcing of revolutionary legislation. To enforce control over them the Committee was to appoint national agents who would to send in reports every ten days on the work of their district or municipality and the problems they faced. Other sections of the law reduced the powers of representatives on mission, requiring them to report to the Committee every ten days and restrict their actions to those permitted by law. All the revolutionary armies other than the Parisian army which had been authorised in September were also disbanded [17, 173].

In just over three months since the beginning of September, the republic had moved from chaos to relative security and stability, but at a rising cost in human life with over 3,000 victims executed in the month of December alone. The scale of the repression remains controversial. The Committee of Public Safety and representatives on mission acted as they did because they were convinced that federalism and the Vendée formed part of an international conspiracy to overthrow the revolution and restore the ancien regime. That was not the case and the real reasons behind both uprisings were more complex than that. Yet, given the pressure that they were under and the difficulty they had in grasping the real reasons behind resistance, the Committee was not wrong in seeing the revolts as threats to the republic’s survival. The violence of their reaction was, at least in part, the result of that belief and it was not one sided, for barbaric acts were committed by rebels too, particularly in the Vendée. If civil war explains part of the reason for the escalation of the terror, sans-culotte pressure played a role too as it forced the Convention to strengthen the revolutionary tribunal, expand the definition of political suspects and impose a controlled economy. The Convention was complicit too, for by the autumn of 1793 most deputies were convinced that moderation and conciliation just did not work. They regarded terror as a legitimate political weapon against what they saw as an international conspiracy determined to throw France back into the ancien regime. In his speech to the Convention introducing the October decree, Saint-Just had mapped out what the republic’s response should be: ‘You no longer have any reason for restraint against enemies of the new order ... . You must punish not only traitors but the apathetic as well; you must punish whoever is passive in the Republic. ... We just rule by iron those who cannot be ruled by justice’ [140]. So far the ‘iron’ and the gun had been used on rebels, but soon it would be turned against former friends and allies.


5 Factions Liquidated: December 1793–April 1794

It took several months for the frimaire law to take effect because remote towns and villages, where rain and snow disrupted transport in the winter, did not get the legislation for weeks. Even when it did arrive, many representatives on mission ignored it because it restricted their freedom and some provincial revolutionary armies operated in defiance of it well into the early months of 1794 [107]. Claude Javogues, one of the more colourful and violent representatives, had been in his native department of the Loire since September, imposing forced loans on the rich, arresting suspects and terrorising local administrators. He carried on as if nothing had happened, ignoring letters from Paris and even setting up a new revolutionary army until the Committee of Public Safety finally lost patience and recalled him in early February [156]. Yet the fact that he, and several others like him, were pulled back to Paris, reflected the Committee of Public Safety’s growing control over the terror in the provinces. Controlling Paris was more difficult because in mid-December, shortly after the frimaire law was passed, a dispute erupted which threatened the Committee’s authority and threw a large question mark over the future of the terror. It started when a group of moderates, who came to be known as the Indulgents, argued that military it was time for the terror to be scaled down and a return made to normal constitutional politics. That provoked a reaction from the radicals, or Hébertistes, who claimed that terror had to be intensified to root out counterrevolution for ever. The disagreement had been brewing since the summer but it came to the surface in December and raged until the spring of 1794, when the Committee of Public Safety had both groups arrested and guillotined. This silenced the argument but removed, in Hébert and Danton, two of the revolution’s most charismatic political figures. It also changed the terror from a weapon against civil war and foreign enemies into one against political critics and fellow Jacobins.

[i] Eleven who ruled

Despite the increased powers given to them by the frimaire law, the Committee of General Security and the Committee of Public Safety were sub-committees of the Convention, with their membership renewed monthly. In theory the Convention could have put new faces on at the end of each month, but in practice the successes of both ensured that membership remained stable until the summer of 1794. The one exception was one of the Committee of Public Safety, Hérault de Séchelles, who was guillotined in the spring of 1794 on a political corruption charge.

The Committee of General Security dealt with police and in ternal security. It had an informer network in Paris, supervised the work of revolutionary committees throughout the country, ordered arrests and prepared charges for the revolutionary tribunal. Made up of twelve members, all experienced politicians, its work provided the guillotine in Paris with most of its victims [118]. However, the Committee of Public Safety was the more influential of the two because it was responsible for domestic policy, war and diplomacy. Most of its decisions have survived and been published but as it kept no minutes of meetings we have little information on how it worked. Even the memoirs of members who survived its collapse have to be treated with some care because most of them deny any responsibility for the excesses which were committed and put the blame onto dead colleagues instead. We know that it worked as a collective unit, with no formal chairman, but specific tasks were allocated to members who had the necessary interest or expertise. They reported back to colleagues and decisions were made by the collective agreement of those present [173]. Of the eleven who remained active throughout the terror, Lazare Carnot was a former army officer who had entered politics early in the revolution because his promotion had been blocked by the fact that he was a commoner. He masterminded military strategy, staying in Paris for the whole period except for a brief visit to the war zone in the north-east in the autumn of 1794. He rarely spoke in public on political issues, and was never a member of the influential Jacobin club, but he signed more of the committee’s decisions than anyone else and was heavily committed to the terror as a way towards victory. Prieur de la Côte d’Or was another former soldier who worked with Carnot, looking after armament production and military equipment. Others who were involved with the war effort were frequently away from Paris, working with armies or at naval bases. Jeanbon Saint-André, a former Huguenot pastor, was respons ible for naval affairs and spent much of the year in Toulon and Brittany. Prieur de la Marne spent most of his time in Brittany and the Vendée, organising the restoration of order after the Vendée rebellion. Louis Antoine Saint-Just, the youngest member of the Committee at just 26 years of age, spent much of the time in Paris but carried out a two-month mission to the Rhine army in Alsace in November and December 1793, and to the Army of the North in January and February 1794 and again from April to June [139].

Most of the others stayed in Paris. Bertrand Barère, a lawyer from Tarbes in the deep south-west, was an eloquent orator who acted as chief spokesman in the Convention. An intensely hard worker with a talent for grinding out words, he drew up over a hundred and fifty reports during the year on topics ranging from military and naval affairs to social security and education. Robespierre once said of him: ‘As soon as work has to be done Barère is ready to take charge of it. He knows everything and can do everything’ [127]. Robespierre himself played a pivotal role in policy debates within the Committee and in defending those policies at the Jacobin club and in the Convention. A lawyer from Arras in north-eastern France, he had been elected to the Estates General in 1789 and rapidly emerged as a radical democrat with a reputation for integrity which earned him the nickname ‘incorruptible’. Despite being a bachelor and dressing throughout the revolution in the style of an ancien regime lawyer with a frock coat and wig, his sheer integrity made him a popular figure with sans-culottes and with provincial Jacobins. He was not afraid of being unpopular, as he showed by opposing the Girondin war policy in the winter of 1791–2 at a time when most Jacobins enthusiastically supported it. Yet, when he was put on the Committee in late July 1793, his talent for formulating policy in terms based on Rousseau’s ideas on virtue and the general will quickly proved invaluable. Behind the rhetoric he was an intensely political animal who worked hard to keep his colleagues together and forge compromises in cases when they disagreed. Yet as time wore on he became increasingly suspicious that anyone who disagreed with him was involved in counter-revolutionary conspiracy and, in the end, this isolated him within the Committee and caused the collapse of the terror [137, 152]. Of the other members of the Committee, Billaud-Varenne and Collot d’Herbois were rel ative latecomers who joined the Committee in September as a result of sans-culotte pressure. Billaud was a lawyer who had been politically active in the Paris sections and in the Jacobin club, while Collot was an actor with a similar background. Both had been elected to the Convention from Paris and had links with sans-culotte activists in the sections [103, 160].

All eleven members of the Committee came from relatively middle class backgrounds but their political temperaments were different. Robespierre and Saint-Just were democrats, but viewed their politics in moral terms under the influence of Rousseau and saw terror as a way of changing France into a utopian democracy based on patriotism and civic virtue. Others, like Carnot, Saint-André, Barere or Lindet, were prag matists who saw terror primarily as a way of winning the war and defeating counter-revolution. Yet the secret of their overall success lay in a common commitment to the republic’s survival, rather than its ultimate shape. As a result they worked together for almost twelve months, some in the provinces and the others for long hours in the Committee’s offices in the Tuileries palace. Correspondence with deputies on mission in the provinces or government agents took up much of their time, but their core work was military planning, policy decisions and the drafting of legislation. It was a relentless daily routine, with meetings stretching from early morning until well into the night, topped off with regular appearances at the Jacobin club and the Convention.

[ii] The Hébertistes and dechristianisation

Despite the military successes of the latter weeks of 1793, the Committee’s authority faced a growing challenge in the latter months of 1793 from a group led by the popular radical journalist Jacques Rene Hébert. Although not a member of the Convention, Hébert was a member of both the Cordeliers and Jacobin clubs, a member of the Paris Commune, and allied to several activists in the radical hotbed of the Ministry of War. His newspaper, the Père Duchesne, which portrayed politics through the eyes of a foul-mouthed stove maker, also gave him a national audience which stretched far beyond its core sans-culotte readership. In ideological terms Hébert was something of an opportunist who had moved to the left during the summer to neutralise the Enrages by supporting sans-culotte demands for economic controls and more terror. His influence had grown with the sans-culotte invasion of the Convention on 5 September, which had produced the general maximum and the law of suspects, but the Committee and Convention worked hard in the following weeks to cut back radical influence before it became a threat to their own authority. Meetings of the general assemblies of the Paris sections were cut down to just two a week and payment provided to the less well off to encourage them to attend, in the hope that their presence would dilute the influence of militants. The revolutionary committees in each section were also put under the authority of the Paris Commune which now had the authority to vet their membership and exclude extremists. The law of suspects too restricted the power of the revolutionary committees by making all arrests subject to the approval of the Committee of General Security [186].

One of the influential radical fringe groups, the Enragés, was silenced as well. Jacques Roux, the charismatic priest, was arrested on 5 September on dubious grounds and later committed suicide in prison. Another Enragé, Jean Varlet, was arrested as well, and when he was released later in the month decided to drop out of politics altogether [182]. Another radical group, the Society of Republican and Revolutionary Women was closed down too. In mid-September one of its founders, Claire Lacombe, launched a campaign to force women working in the central Parisian markets to wear the revolutionary cockade as proof of their patriotism. They resented this, because the price maximum had ruined much of their trade, and not only physically assaulted her in the street but also broke up the society’s meetings. Deputies in the Convention disliked the club anyway because its links with the Enragés and their own aversion to women being active in politics, so they referred the disturbances to the Committee of General Security. It reported back with a recommendation to close all women’s clubs on the grounds that the sexes were different. A woman’s place was in the domestic sphere, raising children and supporting husbands, while men had the virility and honesty which suited the political sphere. The recommenda tion was accepted unanimously and women were excluded from active politics for the rest of the terror. Although some continued to attend meetings of their local sections, it was as spectators rather than as active participants [87, 145].

Radical influence nevertheless remained strong in October and November because of deChristianisation. Relations between the revolution and the Catholic Church had been steadily going downhill since the passing of the civil constitution of the clergy in 1791. By the summer of 1793 even priests who had accepted the civil constitution were viewed with suspicion because of the failure of the constitutional church to attract popular support. By now most Jacobins and sans-culottes had lost faith in Christianity and were beginning to view spirit of the revolution itself as a new religious cult. That often meant transferring catholic imagery into a repub lican meaning. When Marat was murdered in mid-July, his heart was hung from the ceiling of the Cordelier club and prayers chanted in praise of his ‘sacred heart’. Within weeks he was linked with Félix Lepeletier (a deputy assassinated in January 1793 for voting for the death of Louis XVI) and Chalier (the Jacobin leader in Lyon who was guillotined by federalists in mid-July) to form a trinity of revolutionary ‘martyrs’. Religious services were held in their honour during the autumn, which celebrated the secular values of virtue and patriotism instead of the traditional Christian values of sin and repentance [105,189].

The Convention gave added credibility to secularism in early October when it decided to replace the traditional Christian calendar with a new ‘revolutionary’ version, which dated the beginning of time not from the birth of Jesus Christ but from the establishment of the republic on 21 September 1792. The aim of the exercise was clearly political because deputies wanted to wipe out all memories of the royalist and Christian past and create a new republican mentality based on the natural world and secular virtues. The new calendar restructured the months of the year, retaining twelve but beginning the year on 21 September, (the date that the republic had been founded in 1792). So 22 September 1792 until 21 September 1793 was named Year I and the next twelve-month period Year II and so on. The months were divided into three ten-day-weeks and named after the seasons of the year that they fell in, with names such as vendémiaire (harvest time) for 21 September to 20 October, brumaire (fog) for the next month, frimaire (frost), nivôse (snow), pluviôse (rain), ventôse (wind), germinal (seed time), floréal (flowers), prairial (meadows), messidor (harvest), thermidor (heat) and fructidor (fruits). Each day was given a decimal name – primidi, duodi, tridi etc. – and also the name of an an imal, plant or a farm tool. Each tenth day (décadi) was a rest day and the five days left at the end of the year, because 12 months of 30 days made up only 360 days, were called sans-culottides. The extra day on leap years was called the françiade [11, 102].

The new calendar was brought in at the very moment when physical attacks on Christianity were under way in the provinces. In September, Joseph Fouché, who was then a representative on mission in the department of the Allier, fixed bread prices and ordered bakers to produce only one kind of loaf, the bread of equality, to ensure that the poor were not palmed off with poor grain. He also levied a tax on the rich to provide clothing to the poor and set up a philanthropic committee to provide work for the unemployed and supervise hospitals and poor houses. In the neighbouring department of the Nièvre later in the month, he organised a ceremony in the cathedral of Saint-Cyr in Nevers to inaugurate a bust of the Roman hero Brutus. He then denounced clerical celibacy, ordering priests to adopt a child or elderly person as proof of their commitment republican values. On 10 October he then ordered the replacement of Christianity throughout the department by a new cult of the republic, ordering cemeteries to be secularised and the words ‘Death is Eternal Sleep’ posted at their gates [98, 102].

Fouché’s actions were mirrored by deputies on mission elsewhere. Joseph Lequinio closed churches in the Charente-Maritime and restricted the times when services could be held. André Dumont closed churches in the Oise and Somme and forced priests to resign, while Philippe Ruhl smashed the flask of consecrated oil used for coronation ceremonies in the cathedral in Reims [90]. The motives behind these actions were mixed. Some such as Fouché had been members of religious orders prior to 1789 and saw dechristianisation as a way of purging their past and proving their commitment to the secular ideals of the revolution. Others were more interested in tapping anticlericalism to rally support from local militants against wealthy farmers who were avoiding the maximum. Others were swept along on a popular tide of anticlericalism among local sans-culottes who identified Christianity with superstition, social control and counter-revolution.

Whatever the reasons for the outbreak, deChristianisation reached Paris in early November and Hébert became one of its most enthusiastic supporters. On 6 November the Convention voted to close all Parisian churches and the next day the Archbishop of Paris, Jean-Baptiste Gobel, appeared at the bar of the Convention flanked by several diocesan priests, to announce that he was abandoning the priesthood. Over 400 priests in the Paris diocese followed suit and the Commune organised a Festival of Liberty four days later in the cathedral of Notre Dame, which was renamed the Temple of Liberty for the occasion. A large ‘mountain’ was erected in the nave with a ‘temple of philosophy’ perched on top, from which a ‘goddess of liberty’ – who in real life was a well-known opera singer with a distinctly ungodly reputation – emerged at the appropriate moment. She then descended to accompany the congregation to the Convention where everyone solemnly proclaimed their devotion to reason [149, 196]. Similar ceremonies took place in the provinces and by the end of the year most churches throughout the country had been transformed into temples of reason, or converted into food stores, prisons and saltpetre factories. Festivals of reason were held, which featured anticlerical parades, and over 20,000 priests – almost a sixth of the pre-revolutionary total – abandoned priesthood. Some did it out of conviction because they had never believed in the first place, others bowed to political pressure and some feared for their lives. Over 6,000 of them also married either to prove their commitment to republican values or to regularise an existing affair or to avoid persecution. The net result was to wipe out church activity throughout much of the country [69, 196].

[iii] The Indulgent offensive

Despite the force of the movement the Committee of Public Safety deeply disliked it because it risked alienating the peasantry which, for the most part, was still deeply religious. It worried too about its impact on France’s reputation abroad, in the few remaining neutral countries Switzerland or the USA and it was deeply suspicious of the motives of the radicals involved in it. Robespierre in particular suspected that the whole thing was being driven by atheists and counter-revolutionaries. Although no longer a Christian, like many Jacobins, he was a deist who shared the Enlightenment belief in a supreme being which had created the universe and was still watching over human affairs. Without a belief in some kind of afterlife, he believed that there could be no basis for morality and no incentive for people to practice virtue rather than vice. He disliked the political aspects of the movement too because of the role played by radicals and also because many of those involved were foreigners who mixed in the same circle as Hébert: Pierre Proly, the illegitimate son of the Austrian foreign minister; Jacob Peyeyra, a Jewish merchant of Portuguese origins; and Anacharsis Cloots, son of a Dutch merchant who was heavily involved in radical politics [193].

Along with his colleagues on the Committee of Public Safety, Robespierre suspected many of these of being secret enemy agents and he had some reason for doing so. In mid-October Fabre d’Eglantine, a friend of Danton and inventor of the revolutionary calendar, had warned the Committee of General Security that several of his colleagues were involved in financial and political corruption. A large state trading company, the East India Company, had been wound up by the Convention in the autumn and, according to Fabre, several deputies the relevant sub-committee had been bribed to forge the text of the decree to give windfall profits to a handful of wealthy shareholders. Weeks later, in mid-November one of the deputies Fabre had implicated in the affair, François Chabot, went to Robespierre with similar allegations, adding the suggestion that several of the radicals and foreigners who supported Hébert on issues such as deChristianisation were foreign agents being paid to destabilise the revolution [138]. According to Chabot, corruption and ultra-radicalism were twin components of a foreign plot masterminded by the British Prime Minister, William Pitt, through a Parisian agent, the Baron de Batz. Chabot was probably inventing much of this in order to divert attention from his own role in the financial corruption of the East India affair and rumours about his recent marriage to a wealthy Austrian heiress. But there was enough of a murky underworld in Paris for the Committee of Public Safety to half believe his story and suspect Hébert of treason. As a result, on 6 December, Robespierre halted dechristianisation in its tracks by persuading the Convention to confirm the principle of religious freedom and ban any further church closures.

The decree had a minimal impact on church closures, as many of them were closed already and priests were in hiding, but it did have an impact on the political situation because Robespierre and the Committee of Public Safety were supported in their stand on dechristianisation by a group of deputies known as the Indulgents. Danton had been removed from the Committee of Public Safety in July but he remained an influential figure in the Jacobin club. In early December one of his allies, Camille Desmoulins, launched a newspaper, the Vieux Cordelier to campaign for an end to the terror. Desmoulins chose his title deliberately, to evoke the spirit of the Cordelier club when he had been a member and before it had been taken over by Hébert’s supporters. His first two numbers attacked political extremists, picking on Hébert and the radicals in the War Ministry and the third attacked dechristianisation and called for an end to the terror [92]. The paper was a sell out and fuelled conversation in clubs and cafés throughout the capital. Danton supported him, calling for terror to be focused solely on known counter-revolutionaries: ‘I want terror to be the order of the day. I want more severe punishment for enemies of liberty but I want it just for them’ [136].

On 17 December the Convention reflected the change in mood by ordering the arrest of Francois Vincent, and Charles Ronsin. Both were leading Hébertistes, the first as secretary general in the War Ministry, where he had recruited hundreds of radical activists, and the second as commander of the Paris revolutionary army during its time in Lyon. Three days later it set up a clemency committee to review the charges against all political prisoners and free the innocent. Until this stage Robespierre seemed to have supported the Indulgent campaign. He was a friend of Desmoulins and had been a witness at his marriage two years previously. He read and approved the first two editions of the Vieux Cordelier before they went to press and seemed to have approved of their content because Desmoulins’ accusations echoed his own suspicions about the activity of the ultra radicals around Hébert.

[iv] Factions eliminated

However, just when it seemed that the terror was at a turning point two unforeseen events occurred. The first was the return of Collot d’Herbois to Paris on 20 December to answer criticisms of the severity of his handling of the federalist revolt in Lyon. Collot was convinced that terror was the only antidote to counter-revolution and he went straight to the Convention to denounce Ronsin’s arrest and then to the Jacobin club to defend the ‘mitraillades’ in Lyon [160]. Collot’s attitude alarmed Robespierre, who worried that the Committee might split over the issue and quickly withdrew his support for the Indulgent campaign. Instead he delivered a Report on the Principles of Revolutionary Government to the Jacobin club on 25 December which attacked both moderates and extremists as enemies of the revolution and defended the terror as a necessity of war. Republics, he argued, should normally respect the rule of law and protect individual freedom. But because France was at war with counter-revolution, ‘public liberty’ (what we would call state security) had to take precedence over ‘private liberty’ (individual rights). Both moderates and extremists were enemies of the revolution in their different ways and only terror could guarantee that they did not succeed. The revolution was the ‘war of liberty against its enemies ... . Revolutionary government owes total national protection to good citizens; it only owes death to the people’s enemies.’ Next day the Convention voted to disband the clemency committee it had set up just a few days previously and all hopes for an early end to the terror faded [139].

The second event to put the Indulgents on the defensive was the Committee of General Security’s discovery in early January that Fabre d’Eglantine, who had denounced the forging of the East India Company decree three months previously, had been involved in the forgery himself. The committee concluded that Fabre had denounced others to cover his own guilt and promptly ordered his arrest. That raised the possibility that the entire clemency campaign had been designed to end the terror before the corruption could be uncovered and convinced the Committee of Public Safety that moderates were possibly hand in glove with extremists in a plot to destabilise the revolutionary government and sabotage the revolution. In a speech to the Jacobin club on 8 January, Robespierre denounced ‘a new political faction’ which had two heads: moderates calling for an end to the terror and radicals who wanted it intensified. Both, he argued, were out to wreck the revolution.

While the Committee of General Security went on investigating the Fabre affair Committee of Public Safety played for time because it had no clear evidence against either faction. In mid-January Robespierre diverted the Jacobin club into discussing the crimes of the English government, which proved a runaway success because British assistance to the rebels in the Vendée and the activity of their spies made Prime Minister William Pitt the republic’s enemy number one. Anglophobic speeches cascaded one after the other for almost a fortnight. In early February he then delivered a major speech to the club justifying terror. Republics, he claimed, were based on the idea of civic virtue, but virtue was incapable of defending a republic that was at war. So terror had to be used to support virtue. By itself terror was dangerous, but once it was combined with virtue it would be operated in the interests of both the republic and its citizens [139].

But the investigations into the Fabre affair dragged on and at the beginning of February the Committee of General Security released Vincent and Ronsin from prison because they could find no evidence against them. Once free they were determined to get their revenge and quickly accused both the Indulgents and the Committee of Public Safety of betraying the revolution. In the Cordeliers club on 2 March Vincent and Ronsin called for a popular uprising to save the revolution. Although Hébert opposed the call he endorsed their attacks on moderates and denounced the Committee of Public Safety as ‘sleepwalkers’ in his Père Duchesne. The club then draped a veil over its copy of the Declaration of the Rights of Man to symbolise its belief that the revolution’s fundamental principles were being ignored.

Their attacks came at a difficult time for the Committee because food shortages in Paris were reviving sans-culotte militancy. Farmers were refusing to sell because of the low prices set by the maximum and, although the bread prices were fixed, supplies were patchy and the quality poor. To add insult to injury the rich avoided rationing by buying on the black market at the kind of inflated prices which were beyond the reach of the sans-culottes [76]. Political radicalism and economic crisis had proved dangerous on several occasions before, so the Committee acted swiftly to pre-empt trouble. On the evening of 13 March Saint-Just warned the Convention that the Hébertiste campaign was part of a foreign plot against the revolution, and next evening the leading Hébertistes were rounded up and sent before the revolutionary tribunal accused of plotting to starve Paris, establish a military dictatorship and surrender the country to the enemy. The charges were clearly fictitious but the revolutionary tribunal did its duty and condemned all but one of the defendants (a prison informer) to death. They were guillotined on 24 March.

With Hébert gone the Committee of Public Safety quickly arrested prominent radicals in the Paris sections and disbanded the Paris revolutionary army which had been a stronghold of Hébertisme since the previous September. The popular soci eties which had acted as debating clubs in the sections , were bullied into closing their doors and thirty-eight of them disbanded in the next two months, the Cordelier club was closed and Hébert’s supporters on the Paris Commune were replaced by loyal Robespierristes [169]. The purge even extended to the provinces where Hébertistes were removed from departmental and muni cipal administrations and ejected from popular societies and clubs.

Yet the purge of Hébertistes left the Committee open to pressure from the Indulgents who wanted to end the terror. That was something the Committee considered to be just as dangerous as ultra radicalism. On 18 March the Committee of General Security finished its investigations into Fabre d’Eglantine and sent him for trial to the revolutionary tribunal on charges of corruption and treason. Several other deputies involved in the East India Affair were scheduled for arrest too. Because they were deputies, the Convention would have to lift their parliamentary immunity, something which the Committee knew Danton would oppose because of his friendship with Fabre. Most committee members wanted to arrest Danton too but Robespierre hesitated because of his long friendship with Danton since the early days of the revolution. He appears to have met him twice to try to persuade him to remain silent, although the evid ence for the meetings is sketchy, but Danton refused to compromise and on the night of 30–31 March he was arrested, along with Camille Desmoulins and other leading Indulgents. Next day one of his allies, Legendre, called for them to make their case to the Convention but Robespierre silenced him and Saint-Just read out the accusation: Danton had been involved in royalist plots since 1789 and worked with Mirabeau, the Duke of Orleans, Lafayette, the Girondins and even the Cordeliers club to overthrow the revolution. It was totally untrue but the real case against Danton and the Indulgents was political. They had to die so that Fabre d’Eglantine and his accomplices could go to the guillotine and so that the Committee of Public Safety could survive. As Marc-Antoine Vadier, from the Committee of General Security said: ‘If we do not guillotine them they will guillotine us.’ The trial opened on 2 April and to make the prosecution case more convincing the committees added several people suspected of being foreign agents. Danton put up a powerful defence of himself, ridiculing the charges, and Fouquier-Tinville warned the Committee of Public Safety that the case could collapse. The Committee responded by accusing Danton of staging ‘the revolt of the guilty’ and claimed that he was involved in a prison plot to assassinate the Committee of Public Safety and release prisoners. The Convention then passed a law allowing anyone accused of conspiracy, who resisted or insulted the justice system, to be thrown out of the court. Danton was duly removed and on 5 April found guilty along with his colleagues. The guillotine did its work the same evening and, according to eye witnesses, Danton told the executioner: ‘Show my head to the people. It’s worth it’ [136]. Eight days later, on 13 April, the widows of Desmoulins’ and Hébert followed their partners to the guillotine, both convicted of treason despite the fact that they had married into opposing political factions. Sitting beside them in the tumbrel was the former Archbishop of Paris, Gobel, who had only enjoyed four months of secular life since leaving the priesthood and putting on his red bonnet of liberty [91].

The deaths of Hébert and Danton were not the first political purges of the revolution. The guillotining of the defenders of the Tuileries palace after the fall of the monarchy in August 1792, the execution of the king himself and the elimination of the Girondins in October 1793 all have a better claim to this dubious honour. The revolution had by now become used to executing defeated politicians and liquidating of political factions and there is little doubt that members of both governing committees sincerely believed that both men were counter-revolutionaries, even though they lacked the evidence to prove it. In that sense both factions were the victims of political trials which used fabricated evidence to ‘prove’ their case. As the trial of the Girondins had already shown, lack of evidence was no obstacle to a guilty verdict. What was new about the spring of 1794, however, was the fact that it was an act of political cannibalism. The terror was beginning to devour not just opponents of Jacobinism but its supporters as well, and that was ominous, because both Hébert and Danton had been political giants. If men of their stature could be wiped out with no public protest, nobody was safe. Their deaths therefore mark a new stage of the terror, for political debate now became dangerous if it gave offence to the governing committees. The Indulgent campaign to end the terror had achieved the opposite of what they set out to do, by giving the revolutionary government a reason for denouncing all criticism as counter-revolutionary conspiracy. Once it could do that, it was free to develop terror into a political weapon which would prove infinitely more repressive than anything the ancien regime had ever seen.


6 The ‘Great Terror’: April–July 1794

The spring and summer of 1794 saw the execution rate soar. More people were guillotined in Paris during June and July, in what came to be known as the ‘Great Terror’, than during the whole of the previous fifteen months since the revolutionary tribunal had been set up. The sight and stench of blood around the scaffold on the Place de la Révolution became so nauseating that the guillotine was moved out to the present day Place de la Bastille in the belief that people there, in a predominantly sans-culotte area, would welcome it. Yet even they complained that the smell of blood was ruining their trade, so it was moved further out to the south-eastern outskirts of the city, to the present day Place de la Nation. The corpses of victims guillotined there were stripped and dumped into a large mass grave in the garden of an adjoining convent. Yet, even as the guillotine did its grim work and the execution rate soared to over thirty a day, the Committee of Public Safety brought in reforms to reward the virtuous and prepare the way for a new post-war republican society. These included a new civic religion designed to replace Christianity and a social welfare scheme aimed at improving the lives of the poor and the sick. This mixture of repression and regeneration lasted for only a few weeks, coming to an abrupt end when the Committee of Public Safety collapsed in late July. Yet it remains the most controversial phase of the revolution because it took place at the very moment when threats to the survival of the republic were receding. By June of 1794 there were no foreign armies left on French soil, no civil war in the west and no critics in a position to challenge the Committee of Public Safety’s authority. So why did they do it? Why did the terror escalate instead of fading away? Was improved bureaucracy just making the process of trial and execution more efficient? Was it the work of Maximilien Robespierre, pursuing a dogged path of ideological purity, or was it the work of his opponents, stepping up the terror to discredit him? Did fatigue play a factor, leading reasonable men to pursue unreasonable policies? Or was it simply the fact that contemporaries, lacking the hindsight given to historians, still believed that the republic was still under threat? There is no simple answer but the great terror certainly saw a determined attempt to crush all forms of dissent and mould French society into a new utopian form.

[i] Centralisation of power

The executions of Hébert and Danton snuffed out any hope of a challenge to the Committee of Public Safety’s power from the Convention. No deputy who had seen what happened to people of such prominence and popularity was going to risk his neck and follow in their shoes. So the Convention’s debates developed into a routine endorsement of the Committee of Public Safety’s activity and a celebration of government success. Debates were easy to control because during the summer all but one of the Convention’s presidents – the equivalent of a modern parliamentary speaker – was a member of the Committee of Public Safety or the Committee of General Security [101]. This left the Committee of Public Safety free to push through a carefully planned programme of centralisation and repression. On 1 April the Convention voted to abolish the existing six ministries, to prevent ministers or their staff challenging the Committee’s authority as the Ministry of War had done under Bouchotte and Vincent. In their place twelve executive commissions were set up, appointed by the Committee of Public Safety and reporting to it. The Paris revolutionary army, which had been packed with sans-culotte radicals since it had been set up the previous September, was disbanded. The Paris Commune, another centre of radical influence was purged and its national agent, Chaumette, who was a friend and ally of Hébert, was guillotined. Seven members of its police administration were also removed and the mayor, Pache, was arrested. The vacancies were filled by the Committee of Public Safety, without any question of an election, using a Convention decree of 23 ventôse (13 March) which authorised it to replace all suspended state officials. Robespierre then used the opportunity to put his own followers into key positions. Claude-François Payan, a former army officer from the south of France who worked in the offices of the Committee of Public Safety was made national agent and another Robespierre loyalist, Jean-Baptiste Lescot-Fleuriot, became mayor.

With its hold on central government and Paris secure, the Committee streamlined terrorist legislation. On 27 germinal (18 April) a ‘Law on General Police’ banned foreigners and former nobles from living in ports, garrison towns or Paris. It also authorised the Committee of Public Safety to set up a police bureau to monitor the activity of administrative officials. Administrative inefficiency had been one of the Committee’s recurrent concerns since the previous summer and the police bureau was initially designed to weed out corruption and counter-revolution within the bureaucracy. However, it rapidly broadened out into a political police force which shadowed the work of the police agents already reporting to the Committee of General Security. Within weeks it was ordering the arrest of suspects and sending them before the revolutionary tribunal on its own initiative [158]. Saint-Just ran it at first, but when he went on mission to the army of the North in early May, Robespierre took it over, working from spy reports and letters from informers in Paris and the provinces. He reviewed the evidence in each case and then drew up arrest warrants which were countersigned by colleagues on the Committee of Public Safety. Most of the targets were nobles and priests suspected of counter-revolution, or radicals linked to Hébert and dechristianisation [101].

As the arrest rate increased, a law of 18 April centralised the system by ordering the transfer of all political prisoners held in provincial jails to Paris, and to stand trial before the revolutionary tribunal. On 8 May all revolutionary courts and commissions in the provinces were then formally closed down except for those in Bordeaux, Nîmes, Orange, Arras and Douai which were regarded as special cases. In Bordeaux one of Robespierre’s protégés, Marc-Antoine Jullien had restructured a military commission set up the previous autumn to deal with federalism because it had been too lenient. It condemned 198 victims to death between April and the end of July [124]. In Nîmes the departmental criminal court was allowed to try people accused of federalism the previous summer, and it sent 32 to the guillotine. Courts in Arras and Cambrai were set up by the representative on mission, Joseph Lebon, with Committee approval, because of fears of counter-revolution in a delicate frontier area. They executed 343 in Arras and 149 in Cambrai.

On 21 floréal/10 May, the Committee also agreed to allow the representative on mission in the department of the Vaucluse, Etienne Maignet, to set up a ‘popular commission’ in Orange to punish leaders of the federalist revolt of the previous summer. Maignet argued that transferring suspects to Paris would be costly and dangerous, while holding trials locally would be safer and better suited to ‘educating’ the local population. Robespierre was initially reluctant but was persuaded by his colleague Couthon, and then played a major role in drafting the commission’s regulations and appointing its personnel. The commission worked without a jury, with five judges who were authorised to pass sentence on the basis of ‘any information, of whatever sort, which can convince a reasonable man and a friend of liberty.’ Defendants had no right to a lawyer and the only punishment for those found guilty was death. In the seven weeks between 19 June and 4 August the commission sentenced 332 people to death and 116 to prison terms. Just 147 were acquitted. Among its victims were 63 inhabitants of the small town of Bédoin in the foothills of Mont Ventoux, between Vaison-la-Romaine and Carpentras, where the liberty tree in the main square had been uprooted on the night of 1–2 May 1794. Bédoin had a history of sympathy for counter-revolution and Maignet claimed that the attack showed the town’s potential to develop into a second Vendée. Most of those executed were administrators, nobles or refractory priests [88, 114].

[ii] The Prairial law

The regulations drawn up for the Orange commission provided a blueprint for changes to the revolutionary tribunal in Paris. On 22 prairial (10 June 1794) Couthon proposed legislation to the Convention, on behalf of the Committee of Public Safety, that he and Robespierre had drafted. He assured deputies that it was designed to tidy up existing legislation, but in reality it went much further [119]. According to Collot, too many traitors were being acquitted by the courts and too many innocent patriots being wrongly punished. That was unacceptable in a revolution which ‘was the war of tyranny against liberty, of crime against virtue.’ Virtue had to win if the revolution was to survive, so those who were plotting the downfall of the republic had to be annihilated by accelerating the work of the revolutionary tribunal. In Couthon’s words: ‘the delay in punishing enemies of the fatherland must just be the time needed to identify them.’ Several key articles of the law were designed to do just that. Article 6 expanded the definition of political crimes well beyond those contained in the law of suspects of September 1793, to include the disruption of food supplies, criticism of patriotism, perverting public opinion, degrading deprave morality or spreading demoralising information to assist the enemy. These charges were broad enough to cover almost any activity and the court’s procedures were adapted to ensure that charges would stick. Article 16 retained the jury system but deprived prisoners of their right to a defence lawyer. Article 9 dispensed with the need for witnesses and authorised the jury to pass verdict on the basis of ‘moral proof’ if concrete evidence was not available. Death was now to be the only sentence available for the guilty.

The Convention passed the law without discussion, but next day several deputies raised objections over a provision which allowed deputies themselves to be arrested and tried without reference to the Convention. Members of the Committee of Public Safety defended this, insisting that the dangers facing the country were too serious to allow for exceptions. Robespierre argued that counter-revolution was everywhere, and that its agents were so devious that even deputies could easily be fooled: ‘Good and respectable colleagues are being worked on by plotters who tried the same tricks on Brissot, Chabot and Danton; other devious leaders of the foreign plot tried to entrap the entire Convention.’ Barère was blunter: ‘When a law is proposed which favours patriots and ensures prompt punishment for plotters, legislators can only have one opinion.’ Clearly disagreeing with the Committee was now tantamount close to treason and on 24 prairial the discussion ended and the article was retained [101].

[iii] Mass executions

The prairial law marks a turning point in the history of the terror. Until then approximately 50 per cent of prisoners brought before the tribunal had been acquitted. Once it became operational, this dropped to 20 per cent and, as the conviction rate soared, so did the executions. In the fifteen months since March 1793 the tribunal had sentenced 1251 people to death at an average rate of less than three a day. During the next six weeks it sentenced 1376 at a rate of over thirty a day [131]. Those figures were made possible by the use of batch trials, or fournées, which grouped together dozens of victims under a single charge, giving none of them a realistic chance of defending themselves. The first fournée of seventy-three prisoners was held on 16 June, another two followed in June and seven more in July. The scale of death during these six weeks needs to be put into the context of the national monthly execution rate during 1794. The figures are approximate because not all the records have survived, but they are accurate enough to give a general picture. In January 3517 prisoners were executed in the country as a whole, most of them in Lyon and the Vendée. In February the figure dropped to 792 and in March to 589 as executions in the Vendée and federalist areas dropped away. In April it rose to 1100, probably as a result of the elimination of the Hébertiste and Dantonist factions, before dropping back to 800 in May. Then in June it rose to 1200 and in July to 1400, the highest figure since the end of the civil war, with 78 per cent of them in Paris [131].

The social profile of victims also changed. Until then 8 per cent of all victims had been from the nobility, 6 per cent were priests, 25 per cent from the upper middle class, 10 per cent from the lower middle class, 31 per cent were artisans and 28 per cent were peasants (the high peasant figure reflecting their involvement in the Vendée). In the six weeks after prairial the percentage of nobles and priests rose to 20 per cent and 12 per cent respectively and that of the upper middle class stayed stable at 24 per cent. Yet the percentage of lower middle class (13 per cent), artisans (21 per cent) and peasants (8 per cent) declined. During the six weeks former nobles, clergy and upper middle class made up 60 per cent of the guillotine’s victims, compared to 40 per cent for the terror overall, suggesting that the terror was beginning to target not just counterrevolutionaries but also the rich and the religious who, by their status, had no place in the new republic. No research has been carried out into why this happened and it could be the case that, because the figures are just based on the six weeks between the prairial law and the end of the terror, they are unreliable. Yet it could also be the case that the terror was developing into a social war against the elite of the ancien regime, designed to eradicate the past for ever [131, 166].

What lay behind this sudden increase in executions? The late 19th century republican historian, Alphonse Aulard, who defended much of the terror as a war time necessity, condemned the prairial law and its effect, comparing it to the work of the Inquisition: ‘a butchery of the innocent and guilty alike ... which cannot be excused on the grounds of national defence, as by that time France was safe’ [2]. Almost every historian since has echoed his condemnation but each has his own explanation of why it happened. Aulard blamed Robespierre, pointing out that he had drafted the prairial law. The socialist historian, Albert Mathiez, who admired Robespierre and detested Aulard, argued that the law was part of a wider policy to redistribute property from political suspects to the poor. By accelerating the execution of the rich it was speeding up property transfers from them to those in need and bringing about a transformation in French society. Mathiez based this interpretation on the ventôse decrees, passed in late February and early March, which stated that the property of those found guilty of treason would be distributed to the poor. Six commission were to be set up to go through the evid ence against prisoners and send those who were clearly guilty to the revolutionary tribunal; their property would then be split up after their execution [167]. Yet only two of commission had been set up by the time the prairial law was passed and they had not yet looked at a single case. That makes it unlikely that the prairial legislation was designed to accelerate their work.

A third explanation is political, seeing the law as a response to assassination attempts which had been made on Collot d’Herbois and Robespierre some days previously [154]. A middle-aged loner, Henri Admiral, had tried to shoot Collot d’Herbois when he was returning from the Committee one evening, but the pistol jammed and he was arrested. Shortly afterwards a 20-year-old girl, Cécile-Aimée Renault, called twice to the house of the cabinet maker Duplay, where Robespierre lodged, and asked to see him. The Duplays became suspicious, had her arrested and two small knives were found in her basket. Under interrogation she vehemently denied intending to use them on Robespierre, but admitted that she would happily die to see the monarchy return. She was probably mentally ill but was sent to the revolutionary tribunal for a show trial along with her father, her elder brother, an aunt and an assorted mix of political prisoners. She and Admiral were both accused of being part of a foreign plot to subvert the republic, masterminded by the Austrians. They and more than fifty others were found guilty and paraded to the guillotine in red smocks – a stigma usually reserved for parricides. The two scares may have raised security concerns but neither Couthon nor Robespierre mentioned them when the prairial law was being discussed, which makes it unlikely that they were its main cause [153]. A fourth, and perhaps more convincing explanation, interprets the law as part of the process of centralisation which had been going on since the frimaire law of the previous December. To avoid the terror becoming chaotic, due to the activities of strong-minded representatives on mission, and to prevent departmental courts judging local people leniently, the Committee centralised political justice in Paris – except for a few well-controlled exceptions – and then had little option but to speed up executions to keep prisoner numbers under control. The prairial law did that and its severity just reflected the Committee’s belief that almost all prisoners were guilty. That being the case, long drawn out trials served no purpose [101].

[iv] The Cult of the Supreme Being

As it was intensifying the terror, the Committee also introduced social reforms designed to prepare citizens for the new republic of virtue which would emerge at the end of the war. A key element in this was a new religion designed to fill the void left by the dechristianisation. Since late 1793, churches, temples and synagogues throughout the country had been boarded up or turned into granaries meeting places [196]. Thousands of priests and pastors had married and abandoned their parishioners, while those who retained their faith had gone underground or emigrated. The Cult of Reason had been set up in many towns as a substitute and a decree of 14–16 frimaire (4–6 December 1793) ordered people to attend public meetings, every tenth day of the new revolutionary calendar, to hear to the latest legislation being read out and listen to patriotic music [69]. Yet this was widely ignored and dechristianisation was unpopular in many parts of the country, particularly in Provence, the Alps, the Pyrenees, the Vendée and Brittany. Women in particular missed the consolation provided by mass, parish activity and the cult of the saints and clandestine services were put on in disused buildings and private houses, with the local sexton or schoolmaster replacing the absent priest. The Committee of Public Safety was aware of the strength of religious belief and worried that the resentment could lead to disturbances, as it already had in the Vendée. It also disliked the cult of reason because its beliefs were uncomfortably close to atheism. Most of them, and Robespierre in particular, believed that atheism was anathema because without the belief in some sort of afterlife there would be no moral constraints on human behaviour. There had to be a Supreme Being who had created the world and watched over it and Robespierre’s ideas were certainly heavily influenced by the civic religion provided by Jean-Jacques Rousseau in his ‘Social Contract’ of 1762. Robespierre had made that clear in November when he had attacked dechristianisation and the prosecution cases against Hébert and Danton earlier in the spring had listed atheism as one of the accusations against them too.

The Committee therefore decided to launch a new civic religion which was designed to commit the republic to the belief in a supreme being and, at the same time, attract possible support from Christians who no longer had their churches. Robespierre drew up the plan for the Cult of the Supreme Being and the Convention approved it on 18 floréal II (7 May 1794). Outlining his proposal Robespierre argued that society needed a moral code which a belief in the supreme being and the immortality of the soul could provide. The main features of the new cult were to be four major public festivals, scheduled for the ‘great days’ of the revolution: 14 July 1789 (the fall of the Bastille), 10 August 1792 (the fall of the monarchy), 21 January 1793 (the execution of Louis XVI) and 31 May 1793 (the fall of the Girondins). In addition, every tenth day (décadi) would be dedicated to republican virtues and values, ran ging from love of the fatherland to courage, heroism, youth, old age, misfortune, agriculture, industry, motherly love, the hatred of traitors and so on. The official launch took place in Paris on 8 June, with a Festival of the Supreme Being organised down to the last drum beat by Jacques-Louis David, the celebrated neo-classical painter who was a member of the Committee of General Security and loyal follower of Robespierre. Parisians were told to decorate their buildings with flags and flowers, and at five in the morning to join processions to the Tuileries gardens. Men and boys were to march on one side of the street holding guns and oak branches aloft, while women and girls were to walk on the other holding flowers. Once in the Tuileries gardens Robespierre, who was president of the Convention for the week, delivered a speech praising the Supreme Being and condemning atheism. A cardboard statue of atheism was then set alight and, as the flames and smoke died away, a singed statue of wisdom emerged from the ashes. A choir then launched into a Hymn to the Supreme Being commissioned for the occasion from the composer Méhul. The procession then made its way across the Seine and on to the Champ de Mars, with deputies from the Convention now joining it, all dressed in blue coats and carrying posies of flowers and sheaves of corn to symbolise the goodness of nature. A large artificial mountain had been built there, with a liberty tree at the top and cloud of incense wafting around it. As an orchestra played patriotic music and the choir sang secular hymns, deputies wound their way up to the top and then down again. Gymnastic displays and a mass picnic rounded off the proceedings and, as a mark of respect, the guillotine was suspended for the day [47, 101, 170].

The republican historian Aulard argued that the Cult of the Supreme Being was basically a political tactic designed to rally public opinion behind the war effort in the weeks preceding the crucial summer campaign. Albert Mathiez, a lifelong critic of Aulard, argued instead that it was Robespierre’s attempt to build on the positive aspects of dechristianisation by creating a patriotic religion, shorn of the superstitious aspects of Catholicism, which would be capable of attracting support from Catholics and providing a moral basis for the regime. Political or spiritual? The Cult of the Supreme Being probably contained elements of both, for although Robespierre and his colleagues were well aware of the political advantage of restoring some form of religious worship, they also made sure that the values of the new religion were closely linked to their Jacobin ideals and to the kind of social utopia which they wanted to create by the end of the war. In that way the Supreme Being and the guillotine formed part and parcel of the same project of regeneration and extermination which had lain at the heart of the terror since the spring. Both were designed to exterminate the last trace of opposition and to bring the revolution to an ‘end’ by ensuring military success and the moral regeneration of the French people. The moral regeneration had several other aspects too, which are the subject of the following chapter.


7 Creating New Citizens for the New Republic

The Cult of the Supreme Being was the Committee of Public Safety’s last major reform before it fell from power in late July 1794. It collapsed once the Committee’s support had gone and attempts by the Directory to create a similar civic religion between 1795 and 1799 had a similar fate. Only Napoleon’s restoration of the Catholic Church through his Concordat with Pius VII in 1801 provided a short term answer to the bitter conflict which had opened up between the church and the revolutionary state [47]. Yet although a failure, religious reform was just one part of a wider suite of social and moral changes which the Committee put in place to regenerate French society and create a ‘new man’ free from the prejudices of the ancien regime. Most revolutions since have done something similar, reflecting a belief common to most revolutions that a new regime founded on the ‘will of the people’ has a duty to change peoples’ mentalities and create new value systems. The changes brought in during the terror were an attempt to do just that and, based as they were on the core values of Jacobinism, provide an insight into the kind of society which the Committee of Public Safety hoped to establish.

There is no single source or ‘Bible’ for Jacobin ideology because, although the Paris club was founded at the end of 1789 and some provincial clubs at around the same time, both became progressively more radical as the revolution progressed. Most Jacobins of 1789 would have been too conservative to have been accepted into clubs in 1794 and many ended their lives under the guillotine. The Paris club was also more radical than most provincial clubs and more ‘national’ in its outlook because it was at the centre of power. People became Jacobins for different reasons, most of them because they were political enthusiasts but others, particularly during the terror, because clubs had become a part of the country’s administrative machinery, providing personnel and supporting government policy. Even within the Committee of Pubic Safety there was a world of difference between the pragmatic approach of someone like Lazare Carnot, whose main aim was to win the war and stabilise the republic and who never even joined the Paris Jacobins, and the more idealistic mindset of Robespierre or Saint-Just who wanted to fundamentally change society. Yet, despite the variations, the core values of Jacobinism combined the democratic ideas of Jean-Jacques Rousseau with the broader liberal values of the 18th-century Enlightenment. From the Enlightenment it took its trust in human reason and its belief in personal freedom. From Rousseau it took the commitment to equality and the belief that civic virtue was essential for a harmonious and democratic state. These ideals may never have been brought together into a single coherent national programme, and the job of realising them was always hindered by the demands of war, but they underpinned much of the social policy of the terror.

[i] Equality: Men, women and slaves

Equality was a fundamental Jacobin value, with the emphasis on equality before the law and equality of opportunity. During the terror revolutionaries addressed each other as ‘citizen’ and ‘citizeness’ instead of the traditional – and servile – terms of the ancien regime such as ‘Sir’ or ‘Madame’. They also used the familiar form of you – ‘tu’ – instead of the more formal ‘vous’ and the word ‘equality’ featured prominently on symbols, statues and representations of the new republic alongside the words ‘liberty and ‘fraternity’. Legal equality had been proclaimed in the Declaration of the Rights of Man in 1789 and was embodied in most of revolutionary legislation afterwards. The remnants of serfdom had been abolished in August 1789 and so too had tax privilege and the ‘servile’ aspects of feudalism such as the ban on hunting or the duty to work on the feudal lord’s land. Titles of nobility were abolished in June 1790 and, under continued pressure from the peasantry, all feudal dues were entirely abolished in the summer of 1793. Yet if everyone was equal before the law, some revolutionaries argued that the nobility could never be part of the new nation because it had privileged status before 1789. The abbé Sieyès made the case in his pamphlet ‘What is the Third Estate’ in January 1789 and repeated the claim later in the year [49]. But few people took the argument that far and during the terror several former nobles were politically active and one, Hérault de Séchelles, was a member of the Committee of Public Safety. Yet restrictions were placed on their activity. After a sustained sans-culotte campaign in the summer of 1793 they were excluded from the officer ranks in the army in September. They were also ordered out of Paris and all fortified towns in April 1794. Both decrees were only implemented patchily but nobility were victims of the guillotine out of all proportion to their presence in the population as a whole. Some 8 per cent of people executed in Paris were noble, although they formed only 1 per cent of the population. Yet, rather than reflecting an attempt to eradicate the nobility as a class, this probably had more to do with the fact that many had been close to the court during the ancien regime and involved in counter-revolution after 1789.

As far as citizenship went, the National Assembly abolished all forms of discrimination early on. Calvinist and Lutheran Protestants were given legal equality since December 1789, Sephardic Jews in January 1790 and Ashkenazim Jews in September 1791 [49]. Actors and executioners, who had been social pariahs under the ancien regime, were given equality too. Yet, although everyone was now equal, not everyone had the same political rights because the franch ise for the 1791 constitution had only given the vote to adult males who were over the age of 25 and paid a minimal amount of taxation every year. Males below the tax threshold were called ‘passive citizens’ and, along with women, had no political rights. That distinction was abolished after the fall of the monarchy in August 1792 and the National Convention was elected by universal male suffrage which was also used for the constitutional referendum in July 1793, the only national vote held during the terror. Yet democracy did not mean instant mass participation because open politics and voting were still novelties. Not everyone was interested in politics, even at local level, and those who were had to be committed enough to turn up at their electoral assembly to vote in person for successive candidates over several days because voting had to be done in person in open meetings. So the participation rate in the September 1792 elections and the 1793 referendum was only 15.5 per cent and 30 per cent respectively [111].

While men gained the vote women did not. They had no voting rights under the ancien regime and even the monarchy passed down only through the male line. Instead the traditional channel of political influence for women had been through their role as hosts in salons, where intellectuals met to discuss new ideas and political events, or as mistresses or courtesans to the royal family or the aristocracy. The tradition of royal mistresses merely reinforced a deeply held belief that women used their bodies to seduce men, subvert male rationality and twist political de cisions in their favour. Public life was believed to require rationality, virility and transparency, which women lacked. They were emotional, effeminate and devious. These arguments were thrown at Marie-Antoinette during her trial in October 1793 and reflected the views of the apostle of 18th-century democracy, Jean-Jacques Rousseau [145]. Rousseau, who was a Jacobin and sans-culottes icon by 1793, had provided a clear statement of the moral case for democracy in his Social Contract published in 1762. Yet he believed that men should control the public sphere of political democracy, while women ran the domestic sphere of the home, as mothers, educators and wives [95].

Some politicians and women activists early in the revolution supported the idea of equal rights but they were few and far between. Olympe de Gouges, a playwright, published a Declaration of the Rights of Woman in the autumn of 1790, parodying the Declaration of the Rights of Man to demand equal status. Yet she got nowhere and was later executed during the terror for her Girondin sympathies. Otherwise women activists were thin on the ground and even ambitious and politically astute people such as Madame Roland, wife of the Minister of the Interior in 1792 and a major figure in the Girondin group, never campaigned for the vote because they knew that men would never concede it. Some of them went to Jacobin clubs, popular societies or section meetings as spectators, and in Paris some radical popular societies admitted them as full members. There were also women only clubs in Paris and some provincial towns but none campaigned for the vote, preferring to get involved in charity work or helping the war effort. Even the most radical of the women’s clubs, the Society of Republican and Revolutionary Women which first opened its doors in Paris in April 1793, was concerned with food issues and radical sans-culotte political demands, and never raised the issue of the vote [129, 145].

For the vast majority of Jacobins women might be used to symbolise liberty, and the image of a bare breasted Marianne wearing a Phrygian bonnet was used as the symbol for liberty as early as 1792. But during the terror even she was ousted by the bare breasted male figure of Hercules, wielding a club and wearing an animal skin [148]. So, when the Society of Republican Women began causing trouble by starting a dispute with market women over the wearing of the revolutionary cocade in October 1793, Jacobin patience snapped and, as we have seen in Chapter 4, the Convention closed the club down. The Committee of General Security, which recommended the closure, stated the Jacobin view of women’s deficiencies quite clearly: ‘If we take into account the fact that the political education of men is still at its very beginnings, that all the principles are not yet developed and that we still stammer over the word “liberty”, then how much less enlightened are women, whose moral education has been practically non-existent. Their presence in popular societies, then, would give an active part in government to people exposed to error and seduction even more than men. And we might add that women, by their constitution, are open to an exaltation that could be ominous in public life. The interests of the state would soon be sacrificed to all the kinds of disruption and disorder that hysteria can produce.’ [95, 145].

Yet although the terror ended all hope of women gaining political rights, it did carry on the improvements in their civil rights begun earlier in the revolution. In 1791 women had been given equal inheritance rights with men, breaking the ancien regime tradition of property passing down exclusively through the male line. Women’s age of majority was also lowered to the same age as men, 21, so that they could marry, act as legal witnesses and own property on an equal footing. In September 1792, when divorce was introduced, they had the same rights as men to end marriages on the grounds of incompatibility, madness, physical assault or desertion. In Paris, Lyon and Rouen local studies have shown that of all divorce cases, three quarters were initiated by women because of desertion, cruelty, physical violence or incompatibility. Rural women also did well out of land reform in June 1793 when the Convention allowed villages to divide up their common land among their inhabitants if a majority agreed, giving married and single women identical rights to those of men. Yet legal equality had its disadvantages too because, although they had no political rights, women were regarded as politically responsible for their actions. Prominent victims of the terror included women such as Marie-Antoinette and Madame Roland and just over 10 per cent of the guillotine’s victims in Paris were women.

If the terror did something to improve women’s social and economic rights, it was forced into accepting the abolition of slavery. In 1789 France owned several Caribbean islands which provided a thriving trade in slaves, sugar, coffee, tobacco and indigo. Western ports such as Bordeaux, La Rochelle and Nantes thrived on trade with western Saint-Domingue (modern day Haiti), Guadeloupe and Martinique. White planters of French origin owned huge estates worked for them by black slaves, bought in from West Africa. Between them lay a third social category, ‘free men of colour’ descended from freed slaves and mixed race partnerships. Many free men owned property and slaves but were barred from the legal profession, politics or administration, and were regarded as socially inferior by the whites. Yet numerically whites were in a tiny minority, numbering less than 30,000 in Saint-Domingue, alongside 20,000 free men and over half a million slaves.

In 1789 dep uties were elected to the Estates-General by planters who wanted no change to their political status quo. But they were challenged by free men, who used the principles of the Declaration of the Rights of Man to demand political rights for themselves. Their uprising in the autumn of 1790 was crushed, but in August 1791 a slave revolt broke out in the north of Saint-Dominque which they joined. The Legislative Assembly gave them equal rights in April them 1792 in the hope of buying them off and sent 12,000 National Guards, along with two commissioners, Léger-Félicité Sonthonax and Etienne Polverel, across the Atlantic to put down the rebellion. Around a half of the troops quickly died of fever but the survivors almost brought the rebellion under control by the spring of 1793. However, by then Britain and Spain were at war with France and planters in both Guadeloupe and Martinique switched their loyalty to the British because they promised to retain slavery. The British and Spanish promptly launched an invasion of the French part of Saint-Domingue and attracted support from the slaves by promising them emancipation. Sonthonax then realised that the only way of retaining French control of the island was to match that promise, and in August 1793 he proclaimed the abolition of slavery too. Back in Paris, the National Convention was remote from the situation and played no role in the decision, but when news arrived on 4 February 1794 it ratified the abolition and extended emancipation to the other French Caribbean islands as well. With the help of freed slaves the French then drove the Spanish and English out of Saint-Domingue and a former slave, Toussaint Louverture, took control of the uprising. He was made governor and commander in chief in 1797 but later re-established slavery, in the form of forced labour, then proclaimed the island’s independence in 1801. He was defeated by a French invasion and died in captivity in France two years later. But French control of the island was only temporary. In 1803 French troops were driven out and a Haitian Republic was established [180, 186].

[ii] Poverty, land and welfare

The abolition of slavery was largely accidental because the Convention had to accept Santonax’s decision. Within France, however, Jacobinism was more proactive in the areas of poverty and education. As far as poverty was concerned most Jacobins agreed with Rousseau that a small property holding was essential to a person’s independence, and that a society of self-sufficient farmers and artisans would be both stable and virtuous. True, they accepted in the spring of 1793 that the crisis caused by the Vendée revolt and war defeats could justify price controls and economic regulation, to ensure affordable food for the poor. That was an interference with the free rights of property but it was done at a time of war and in response to demands from the sans-culottes whose political support was essential to their survival. Basically they were economic liberals with a socialist heart, committed to a free market but conscious of the need to regulate it in the interests of social harmony. They disapproved of extreme wealth because, like Rousseau, they believed it encouraged idleness, corruption and luxury. The politics of the revolution seemed to confirm this, as Jacobins believed that federalism and counter-revolution were the work of the nobility and wealthy middle class and put federalism in Lyon down to the corrupting influence of the luxury silk trade [162]. Their vision was certainly naïve because the Vendée revolt had massive peasant support and federalism was supported by many of the lower middle class and by artisans. Yet the belief fitted their ideal of a society of self-sufficient peasants, industrious artisans, small shopkeepers and wage earners who had enough to live modestly without sinking into poverty or rising into undue wealth. Government’s role was to encourage that virtue by helping the poor out of misery and moderating the wealth of the rich. This was certainly different from the views of the sans-culottes who criticised the free market economy as a recipe for social greed and argued that the ‘moral economy’ should decide the levels of prices and wages, to ensure a reasonable living standard for everyone. They argued that people had a right to existence, there was a ‘just price’ for everything and when poor harvests sent prices up, government’s role was to intervene and restore it. These beliefs were common to the poor in much of 18th-century Europe and which passed on into 19th-century socialism [143].

Social legislation in the terror was therefore a mixture of short term reaction to sans-culotte pressure and long term measures to relieve poverty and encourage property ownership. Under sans-culotte pressure a law against food hoarding was passed in August 1793 which made it a capital offence to withhold grain from the market and the general maximum of 29 September 1793 fixed prices of the basic essentials at two thirds above their 1790 levels. Both measures had some effect in improving grain supplies to Paris, but their impact was limited because the maximum failed to factor in the retail and transport margins. So many farmers refused to sell their stocks or risked the death penalty by selling onto the black market for a higher price. The government’s decision to raise prices in February 1794 to provide a better profit margin had little impact and food supplies remained problematic in the summer of 1794 [1].

Longer term measures focused on property ownership and social welfare. Most peasants on the eve of the revolution either had no land at all or too little to make a living. Those at the bottom end of the scale worked as agricultural labourers for part of the year to make a living, or supplement what they got from their small plot of land. Many migrated for work at harvest time or moved into towns during the winter to beg or get labouring work. The only hope of improving their position in a pre-industrial age lay in extending property ownership but that was almost impossible because of the numbers involved and because Jacobins were firmly committed to the property rights of existing owners. So the revolutionary government could only tinker at the edges, with legislation on common land, church land and the lands of émigrés or political suspects. A law of 10 June allowed villages to divide out common land among all adults in their community, women included, if a third of the community requested it. This was intended to give land to those who had none, and build up the holdings of existing small holders. But it never worked as intended. Many communities either had no common land, or commons which was rough ground or marshland and unsuitable for cultivation. Even in villages which had suitable commons, the poor often preferred to keep it because grazing or gleaning rights were more valuable to them than a small plot of their own. In cases where it was shared out, the poor often sold their plot afterwards because it was too small to do much with and they needed the cash. So the impact of the law was limited. The same was true of measures taken with émigré and church land. On 3 June 1793 the Convention decreed that land confiscated from émigrés was to be sold off in small parcels, to enable smallholders and landless peasants to buy. In the following September landless peasants were given a 500 livre voucher towards the cost, repayable over twenty years at a low interest rate. In December church land was added to the offer as well. Yet none of the measures had much impact because little of the land available was small enough for the poor to afford, even with the 500 livres voucher. Only in a few departments, where local authorities put their energy behind the measure, did poorer peasantry really benefit [62, 123].

In the early spring of 1794 the Committee of Public Safety seemed to be taking a more radical approach with the ventôse decrees, as outlined in Chapter 5, which ordered the property of people convicted of treason to be distributed to the poor and ordered the setting up of six commissions to review the cases against all political suspects. Municipalities throughout the country were told to draw up lists of the deserving poor living in their area so that the property of convicted suspects would then be shared out between them. Introducing the decrees for the Committee, Saint-Just claimed that they represented the dawn of a new social era in Europe: ‘Let Europe learn that you no longer want any poor or any oppressor on French soil. Let this example flourish on earth; let it provide the love of virtue and happiness. Happiness is a new idea in Europe!’ Yet the follow up to the legislation was half hearted and it is doubtful that Saint-Just or Robespierre, the two members of the Committee most committed to social change, had ever thought through the policy seriously. Only two of the six commissions envisaged in the legislation had been set up by the autumn of 1794, no land had changed hands and the legislation was then dropped [101].

Although little progress was made in distributing land to the poor, more was made in direct poverty relief. Religious charity had been a major source of poverty relief before 1789, but it collapsed after the confiscation of church property. Both the National Assembly and Legislative Assembly planned to replace it with a secular alternative but they got nowhere because of the scale of the problem and the lack of money. However, on 19 March 1793 the Convention passed a decree establishing the principle of a national welfare system and parts of it were slowly put into place over the next twelve months. On 28 June a decree ordered district authorities to set up maternity hospitals and hostels to cater for unmarried mothers and abandoned children. Some were actually set up, although the number was small because of the lack of resources and the other pressing issues which administrators had to deal with. More substantial legislation came in a law of 11 May 1794 (22 Floréal II) which set up a welfare scheme, called the Great Book of National Charity. Under this, departmental administrations had to draw up lists of the elderly poor in their department, the chronically sick, widows with three children and deserted mothers who still had two on their hands. A maximum of 400 people per category and per department was allowed and those on the list became eligible for an annual state pension which amounted to 160 livres for the elderly and ill and 60 livres for widows and deserted mothers. The law also provided home medical care for the poor, to keep them out of hospitals where hygiene conditions would guarantee almost certain death. The allowanced provided under the legislation involved were relatively small, and intended as just a basic supplement, but the scheme appears to have limited success in departments with substantial rural poverty. Plans to extend the scheme to cities and towns were cut short when the end of the terror ended and the whole scheme was then wound up [123].

[iii] Education and propaganda

The basic problem facing the Committee in all its attempts to tackle social reform was lack of money and this was true too in the area of education. The right to education had been stated in the updated Declaration of Rights of Man attached to the constitution of 1793 as a ‘universal need’. ‘Society must promote with all its power the progress of public reason and placed instruction within the reach of all citizens.’ Education was seen as a way to create a new sense of citizenship worthy of the ideals of the revolution. Before 1789 most education had been church controlled, with parish schools providing basic instruction and fee paying private colleges catering for the middle class at secondary level. The revolution’s confiscation of church property in 1789 undermined this in the same way as it did charity, by taking away the money, and the clash with the catholic church brought the system near to collapse by closing all religious orders. Both the National and Legislative Assemblies drew up ambitious plans for reform but never got past the planning stage. So the challenge was taken up by the Convention where several Jacobin deputies presented projects for a new system designed to indoctrinate children into the principles of democratic republicanism. Some were unrealistic and utopian. Before joining the Committee of Public Safety, Saint-Just proposed a programme which began with compulsory breast feeding by mothers. Children would then be educated by their mothers until the age of 5, after which boys would be sent to rural boarding schools, where they would wear a uniform, sleep on mats at night and eat a simple diet of vegetables and dairy produce. They would learn basic reading, writing and swimming skills until the age of 10, and then have six years of military training – Saint-Just admired the Greek city state of Sparta – interspersed with agricultural work. From 16 to 20, they would learn farming and manufacturing, before doing four years military service and return civilian life in their mid-twenties. Girls, true to Jacobin ideals, would get no formal education beyond the age of 6, as their place was in the home with their mothers [140].

A similar idea of total control, but one which treated girls on an equal basis was drawn up by the Jacobin deputy Félix Le Peletier before he was assassinated by a royalist in January 1793 for voting for the execution of Louis XVI. The proposal was presented to the Convention posthumously by Robespierre in July 1793, and proposed that all children from the age of 5 would be educated for 7 years in state-run boarding schools, wearing identical clothing, eating identical food and following the same curriculum. The aim was to train disciplined, hard working, republican children for the new egalitarian society in which every citizen would be a patriot: ‘Treated the same, fed the same, dressed the same, taught the same, these young students will know equality not as a specious theory but as continu ally effective practice’.

Fortunately for French children the scheme proved too austere for most deputies to swallow and Lepeletier’s idea of financing his system through extra taxation had no chance of being accepted. Instead, on 19 December 1793 (29 Frimaire II), the Convention passed a decree proposed by the deputy Gabriel Bouquier, on behalf of its education committee. The Bouquier law was more limited in scope and more liberal in its approach. It decreed that children between the ages of 6 and 8 should get three years free, compulsory and secular primary education. That education would be confined to teaching the basics of reading, writing, arithmetic and simple patriotic instruction based on the Declaration of the Rights of Man. The state would not provide the schools. Instead anyone with suitable patriotic credentials would be allowed to open one and municipalities would have to provide the buildings. The state would pay a salary, provide textbooks and set up teacher training schools as well. The Committee of Public Instruction set about commissioning suitable textbooks, but the scheme only had limited success because of lack of resources. A survey in October 1794 found that less than 10 per cent of districts had opened their full quota of schools [149, 174].

A more sustained effort went into providing civic education for adults by using a combination of censorship and propaganda. The revolution had begun in 1789 by abolishing the stifling censorship of the ancien regime across a whole range of cultural activity and no-one was more vocal in his support for press freedom than Robespierre. By the terror all that had changed and freedom of thought and expression were once again regarded as dangerous and subversive. No specific law on press law censorship was passed during the terror and there was no return to the system of prior censorship used on books, periodicals and newspapers during the ancien regime. That was left to Napoleon to carry out. Nevertheless an arsenal of repressive legislation savagely cut back the limits of free speech and political comment. A law of 4 December 1792 made it a capital offence to support monarchy, two laws in March imposed the death penalty for supporting armed rebellion – the Vendée rebellion – or for advocating the equal distribution of land to everyone – the so-called ‘agrarian law’. The law of suspects of 17 September made any form of support for counter-revolution a capital offence and dozens of printers, publishers and journalists were guillotined during the terror under this charge, Desmoulins and Hébert among them. Some journalists played a cat and mouse game with censorship, using insinuation and double meanings to criticise government policies and put out coded royalist messages. But they were few and far between [58].

At the same time as they imprisoned and executed journalists and printers for criticism the Committee of Pubic Safety and Convention subsidised newspapers and authors to provide praise. The Convention published a Bulletin de la Convention Nationale, which summarised its debates and decrees and the Committee of Public Safety secretly subsidised an independent newspaper, the Feuille de Salut Public. On 19 September, after the Convention heard that eight Jacobins guillotined by the federalist authorities in Marseilles had sung the ‘Marseillaise’ on the way to the scaffold, the Convention also ordered its Committee of Public Instruction to explore a way of recording acts of heroism. A week later it decided that this would be done through a daily news sheet of them, but that idea was quickly dropped in favour of a pamphlet published every ten days. The first copy of the Recueil des Actions Héroiques et Civiques des Républicains Français appeared in late December, edited by a left wing Jacobin deputy, Léonard Bourdon. Over 100,000 copies were distributed throughout the country and schools told to use it to teach patriotism. Four subsequent editions were published between then and the following summer with print runs going up to 150,000. Each copy had sixteen pages and contained short tales of heroism and bravery ranging from the courage of a Protestant in Nîmes saving his catholic neighbour from death in the sectarian riots of 1790 to the heroism of soldiers at the front sacrificing their lives for the republic. The Paris Jacobin club launched its own daily newspaper in the summer of 1793 which contained details of its own debates, general news and editorial articles. Several provincial clubs set up their own newspapers too, to publicise their activity and rally morale and the Convention published a regular bulletin listing the latest legislation. The key government ministries of war and the interior also spent enormous amounts of money on subscriptions to newspapers to distribute to the armies and civilian administrations throughout the country [58, 149].

The theatre was used for propaganda too and had the advant age of appealing to the poor and illiterate. Theatre censorship had been abolished in January 1791 and many of the old traditional plays were adapted while new ones were commissioned, highlighting the values and gains of the revolution. After the fall of the monarchy in 1792, however, censorship crept back in and references to kings and emperors had to be removed. More systematic control came during the terror as the Committee of Public Safety called in theatre directors in late July 1793 and warned them to sanitise their repertoire. A decree of 2 August then imposed police controls, ordering theatres to stage patriotic plays at least three days a week and warning that anything sympathetic to monarchy would result in immediate closure. One of the main Parisian theatres, the Theatre of the Nation, was closed down in mid-September for putting on a play which did just that and its actors were imprisoned for the duration of the terror. An actor in Bordeaux was even guillotined for playing the part of a king on stage, although he protested that he was only doing his job. Meanwhile, theatres were subsidised to put on patriotic plays and finally in April 1794 prior censorship was brought back in to ensuring that nothing could be staged without prior approval.

Around 500 new plays probably appeared during the terror and several older ones that celebrated the republican values of ancient Greece or Rome were revived in modified form. Most of the new plays were heavily moralistic, attacking the vices of the ancien regime, celebrating military victories, ridiculing monarchy and portraying the bright utopian future which lay ahead [149]. The Potentates Destroyed by Mountain and Reason told the story of the destruction of all the monarchs in Europe, while Madness of George III depicted George III as being driven insane by news of the recapture of federalist Toulon from the British navy, setting off a popular uprising which resulted in Britain becoming a demo cratic republic. This was one of six plays staged about the recapture of Toulon in the winter of 1793–4. One of the most popular plays of the period was The Last Judgement of Kings, written by Sylvain Maréchal and first performed in October 1793. It was reputed to have played to over 100,000 spectators before the end of the terror. The storyline featured a poor sans-culotte who was unjustly deported to a deserted volcanic island in the last years of the ancien regime. He was released when the revolution came and sans-culottes ferried the deposed rulers of Europe to his island – George III, Catherine II, Charles IV of Spain, Francis II of Austria and even the Pope. There they were systematically humiliated before being blown to smithereens by the erupting volcano.

Poets, painters and sculptors were also mobilised to support the republic. The fine arts were mobilised by Jacques-Louis David, a leading artist in the neo-classical style and member of the Committee of General Security. David produced portraits of revolutionary martyrs and triumphs, including a celebrated masterpiece, ‘Death of Marat’, to mark the journalist’s murder by Charlotte Corday in July 1793 [113]. Cultural reform was extended into everyday life too. On 1 August 1793 the Convention abolished the systems of weights and measures inherited from the ancien regime and replaced them with a new metric system. Language was changed too and the use of French enforced. Breton, Catalan and German were still widespread in Brittany, the south-west and Alsace while large parts of the Midi had local dialects such as langue d’oc. The abbé Grégoire, a former bishop and Jacobin politician, had conducted research into regional dialects earlier in the revolution and now claimed that they posed a threat to the unity of the republic because they could be used by counter-revolutionaries to spread secret propaganda. He called for missionaries to be sent throughout the country to spread the use of French and in January 1794 the Convention made French compulsory for all official and public business.

[iv] Names, places and Jacobin clubs

Place names and personal names were another way of changing attitudes. People whose family names had used the particle ‘de’ under the ancien regime now dropped it during the revolution because it had always been used to imitate the aristocracy by linking the family to a place or estate. Aspiring to aristocracy was out of question now, so people like Brissot de Warville became just plain Brissot. During the terror some people also dropped their baptismal – or ‘Christian’ – name in favour of a ‘revolutionary’ one based on nature, on the names used by the Greeks and Romans classical antiquity or the names of revolutionary martyrs. So the feudal lawyer, François-Noel Babeuf, who later became famous for planning an insurrection to abolish property, changed his name to ‘Gracchus’. Elsewhere Jacobin activists were known as Bean, Brutus, Métrullus, Aristide, Cassius Marat or Lepeletier. Many gave their children revolutionary names too, although the take up varied between regions. In Poitiers only a small minority did it while in the town of Beauvais almost a half did. Almost three thousand villages and towns across the country – some 5 per cent of the total – changed their names as well, some of them dropping the word ‘Saint’ (so that Sainte-Colombe became just ‘Colombe’) and others using the names of revolutionary martyrs. ‘Marat’ had his name on the nameplates of no less than twenty-one towns and villages by the summer of 1794, including the port of Le Havre which became Havre-Marat [149].

Festivals were another way of celebrating patriotism. The first national festival of the revolution was the Festival of the Federation, held in July 1790 to celebrate the country’s new-found unity. But it was to be just the first of many. Most of the early festivals used a mixture of Christian and revolutionary imagery, linking religion to the idea of patriotic regeneration with elaborate processions, secular and religious music, a high mass and a collective oath of loyalty. But by the summer of 1793 Christianity was out of favour and totally secular festivals emerged which relied heavily on the symbolism of antiquity, of nature and of the events of the revolution. The first to do this was the festival held in Paris on 10 August 1793 to celebrate ratification of the 1793 constitution and the first anniversary of the fall of the monarchy. It was organised by Jacques-Louis David, who was the government’s ‘pageant master’ during the terror, as a powerful visual statement of the values of the republic. The proceedings began at the ruins of the Bastille in eastern Paris where a fountain of regeneration in the image of Nature spouted the water of purification from its breasts. It then moved by stages past an arch celebrating the women’s march to Versailles in October 1789 to the Place de la Révolution in front of the Convention where delegates from the departments gathered to light a bonfire to send symbols of monarchy up in smoke. A statue of liberty had been built there, standing on a pedestal made up of the symbols of royalty, and it then opened to release 3000 doves carrying the message ‘We are free! Imitate us’ on their feet. The procession then wended its way across the river, passing a 24-feet high statue of the classical hero Hercules smashing the ‘hydra’ of federalism, to a picnic on the Champ de Mars. David’s example set a pattern for festivals and celebrations held in many cities and towns afterwards, during the winter of 1793–4, to mark dechristianisation. These were usually organised by clubs and administrations but were much more anticlerical than David’s model, often featuring the burning of clerical symbols to show the end of ‘superstition’ [113, 170].

The commemoration of death changed too. In 1791 the National Assembly had taken over the newly finished church of Sainte-Geneviève on the left bank of Paris and made it into the Pantheon, a national monument, where the bodies of deceased people who had served the country would be deposited. In the context of the time this meant men, and the bodies of Mirabeau and Voltaire were the first to be removed there during the summer of 1791, after elaborate processions and ceremonies. Mirabeau was quickly removed when news of his corruption became known. Two more bodies were placed there during the terror, one of them belonging to the assassinated deputy Lepeletier de Saint-Fargeau, and the Convention decided that the corpses of Marat and Rousseau should be moved there too. This was done in the autumn of 1794 after the terror had ended. Marat’s remains were later removed when the political mood changed but Rousseau’s still remain [105].

The Pantheon has lasted down to the present day as the memorial for great public figures, but other initiatives were less durable. An attempt was made, for example, to build public monuments to commemorate the patriotic dead. In the autumn of 1792 David proposed erecting a granite monument with the names of soldiers who had died in recent fighting and the Convention later decided to erect a black marble cenotaph for that purpose in the Pantheon. Nothing came of the project, partly because there were many other pressing issues to deal with and partly because politicians were reluctant to celebrate military death. Yet several provincial Jacobin clubs went ahead and put up their own pyramids, columns and cenotaphs to commemorate revolutionary martyrs or local soldiers who had died in war. Reims set the ball rolling with a pyramid in August 1793 and Lille, Brittany, the Vosges and parts of the Midi followed by the summer of 1794. The monuments often replaced statues of royalty which had been torn down after the fall of the monarchy in 1792. Meanwhile, Marat was also commemorated with monuments and busts. After his assassination in July 1793 dozens of busts were installed in offices, sections and political clubs. The Cordeliers club had his tomb in its garden, while short lived women’s club the ‘Club des citoyennes Républicaines révolutionnaires’ even had a cenotaph erected to his memory on the Place du Carrousel which housed a bust, his bath and inkwell [106]. As Christian saints went out of one door, revolutionary martyrs came in the other.

Finally, one of the most powerful propaganda weapons at the government’s disposal during the terror was the Jacobin club network [64]. In the early revolution the official title for Jacobin clubs had usually been ‘Society of the Friends of the Constitution’ but the word ‘Jacobin’ came to be used because the Paris club met in the Dominican, or Jacobin, convent. During the terror most clubs added the word ‘equality’ to their title to become ‘society of the friends of liberty and equality’ or simply as ‘popular society’. At the beginning of 1793 there were around 1500 Jacobin clubs nation wide but the numbers grew rapidly to over 6000 by the summer of 1794: one for every seven villages or towns in the country. Most of those were set up during the terror, between the summers of 1793 and 1794 [97]. This massive expansion owed a great deal to the work of representatives on mission who encouraged small towns and villages to set up a club to support the revolution and to the fact that people saw it as being in their own interest. Government agents, representatives on mission and army gen erals usually made clubs their first point of call when they arrived in a provincial town. They appointed members to administrative posts and encouraged clubs to work with revolutionary committees for the arrest of political suspects and purge of local administrations. Small village clubs were usually affiliated to each other and to the club in their nearest large town. Some 800 of the larger clubs were then affiliated to the Paris club, a procedure which involved a formal application, an assurance of political orthodoxy and a regular exchange of correspondence and news. Most clubs were concentrated in the Paris area, Normandy, the north-east, the south-west and Provence, reflecting a high level of political polarisation in all five areas. Village societies tended to be small affairs, with memberships in double figures, but most of the urban clubs had membership running into the hundreds. The social background of members varied, but in rural areas local landowners usually played an important part, along with smallholders, small farmers and some labourers. In towns, there was a distinct rise in the numbers of artisans and small shopkeepers during the terror, the kind of men who made up the bulk of the sans-culotte movement in Paris. In some provincial towns such as Dijon they made up over half of the membership. Local politicians and administrators were usually members too, using the club to broaden their political backing and strengthen their administrative work [143].

The fact that the terror lasted for less than eighteen months makes it difficult to say how much it actually changed French society and social attitudes. In the short term it was clearly a failure because, when the terror ended in the late summer of 1794 many of its social policies were reversed or abandoned. Legislation to encourage the poor to buy land access was abandoned, place names reverted to their old style and the state-based compulsory primary education collapsed. The price and wage maximum was abolished in December 1794 and the free market economy, with catastrophic consequences for the urban poor. The Cult of the Supreme Being was also dropped and the Jacobin club network forced to close. The tone of thermidorean politics was hostile not just to the terror but to the social ideals of Jacobinism as a whole, returning to the earlier reliance on property rights and individual self-reliance which had surfaced in 1789. Practical economics played a role in this too, because many of the projects of the terror could only work with generous state finance and that was just not there in the autumn of 1794, as currency inflation and the expense of war drained away state resources. Yet that did not mean that Jacobin social ideals vanished entirely. During the Directory neo-Jacobins retained them as part of their political programme and passed them on to the 19th century as an inspiration for radical democrats during the Bourbon restoration and socialists during the July Monarchy. By then the revolution was a thing of the past and the terror’s ambitions for changing French society had passed on to the utopian and socialist idealists of the 19th century [204].


8 The Road to Thermidor and the End of Terror 1794–5

How the revolution would have developed if the terror had continued beyond the summer of 1794 is difficult to predict. The Ventôse legislation would have done little to help the poor, because the amount of land belonging to political suspects was too small to solve their problems and most of them lived in towns and cities where land would have been of little use. The payments promised in the charity decree of May would certainly have helped widows, the sick and the old to survive, but the amounts were small and would only have brought marginal relief. The Cult of Supreme Being got off to a spectacular start but had no chance of developing into a religion capable of rivalling Christianity, because it was closely linked to the terror and too abstract for ordinary people who wanted their priest and the traditional calendar of feast days and saints back. On the other hand, there is every reason to believe that the guillotine would have carried on working. There were almost 8000 prisoners in Parisian jails by late July 1794 and the number was steadily rising. Executions would have had to carry on for months to eliminate them all and, even then, the subsequent transition to peaceful democracy would have been almost impossible. The only prospect in sight for most observers in the summer of 1794 was more terror, more deaths and more power for the Committee of Public Safety. Then change arrived out of the blue and the terror collapsed, not because the Committee changed its policies but because its members quarrelled, leaving a gap for the Convention to intervene. A subsequent French leader, Charles de Gaulle, later noted that dictatorships in France usually ended in a messy way and the fall of the Committee was no exception.

[i] Declining support for terror

Several factors came together to bring the terror to an end. The first had to do with the war, for just as defeats in the spring of 1793 helped create the terror, so victories in the summer of 1794 made it seem unnecessary. By the end of 1793 the First Coalition had been forced into retreat and during the spring Carnot planned a military offensive taking advantage of the massive troop numbers generated by the mass levy decree of the previous autumn, which had brought army numbers up to 800,000. He also had the expertise of a new generation of freshly promoted young generals to provide inspiration and leadership. Sardinia was invaded in April and an army under general Dugommier invaded Spain, crossing the Pyrenees into Catalonia during May. But the biggest effort was focused in the north-east where the main Austrian, Prussian and British armies were located. Four armies – of the North, the Centre, the Ardennes and the Moselle – launched a combined offensive into Belgium in late April, defeating the Austrians at the Battle of Tourcoing on 18 May. Five weeks later on 25 and 26 June, after a number of minor setbacks, general Jourdan captured the town of Charleroi and then defeated the main Austrian army at the Battle of Fleurus. Within two weeks he had crossed the Belgian frontier and occupied Brussels; by the end of September general Pichegru had invaded Holland. The war was far from over and the fighting continued, but the spectre of retreat and defeat which had hung over the country since the previous summer had vanished and, with it, the need for terror [51].

If the republic was now safe from invasion, it was also less vulnerable to sans-culotte pressure. When their influence had been at its height in the summer and autumn of 1793, sans-culotte activists in Paris had made up around 10 per cent of the total male population. By the summer of 1794 there were many less because the Committee had brought the sections under strict political control since the death of Hébert. [169, 188]. Economic issues alienated many sans-culottes. The Committee had modified the price maximum on 24 February 1794 (30 ventôse Year II), to factor in transport costs and a profit margin for dealers and bakers. That pushed up prices but supplies still remained patchy. The Committee of Public Safety took direct control of the supply network on 30 germinal (19 April) but that produced no real improvement [101]. There were still long queues for the daily bread ration, while meat and vegetables were scarce and dear. Yet, despite rising prices, the Committee refused to allow wages to rise because of the fear of inflation. In March, Robespierre denounced sans-culotte demands for merchants to be removed from public office and some weeks later the Paris national agent, Payan, had five tobacco workers arrested for asking for a wage rise. When workers in the state-controlled armaments factories and printing works went on strike for higher wages in the spring of 1794, they were given a tiny rise and ordered back to work. To add insult to injury, the Paris Commune published a wage schedule for Paris on 5 thermidor 23 July which enforced the provisions of the general maximum, passed the previous September, for the first time. Wages in Paris had shot up since 1790 because of labour shortages and inflation, but now the Commune fixed them at their 1790 level plus 50 per cent, which slashed the existing wage rates in most trades by up to a half [76]. Little wonder then that just a few days later, when Robespierre was taken to the guillotine, sans-culottes who had idolised him the year before lined the streets, shouting ‘Fuck the maximum!’[1].

Many sans-culottes were disillusioned with the politics of the terror too. The execution of Hébert and the Cordeliers had stunned them. They probably believed the charges levelled against him because they respected the Committee’s authority, and certainly crowds seem to have jeered him on the way to the guillotine. Yet both he and the radicals in the Cordeliers club had been sans-culotte idols for almost a year, supporting their calls for terror and price controls. Their execution for treason left many of them confused and fearful and they stopped attending section meetings. The vibrant popular societies which existed in most of the 48 sections and had previously been centres of radical agitation closed down too under government pressure [169]. Many militants were bought off by being recruited into the government bureaucracy on section committees. The result was that section meetings tended to be run by small cliques of professional revolutionaries loyal to the government, and the dynamism and independence which had made them so influential the previous year was gone. Some political activity revived in the summer of 1794 but it was deceptive because it was mainly the work of moderates who returned to meetings as the radical activists withdrew, and then used them to criticise the government. The section of the Montagne opened a register for people to sign in support for the 1793 constitution and attracted over two thousand signatures in days. But the Committee saw it, quite rightly, as an implied criticism of the continuation of revolutionary government and closed it down. In late June and early July several sections organised fraternal banquets to celebrate the victory at Fleurus, but moderates used them to make speeches arguing that revolutionary government was obsolete, so they too were banned [101].

If sans-culotte support for the terror was declining, so too was support in the Convention. Most deputies had supported terror as the only way of avoiding military defeat and winning the civil war, but both those objectives had been achieved. Many of them had friends who were imprisoned or had been guillotined and were worried about their own survival. They were resentful too. Danton’s surviving friends bitterly resented his execution while several of the representatives on mission recalled to Paris by the Committee during the spring, either for being too radical or for being too moderate, resented the humiliation and worried for their own necks. They knew that the Committee had spies watching their every move and many were convinced that the prairial law was designed as a measure to get them. Several carried weapons for self defence or slept in a different location each night to avoid arrest, and although none of them dared criticise the Committee openly, several discussed possible action behind closed doors [158].

[ii] The fall of Robespierre

Their chance came when the two committees began to argue amongst themselves. Some low key friction had started when the Committee of Public Safety set up its police bureau in April. Until then police work had been the job of the Committee of General Security, and its members now resented having their authority encroached upon without prior consultation. The law of 22 Prairial (10 June) increased the friction because Robespierre and Couthon presented it to the Convention without any prior discussion with the Committee of General Security [119, 154]. No-one on the Committee objected to it, because they stood four square behind the terror, but the lack of consultation was seen as a deliberate snub. Religion widened the rift because several members of the Committee of General Security were atheists, who detested the Cult of the Supreme Being and saw it as Robespierre’s attempt to bring back Christianity through the back door. Five days after the festival they hit back by arresting a 78-year-old religious mystic, Cathérine Théot, who had held séances in her apartment in central Paris which were attended by well-known counter-revolutionaries. In her séances she claimed to be the ‘Mother of God’ and read out passages from the Bible predicting the arrival of a new messiah. When Marc Vadier for the Committee of General Security reported on her arrest to the Convention on 15 June, he implied that Théot’s ‘messiah’ was none other than Robespierre and claimed that she was planning to have a throne for him erected ‘miraculously close to the Pantheon, on the site of former law schools’. The Convention agreed to send her case to the revolutionary tribunal, but Robespierre, who was furious at the manoeuvre, ordered Fouquier-Tinville, the public prosecutor, not to proceed with it [120].

Differences between the two committees were aggravated by conflict within the Committee of Public Safety itself. Most of its members had been working long hours for almost a year and were emotionally and physically exhausted. Disagreements and differences of temperament which had remained below the surface for months now began to surface. Carnot resented Saint-Just interfering with his military plans for the spring offensive [140]. Collot d’Herbois resented the fact that Robespierre had recalled Joseph Fouché from his mission in Lyon because of his extremism, when he himself had worked with him during the early part of the mission [158, 160]. Much of the tension involved Robespierre. For much of the year he had been a model committee worker, cooperating with colleagues, shouldering a heavy burden of work and delivering inspirational speeches to the Convention and Jacobin club on the principles underpinning government policy. He was also valuable to the Committee because of the massive following he enjoyed among sans-culottes because of his consistent defence of democratic ideals and his reputation for impeccable personal honesty. Yet he was always a highly strung person, sensitive to criticism and increasingly convinced that his solutions to the revolution’s problems were right. He had what seems to have been a minor nervous breakdown in February and by the summer of 1794 had become extremely difficult to deal with, seeing any criticism of himself and any disagreement with his policies as the product of counter-revolutionary conspiracy. He became convinced that some dep uties were out to get him and began talking about the possibility of dying as a martyr for his ideals [139, 155]. Things came to a head in mid-June when he had a violent quarrel with Billaud-Varenne, Collot, and Carnot and stopped attending meetings of the Committee of Public Safety altogether. Instead, for the next four weeks, he worked on government papers from his lodgings with the Duplay family and restricted his public appearances to the Jacobin club where he was still idolised [139, 152].

The rift was bound to become public knowledge and threaten government stability, so a joint meeting of the two committees was organised for 22 July to patch up a compromise. Robespierre was asked to attend the following day and a deal agreed which would have given the Committee of General Security more influence over the police bureau and speeded up the formation of the commissions provided for in the ventôse legislation to sort out political suspects. Robespierre was at the meeting but his demand for the arrest of some deputies was rejected, so he decided to strike out on his own. Three days later, on 26 July (8 thermidor) he gave delivered a long speech to the Convention accusing several of his colleagues on the two committees of plotting to overthrow the republic and called for a purge. But he failed to name names or define which policy changes he wanted. Deputies were taken aback by the outburst but voted to have the speech printed and discussed next day. That evening Robespierre repeated his allegations at the Jacobin club to loud applause and when two of his colleagues from the Committee of Public Safety, Collot and Billaud-Varennes, tried to respond, they were shouted down and hustled out. The two committees then quickly met to organise their retali ation and several deputies who felt under threat made plans too.

Next morning, 27 July (9 Thermidor II), after the routine business of the Convention had finished, Saint-Just stood up to speak to support Robespierre, but he was shouted down and, after two hours of debate, Robespierre, Saint-Just and one of their close colleagues on the Committee of Public Safety, Couthon, were arrested So too was Robespierre’s brother, Augustin and a member of the Committee of General Security, Philippe Lebas. The Commune stepped in to release the five men and whisk them off to the town hall, appealing to the National Guard from the sections to support them. But the response was poor because of sans-culotte disillusion with the impact of the salary maximum. Only a few battalions turned out and that gave the Convention the chance to declare the five men outlaws and send in National Guards from the wealthier western sections of Paris to the town hall to arrest them. By three in the morning it was all over. When the National Guards arrived Lebas killed himself with a shot to the head. Augustin Robespierre jumped out of a window to the street below and broke his thigh. Couthon, who had been paralysed from the waist down since childhood, threw himself out of his wheelchair down a stone stairway and lay spreadeagled at the bottom with a serious injury to the head. Robespierre tried to shoot himself, but only succeeded in blowing away part of his lower jaw. Saint-Just just waited silently and stoically for his arrest and inevitable fate [76, 88]. As all four survivors were outlaws there was no need for a trial and they were guillotined at 7 o’clock that evening along with eighteen of their supporters. Over the next two days, eighty-three members of the Paris Commune followed them to the scaffold and into mass graves.

[iii] The end of terror and the thermidorean reaction

The 9th of thermidor had little to do with ending the terror. Robespierre would not have ended it if he had lived and there is nothing to suggest that his opponents on the committees wanted to either. Speaking in the Convention on 29 July, on behalf of the Committee of Pubic Safety, Barère claimed that the revolutionary government had emerged from the crisis stronger than ever. The Committee of General Security too obviously intended to continue business as usual and issued a torrent of arrest warrants against Robespierre’s supporters. Yet both committees had badly misjudged the situation and the terror collapsed around their ears within weeks as the Convention reasserted its political authority. On 29 July it ordered a quarter of the membership of all committees to be renewed every month, destroying the continuity of personnel which had been a key element in the Committee of Public Safety’s and Committee of General Security’s hold on power. The three vacancies on the Committee of Public Safety left by Robespierre, Saint-Just and Couthon were then filled by moderates, and by the end of August only three members of the old Committee were still there. On 24 August its powers were cut back to cover just war and diplomacy, while responsibility for domestic policy was distributed among fifteen other committees. The Prairial law was repealed on 1 August, and the prosecutor of the revolutionary tribunal, Fouquier-Tinville, arrested. Shortly afterwards the tribunal’s procedures were changed, restoring the defendant’s right to a lawyer and to witnesses, and all the judges and jurors were replaced. The execution rate dropped dramatically and prisons began to empty as friends and relatives clamoured for prisoner release. By the end of August over 2000 had been set free, and the wave spread to the provinces too. Nine months later, on 31 May 1795, the revolutionary tribunal was abolished altogether [201].

As the terror collapsed the backlash began [202]. Press censorship was ignored and dozens of pamphlets and newspapers appeared, denouncing the terror and demanding revenge on terrorists. Two Convention deputies, Fréron and Tallien, who had worked nine months earlier as representatives on mission in Marseille and Bordeaux, now encouraged the formation of armed youth groups called the jeunesse dorée (gilded youth). They beat up Jacobins and sans-culotte activists on the streets, and in early November smashed the windows of the Jacobin club, forcing it to close down. Most of the provincial clubs had shut their doors by the following spring and the Jacobin club network which had been a so powerful an element of the revolutionary government and the terror was no more. In December Jean-Baptiste Carrier, who had been representative on mission in the Vendée at the time of the noyades, was sent before the revolutionary tribunal and guillotined for his role in encouraging them. Before the end of the year the Convention set up a committee to investigate the activity of former members of the Committees of Public Safety and General Security during the terror [203]. On 2 March three of them – Barère, Billaud-Varenne, and Collot d’Herbois – were put under house arrest and later sentenced to deportation to Guyana. In May Fouquier-Tinville was guillotined for his work as public prosecutor.

Political reaction and personal vengeance soon spread to the provinces as a ‘white terror’ – white was the colour of the Bourbon flag – erupted in the Midi against anyone who had been involved in the terror of 1793–4. It was particularly virulent in the areas involved in the federalist revolt during the summer of 1793, where Jacobin repression had been at its most brutal. There was nothing official about the white terror. Unlike the terror of 1793–4 no government body was involved in the killings, although several local administrations secretly encouraged them or turned a blind eye. During the winter of 1794–5 secret royalist groups, calling themselves the Company of Jesus or the Company of the Sun began carrying out revenge attacks on Jacobins. The first mass murder happened in Nîmes in late February 1795, when several Jacobin administrators were lynched by the National Guards who had just arrested them and were escorting them to prison. The pace then quickened after a law of 10 April 1795 ordered the disarming of all known Jacobin activists. Over hundred Jacobins were murdered in prison massacres in Lyon on 4 May; 60 more followed in Aix-en-Provence a week later, and over hundred in Marseille in early June. By the end of 1795 it seems probable that up to 2000 Jacobins had been murdered in the south-east alone, with little or no effort on the part of local administrations or central government to bring the killing to a halt [108, 157].

The fate of provincial Jacobins was shared by Parisian sans-culottes. Their political power had been already been curtailed by the Committee of Public Safety during the spring of 1794, but the screw was tightened further after thermidor. Section meetings were reduced from two to one every ten days, the powers of the revolutionary committees which had ordered the arrests of suspects were cut back and the middle class began to reassert their political influence in section meetings. The sans-culottes were also hit by economic changes, as the Convention abandoned price controls and abolished the general maximum on 24 December 1794, in the mistaken belief that a return to the free market would solve food shortages and lower prices. Their mistake was aggravated by the fact that the winter of 1794–5 proved to be the harshest of the century. Rivers froze over, transport was paralysed, and food supplies ran low. The crisis was made worse by a collapse in the value of the assignat, which drifted down to 7.5 per cent of its face value by the following May. The cost of living doubled in the first four months of 1795, and starvation, hypothermia, and suicide became common among the poor, while the rich could survive by paying the high prices demanded on the open market. Deprivation on this scale had the effect of reviving sans-culotte radicalism in the form of two sans-culotte uprisings, on 1 April 1795 and 20 May. Crowds from the poorer eastern sections of the capital invaded the Convention on both occasions, calling for bread and the implementation of the long forgotten 1793 constitution. Just two years previously a sans-culotte invasion of the Convention had forced the arrest of the Girondins and launched the terror; but times had now changed. Jacobin deputies now formed only a tiny minority, and deputies were better prepared. Both uprisings were crushed, Jacobin deputies who had supported them were executed by a military commission, and over 1200 sans-culottes arrested. Several thousand were also disarmed, and there was to be no sizeable popular revolt in Paris again until 1830 [202].

[iv] Terror after the terror

With the sans-culottes under control, the Convention finally abandoned the radical 1793 constitution and drafted a moderate replacement, the constitution of Year III, which established the regime known as the Directory. Yet the Directory failed to provide political stability. Its legislature was divided between two houses: the Council of Five Hundred and the Council of Elders, its franchise was carefully manipulated to ensure that deputies would be drawn from the propertied classes, and the executive of five Directors was not allowed to sit in the legislature or even talk to it. The aim was to create a middle way between monarchy and Jacobinism, but the middle way was difficult to find in a country divided by social and political conflict and still at war. The fear of instability was there from the start and the outgoing Convention decided that at least two thirds of the deputies elected to the Councils had to be drawn from its own ranks, a measure designed to prevent a right wing backlash electing deputies committed to overthrowing the constitution and the republic. The constitution provided for one third of the deputies in both Councils to be replaced in elections every year, but when the first of the partial elections was held in the spring of 1797, a majority of seats were won by right wing deputies, several of whom were royalists. The Directors disagreed over how to handle the problem and, in the end, three of them used the army to carry out a coup d’état in September 1797, the so-called ‘fructidor coup’ of Year V in the revolutionary calendar. The coup removed the two dissenting Directors opposed to taking action, ordered the arrest of many of the newly elected right wing deputies and shut down the right wing press.

In the aftermath of the coup another bout of state terror was used against royalists, non-juror priests and émigrés who had returned to the country. This ‘fructidorian terror’ used the same arguments of state security and vigilance which had been used in 1793. Yet it was structured differently because it was exclusively state controlled, run through military tribunals and targeted exclusively at royalists. According to Howard Brown 275 people were executed over the winter of 1797–8 and 1500 more deported, most of them refractory priests. Once the practice began it became too useful to abandon and the tribunals’ remit was extended to cover serious crimes of disorder such as highway robbery and brigandage. By 1799 over 200 cities, towns and villages were under their authority and the result was what Brown has called a ‘security state’, based on administrative surveillance and coercive policing. Napoleon therefore did not innovate when he took power at the end of 1799. Instead he inherited a practice of police repression which he was able to use to as the basis for his own brand of authoritarianism. On Christmas Eve 1800 a bomb exploded in the rue Saint Nicaise, on the route the Bonaparte was taking to the Opera [202, 203]. The bomb had been planted by royalists but Bonaparte took the opportunity to round up Jacobin critics of his regime. A dozen were guillotined and over ninety deported.

By the end of the 1790s the terror had mutated into a form of repressive justice which kept the lid on social disorder as well as political unrest. It was not a total return to the arbitrary justice of the ancien regime but it was very different from the political justice which had been handed out during the terror. The revolutionary tribunal and civilian and military commissions working under the authority of the Committee of Public Safety had targeted political opponents before broadening their attack towards the social elites of the ancien regime in the final weeks. The Directory targeted political opponents too, but with a focus on royalists, while Bonaparte targeted both republicans and royalists and used the machinery of repression on wider social disorder.

Political terror in its strict sense was revived later in the 19th century on two occasions, but on both it was used against the political left rather than the right. In 1848 the provisional government of the Second Republic crushed the workers’ revolt against the closure of the National Workshops, in the ‘June Days’ which saw 1500 people killed, 15,000 arrested, and 4,000 of them sentenced to lengthy jail sentences or exile. In late May 1871 when the Paris Commune collapsed the army killed between 18,000 and 25,000 rebel communards within a week and arrested a further 40,000. The figures for 1848 are less than those of Paris during the terror but they happened in three days rather than fifteen months. The 1871 figures make the terror’s death toll pale in comparison. Clearly political terror after 1794 had shifted across the political spectrum.


Conclusion

A broad view of the revolutionary and Napoleonic period between 1789 and 1815 would suggest that it contains three basic political models: constitutional monarchy (1789–92), democratic republic (1792–1804) and Napoleonic Empire (1804–15). French politics since 1815 have largely drawn on these three models, with two constitutional monarchies between 1815 and 1848, another Napoleonic Empire between 1852 and 1870, and five republics in 1848–52 and from 1870 to the present day. Political debate in France has always had a strong historical content and the fact that the revolution marked the beginning of modern politics and provided two out of its three political models makes it an important part of the debate.

When François Furet launched his revisionist approach to the revolution in 1978, he argued that the collapse of French communism and decline of the traditional right had rendered the revolution largely irrelevant. The events of 1789–94 could now be examined dispassionately, without the need for comparisons between the 1790s and the present day. ‘The Revolution,’ he argued, ‘is over’ [29]. Yet when the revolution’s bicentenary was celebrated in France in the late 1980s it became clear that it remained a live issue both for historians and political commentators, largely because of the terror. Contemporary politics played an important part in this, because the demise of the Soviet empire in the late 1980s revived debate around the whole issue of revolution. Marxist and Jacobin historians had often compared Lenin’s achievements with those of Robespierre, and Lenin himself had compared the Bolshevik revolution with the terror [36, 42]. Yet, seen from the 1980s and the history of the Soviet Union, revolution and terror seemed negative rather than positive achievements. For critics of communism Stalin’s terror was comparable to the Robespierre’s terror and the discredit attached to Russian communism extended to its French predecessor. The revolution was clearly not entirely ‘over’ and the terror remained part of contemporary political debate [27, 41].

Historians can never detach themselves from the world they live in and all sides in the debate over the terror have had one eye on the present when interpreting the past. Yet that does not mean that all arguments are equally valid. This book has argued that the conservative view, which identifies terror with revolution as early as 1789, is too simplistic because it regards terror as merely an extension of the popular violence of 1789. It omits a wide range of other factors, and not least the impact of counter-revolution, which played significant roles too. The revisionist interpretation makes a stronger case but focuses very narrowly on the role of ideology and the influence of Rousseau. In its anxiety to shift the grounds of the argument away from social history and Marxist methodology, it portrays the terror as a product of a specific political culture which drove the revolutionary process on from 1789. Yet it ignores the interplay of social forces, the role of events and the impact of counter-revolution. In its own way it replaces the economic determinism of Marxism with an ideological determinism which is every bit as dogmatic.

The circumstance argument is flawed too. At its most basic, as argued by Mignet and Thiers in the early 19th century or by Aulard towards the end, it portrays terror as a reflexive response to the threats of counter-revolution and war. That might be convincing if war had been forced onto the revolution in the first place, but it was not. Instead, as we have seen, the Girondins campaigned for it as a solution to the revolution’s political and religious difficulties and extended it after Valmy raised hopes of easy victory. Using war as an argument also fails to explain the disproportionate nature of the repression in the Vendée after the rebellion had been defeated and why the terror intensified in the summer of 1794 when threats were receding.

The neo-revisionist approach is more convincing because it places terror in the context of the changing politics of the revolution. It shows that the moderation of 1789 hardened once faced with the intransigent refusal of the nobility to accept change, moving the National Assembly towards radical solutions. It stresses the importance of counter-revolutionary violence, of the flight to Varennes and of the growth of conspiracy theory which, from the summer of 1791 onwards, encouraged the belief that all criticism or dissent was counter-revolution. The Girondin war campaign then played on fears of treason, created economic problems which mobilised the sans-culottes and imposed the need for government centralisation. The institutions of terror grew out of military defeat and the Vendée rebellion in March–April 1793, and the repression accelerated during the following autumn with the military reconquest of the Vendée and the federalist south. It then turned inwards onto Jacobin activists in the spring of 1794 and reached its apogee with the prairial law in the summer of 1794 which transformed the vast majority of French people into potential political suspects.

Yet terror was not all about repression and centralisation. There was also a Jacobin programme of political and social democracy founded on the principle of popular sovereignty and attempting to mould a new social order without challenging the fundamental principle of property rights. Because of the constraints of war and civil war, efforts to share out land, to set up a basic secular education system, to install a new religion and to provide social welfare had little impact. Yet they reflected genuine Jacobin aims for the post-war world and were not just cynical political spin. They would never have wholly satisfied sans-culotte demands, but the vision behind them provided an important contribution to the development of 19th century socialism because they raised issues such as the distribution of property and rights education and social assistance.

If the terror was the result of several factors, what of its consequences? Death was the most obvious, making the guillotine, possibly, the terror’s most lasting image. The only statistical analysis of the terror’s death toll, written over sixty years ago by the American historian Donald Greer, puts the figure for official executions between March 1793 and end of August 1794 at 16,594 [124]. This covers both Paris and the provinces, but between 18,000 and 23,000 more were killed without trial or died in prison awaiting trial. There were probably another 200,000 deaths in the Vendée, bringing the total figure to a minimum of 240,000 [131]. There may well have been several thousand more. Yet death was neither indiscriminate nor universal. Based on the 16,594 executions which went through the court system, the death toll was highest in areas of civil war and federalism: 3548 (21 per cent of the national total) took place in the single department of the Loire-Inférieure, where Carrier was active in Nantes in the winter of 1793–4. In the wider area of the Vendée there were 8674 executions (52 per cent of the total) and a further 3158 (19 per cent) occurred in the south-east, in the wake of the federalist revolts in Lyon, Marseille and Toulon. Another 910 (6 per cent) died in federalist departments of the south and southwest as well, bringing the total for federalism and counter-revolution to 77 per cent. The other departments with high execution rates lay in frontier areas invaded by Austrian, Prussian or British forces: 551 people (3.5 per cent) were executed in three departments on the north-eastern frontier, and a further 243 (1.5 per cent) in the east. If we add to these departmental figures the 2639 victims executed in Paris (16 per cent), then 98 per cent of all executions are accounted for. Several departments which were far removed from the war or federalism saw no deaths at all, and a further 34 – mostly in the centre of the country or in mountainous areas such as the Alps – had less than ten.

The overwhelming majority of victims therefore came from areas of war and counter-revolution, and they died for opposing the authority of the Convention. This is reflected in the analysis of the crimes which they were charged with, for no less than 93 per cent were executed for emigration, sedition, treason, conspiracy or royalism. A mere 1.5 per cent died for ‘economic’ crimes such as hoarding or ignoring the general maximum. In Greer’s words: ‘it would be difficult to ignore the inference that the Terror was an instrument of political repression used principally against the bitterest enemies of the republic’ [131]. Further proof of this comes from the monthly rhythm of deaths, for after a slow start in the summer of 1793, when the monthly rate was rarely more than 100, there was a sharp rise from September onwards which peaked with a total of 3517 in January 1794, when the repression in Lyon and Nantes was at its height. It then dropped during the spring of 1794, before rising again to over 1000 per month in June and July, as a result of the Prairial legislation.

If we turn from the death toll of the terror to its political impact, its most obvious was to save the republic from defeat. If the Vendée revolt had succeeded, if federalist armies reached Paris or if the First Coalition achieved a major breakthrough, the republic would probably have collapsed and some form of monarchical restoration would have followed. The success of the terror in reinforcing the armies, replacing generals, mobilising resources and ending civil war ensured that this did not happen. Yet Jacobin policies often aggravated the problems which they intended to solve and often made the terror more repressive than it might otherwise have been. More sensitivity in handling the Vendée and federalist revolts might have avoided a full civil war in the spring and summer of 1793. An ability to engage in political dialogue might have avoided the factional purge which swept away Hébert and Danton in the spring of 1794. It is possible to argue that, in these cases and in many others, the terror was something of a self-generating event, creating opposition through its own intransigence, and then using that opposition to justify more violence. Yet it is an argument which ignores the very real difficulties facing policy makers during the terror in getting accurate information on resistance and rebellion. What seems clear two centuries later was not always evident at the time and the habit of interpreting problems as conspiracies provided a false certainty which justified the use of terror in retaliation. People who inflicted terror were often feeling it themselves.

Taking a slightly longer perspective, three important political traditions emerged from the terror. The first was republican democracy, based on universal male suffrage, parliamentary democracy, and the separation of church and state. It did not last long, as the Directory diluted universal suffrage from 1795 onwards and Napoleon used it only for rigged referenda when he came to power in 1799. It then went underground before emerging briefly during the Second Republic of 1848–52, and then more durably in the Third Republic from 1870 onwards. The second tradition was social democracy, which drew its inspiration from the social reforms of the Committee of Public Safety and looked on the state as the motor for social change [206]. This was something which an early French socialist, Gracchus Babeuf, tried to resurrect in 1795–6, in his lamentably ill-organised ‘Conspiracy of Equals’ which aimed at establishing a revolutionary dictatorship to carry through a social revolution [208]. It then resurfaced in socialist thought during the July Monarchy, briefly captured the heights of power in the 1848 revolution, then merged into the various socialist strands of the late 19th century, and has remained an important feature of it ever since. The third tradition was the strong state. The growth of absolute monarchy since the 16th century had already created a degree of centralisation under the ancien regime, but provinces retained much of their independence and separate identity down to 1789. The early revolution then swept provincial identity away in the interest of national unity and the terror imposed a state centralisation on that new national map with the Frimaire law in December 1793. Although the Directory later repealed the law, it retained administrative centralisation and Napoleon then anchored it firmly into French political life with the creation of the Prefects. Yet it is significant that contemporary French political commentators still refer to the tradition of state centralisation as Jacobinism rather than Bonapartism. If the revolution marked the beginning of 200 years of political instability for France, the terror left a tradition of administrative centralisation which enabled politicians to disagree without endangering the survival of the state. That in itself was no mean achievement, but whether it was one which Robespierre and his colleagues would have recognised as worthwhile is another matter.


Chronology

This date list is confined to major events and is intended to help readers establish the basic chronology of the terror. It does not include every incident mentioned in the text.



	1789

	 




	5 May

	Opening of the Estates-General in Versailles




	17 June

	Third Estate adopts the title of ‘National Assembly’




	14 July

	Fall of the Bastille




	4–11 August

	National Assembly decrees the ‘abolition’ of feudalism




	26 August

	Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen




	10 September

	Assembly decides on a bicameral legislature for the new constitution




	11 September

	King is given suspensive veto




	5–6 October

	March from Paris to Versailles forces the royal family to move to Paris




	1790

	 




	19 February

	Execution of the Marquis de Favras for counterrevolutionary conspiracy




	May–June

	Counter-revolutionary riots in Montauban and Nîmes




	12 July

	Civil constitution of the clergy passed




	27 November

	Catholic priests ordered to take an oath to the civil constitution




	1791

	 




	January–March

	Oath to the civil constitution splits priests into jurors and non-jurors




	20 June

	Flight to Varennes




	17 July

	‘Massacre’ of the Champ de Mars




	13 September

	Louis XVI accepts the constitution




	1 October

	Legislative Assembly meets




	9 November

	Law ordering return of émigrés within two months – vetoed by King




	29 November

	Assembly orders electors of Trier and Mainz to expel émigrés



	1792

	 




	10–23 March

	King appoints a Girondin ministry under Dumouriez




	20 April

	France declares war on Austria




	13 June

	Girondin ministers dismissed




	20 June

	Sans-culottes invade the Tuileries Palace




	10 August

	Insurrection forces removal of king: Legislative Assembly orders elections for a National Convention




	2–7 September

	‘September massacres’ in Paris




	20 September

	Battle of Valmy




	21–22 September

	National Convention meets and declares France a republic




	19 November

	First propaganda decree promises help and fraternity to oppressed peoples




	10 December

	King’s trial begins




	15 December

	Second propaganda decree: French armies to dismantle ancien régime in conquered areas




	1793

	 




	21 January

	Louis XVI executed




	1 February

	France declares war on Britain and Holland




	24 February

	Levy of 300,000 recruits ordered for the army




	10 March

	Representatives on mission sent to the provinces. Revolutionary tribunal in Paris




	10 March

	Beginnings of revolt in the Vendée




	19 March

	Convention decrees armed rebels to be executed within 24 hours of capture




	21 March

	Surveillance committees (comités de surveillance) established




	6 April

	Convention votes to establish Committee of Public Safety




	15 April

	Paris sections ask Convention to expel Girondins




	4 May

	Price controls imposed on grain




	29 May

	Moderates oust the Jacobin municipality in Lyon




	2 June

	Girondins purged from the Convention




	24 June

	Convention passes the 1793 constitution




	10 July

	Danton and moderates removed from the Committee of Public Safety




	13 July

	Charlotte Corday assassinates Marat




	26 July

	Convention votes death penalty for hoarders




	27 July

	Robespierre enters Committee of Public Safety




	1 August

	Convention orders scorched earth policy in the Vendée




	9 August

	Public granaries to be established in every district




	23 August

	Mass levy decree




	29 August

	Toulon surrenders to British fleet




	5 September

	Sans-culottes invade the Convention: terror is ‘order of the day’




	6 September

	Collot d’Herbois and Billaud-Varenne added to Committee of Public Safety




	6–8 September

	British and Dutch defeated at Hondschoote




	9 September

	Convention decrees the setting up of the Paris ‘revolutionary army’




	17 September

	Law of suspects




	29 September

	Convention passes general maximum




	5 October

	Convention adopts revolutionary calendar




	10 October

	Convention declares government of France ‘revolutionary until the peace’




	12 October

	Fabre d’Eglantine denounces a ‘foreign plot’ to the Committee of General Security




	16 October

	Austrian army defeated at Wattignies




	16 October

	Execution of Marie-Antoinette




	24 October

	Report on the Introduction of the Revolutionary Calendar




	Year II (21 September 1793–20 September 1794)




	30 October

	Closure of the Society of Revolutionary and Republican Women




	31 October

	Execution of leading Girondins




	7 November

	Gobel resigns as archbishop of Paris




	10 November

	‘Festival of Liberty’ in Paris




	14 November

	Chabot denounces ‘foreign plot’




	4 December

	Law 14 frimaire strengthens Committee of Public Safety




	5 December

	Camille Desmoulins launches Vieux Cordelier




	6 December

	Convention asserts principle of freedom of religious worship




	17 December

	Vincent and Ronsin arrested




	25 December

	Robespierre’s Report on the Principles of Revolutionary Government




	13 January

	Arrest of Fabre d’Eglantine on corruption charge




	2 February

	Release of Vincent and Ronsin




	26 February

	Saint-Just introduces ‘Ventôse decrees’




	13–14 March

	Arrest of Hébert, Vincent, Ronsin, and Cordeliers club leaders




	24 March

	Execution of Hébertistes




	27 March

	Abolition of Paris revolutionary army




	30–31 March

	Arrest of Danton, Desmoulins, and leading Indulgents




	5 April

	Execution of Dantonists




	16 April

	Committee of Public Safety sets up its own police bureau




	7 May

	Convention decrees the Cult of the Supreme Being




	8 May

	Revolutionary tribunals and military commissions outside Paris closed down




	11 May

	Convention approves Great Book of National Charity




	22 May

	Assassination attempt on Robespierre and Collot d’Herbois




	23 May

	Arrest of Cécile Renault




	8 June

	Festival of the Supreme Being




	10 June

	Law of 22 Prairial reinforces revolutionary tribunal




	15 June

	Vadier reports on the Catherine Théot affair




	26 June

	Battle of Fleurus




	22–23 July

	Attempted reconciliation between committees and Robespierre




	23 July

	Paris Commune publishes new maximum for Paris




	26 July

	Robespierre attacks critics in the Convention




	27 July

	Arrest of Maximilien and Augustin Robespierre, Saint-Just, Couthon & Lebas




	29 July

	Convention decides to renew a quarter of the personnel of its committees monthly




	1 August

	Law of 22 Prairial repealed




	10 August

	Reorganisation of the revolutionary tribunal




	24 August

	Powers of the Committee of Public Safety reduced




	Year III (21 September 1794–20 September 1795)




	12 November

	Paris Jacobin club closed down




	16 December

	Execution of Carrier for noyades in Nantes




	24 December

	Abolition of the maximum




	1 April

	Parisian rising of 12 germinal




	20–21 May

	Parisian rising of 1–2 prairial




	31 May

	Abolition of revolutionary tribunal




	22 August

	Constitution of Year III adopted




	26 October

	Last session of the Convention




	2 November

	Directory takes office




	1797

	 




	4 September

	Coup d’état of 18 fructidor




	1799

	 




	9–10 November

	Coup d’état of 18 brumaire brings Napoleon to power
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