The French Revolution is such an extraordinary event that it must

serve as the starting-point for any systematic consideration of the

affairs of our own times. Everything of importance which takes place

in France is a direct consequence of this fundamental event, which
has profoundly altered the conditions of life in our country.

Ernest Renan, ‘Constitutional Monarchy in France’, Revue des Deux Mondes,
1 November 1869.






I

The Ancien Régime

THE MONARCHY

The French revolutionaries gave a name to what they had abolished. They
christened it the ancien régime. In doing so they were defining not so much
what they had suppressed, but more what they wanted to create — a
complete break with the past, which was to be cast into the shadows of
barbarism. Of the past itself, its nature and its history, the revolutionaries
said scarcely more than the imprecatory phrase they used to decribe it, a
phrase which was coined very early, at the end of the summer of 1789: the
Abbé Sieyes, in his noted January pamphlet of the same year, had already
made a sweeping condemnation of that ‘night’, as opposed to the day
which was just dawning.

The notion of a past entirely corrupted by usurpation and irrationality
was surely one of the paths by which his pamphlet, Qu’est-ce que le Tiers
E'tar? (What is the Third Estate?) penetrated public opinion so rapidly and
so deeply. So the historian studying the history of France in the second
half of the eighteenth century, some decades before the Revolution, can
find a way in by means of this question about the term ancien régime: what
did the men of 1789 understand by it? What sort of past did they have in
mind, to damn it so utterly? That regime which they believed they were
extirpating — how long had it lasted and who had begun it? The enigmatic
strangeness of the French tabula rasa, which so disconcerted and angered
the British whig parliamentarian, Edmund Burke, in 1790, can still serve
as an introduction to the later years of eighteenth-century France.

As of old, the king of France was an absolute monarch. The adjective
means that he enjoyed the summa potestas defined by Jean Bodin: he was
not subject to the laws, since he was their originator. Supreme power,
which may be exercised by the people (democracy), or by the few (aris-
tocracy), in France had found its supreme upholder in the monarchy since
the very dawn of the nation. The king was the fountainhead of all public
authority, all magistracy, all legislation. His dignitas that is to say, both his
office and his function, was immortal, received on the death of his pre-
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decessor and transmitted to his successor, transcending the mortal nature
of his private person. For that lifelong possession of the highest authority
in the land he was accountable to God alone, the true source of all human
law. Thus behind the power of kings, however absolute, lay the essential
constraint of an even greater power — infinitely great — beside which even
monarchs were as nothing. This of itself entailed the obligation to behave
as a Christian sovereign.

The respect for divine law, however, was not the only law to which the
king of France had to submit, for all that he was absolute monarch and not
bound by any human law. Over the centuries something had developed
which it is perhaps too much to call a constitution, or even a body of
doctrine, yet which appears in retrospect as a set of custom-based prin-
ciples, untouchable and inalienable: primogeniture, the Catholic faith of
the sovereign, respect for the liberty and property of his subjects, the
integrity of the royal domain. Above the law, yet subject to law, the king
of France was no tyrant: the French monarchy, a state based on law, must
not be confused with despotism, which is the unfettered power of a master.
Nevertheless, despotism was monarchy’s temptation, as Montesquieu
explained; to degenerate, it needed only to ignore the established body
of laws.

Did this traditional concept change in the eighteenth century, at the
zenith of state power? Not basically. Under Louis XIV it had noticeably
shifted towards deification of the king himself. Starting from the idea of
the divine origin of his power, the Grand Roi had instigated, or allowed to
be formed about his person, a cult which was at the heart of court
civilization at Versailles. Many other elements entered into it, besides the
old monarchic doctrine, and the attribution of divinity to the king soon
became a factor in the enfeeblement of royalty, as would be seen in his
successors; unlike their illustrious ancestor, neither Louis XV nor Louis
XVI was able to bear the weight of a burden which had become insepa-
rable from their private persons.

From being the means of ceremonial acclamation, the court under
their reigns became a battlefield for malicious cliques, spurred on by the
atmosphere of the times. However, the idea of a king as the sole repository
of sovereignty, in keeping with ancient tradition, and the concept of a
monarchy both absolute and enshrined in custom, in the view of the king
and his lawyers had undeniably survived absolutist exaggeration.

Evidence of this lies in Louis XV’s famous text, declaimed in 1766
before the parlement of Paris, condemning the aspirations of the kingdom’s
judicial high courts to monitor or even have a share in royal authority:

To attempt to establish such pernicious innovations as principles is to affront the
magistrature, to betray its interests and to ignore the true, fundamental laws of the
state, as if it were permissible to disregard the fact that in my person alone lies that
sovereign power whose very nature is the spirit of counsel, justice and reason.
From me alone the courts receive their existence and authority. The fullness of this
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authority, which they exercise in my name only, remains permanently vested in
me, and its use can never be turned against me. Legislative power is mine alone,
without subordination or division. It is by my sole authority that the officers of my
courts effect, not the creation of the law, but its registration, promulgation and
execution, and that they have the right of remonstrance, as is the duty of good and
faithful counsellors. Public order in its entirety emanates from me. I am its
supreme guardian. My people are one with me, and the rights and interests of the
nation — which some dare to make into a body separate from the monarch — are of
necessity united with my own and rest entirely in my hands.

This speech was composed by the king’s counsellors to be read out
solemnly at that famous session known as the ‘Flagellation’, but who
among Louis XV’s predecessors would not have claimed it for his own?

However, the nature of royalty changed more rapidly than its image.
Dominated by wars, always short of money, the monarchy, while taking
care to keep a tight hold on the reins, continued to spread an adminis-
trative network throughout the country in order to mobilize men and
wealth more effectively. Gradually it placed alongside the pyramid of
feudal vassalages from which it had derived its first principle the authority
of a sovereign set at the heart of a more or less centralized administration
capped by a council of ministers. The core of this system, progressively
built up from the end of the fifteenth century, was constituted by levying
direct taxation, organized by the Controller-General of Finance with
the help of administrators appointed for the task, each within his own
généralité — the intendants. Originally vested with a sort of judicial high
office, the king had become the head of a government; lord of lords, he
was also chief of a burgeoning bureaucracy.

The two roles, far from being incompatible, were superimposed; but the
second was characteristic of absolutism and gained its classic image in the
seventeenth century: Colbert, Louis XIV’s Controller-General, is its most
illustrious symbol. The leading specialist on this subject, Michel Antoine,’
places the transition from the judicial state to the financial state in 1661, at
the beginning of the personal reign of Louis XIV. At the precise moment
when the king formed the focal point of his vast personal theatre, known as
the court, he simultaneously became the most elevated person in the huge,
abstract machinery of administration. He still reigned over his kingdom as
possessor of the immortal dignitas which had surrounded his ancestors, but
now as head of the state as well. The second part of his office overlapped
the first the more easily because absolutism, in making a cult of royalty,
tended to weaken its traditional image, while it firmly established the
institution in the fulfilment of its modern functions.

However, the chief innovation of this development lay in its effects on
society. On the one hand, it certainly tended towards the levelling off of an
aristocratic world inherited from feudal times. For the top civil servants of
the monarchy, symbolized by Colbert, had been constantly irritated by the

! M. Antoine, Le Conseil du roi sous le régne de Louis XIV.
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obstacles raised against royal administration by privileges on all sides; the
reasoning behind their action aimed at uniting the nation into so many
individuals all bound by the same laws, the same regulations and the same
taxes.

It was not enough that the monarchy had gradually deprived the aris-
tocracy of its political rights, nibbled away at its judicial powers, rendered
useless that protective function which had characterized the feudal period;
it was not enough that it had reduced the greatest families in the kingdom
to begging for a glance from the king at Versailles: it had to exercise over
all the bodies and orders in the realm, starting with the nobility, a stan-
dardizing process which in this case was inseparable from the formation of
the nation. On the other hand, at the very time when it was seeking
uniformity, the administrative monarchy multiplied the obstacles to it;
here lay what is without doubt its chief contradiction.

In fact, the kings of France did not build and extend their power over a
passive society; on the contrary, they had to negotiate each increase in it —
for example, the famous ‘extraordinary’ taxes, so called because they were
new — with a social world organized on the aristocratic principle, in orders
and bodies arranged in hierarchies. Holding entirely new offices, assuming
an unprecedented role, the king also remained the highest lord on the
feudal pyramid, in accordance with tradition.

His need for money was immense. To obtain the means of carrying on
the interminable war for supremacy waged against the Habsburgs, the
Bourbons — and before them the Valois — had raised money from all
possible sources. They had gradually set up a centralized administration to
levy the taille (a direct tax on commoners), and soon afterwards a poll tax,
to try to increase the kingdom’s wealth; they had leased out to the Farmers
General a host of indirect taxes. But taxation was not enough to meet
requirement. The monarchy also made money from the privileges and
‘liberties’ (the two words have the same sense) of various social bodies.

Privilege consisted of the particular rights of certain bodies in relation
to society as a whole; tax exemption for the bourgeois of a town, rules of
co-optation of a guild, exemptions from common law conferred by tenure
of an office, advantages attached to noble rank — the sources were num-
erous. If some were lost in the mists of antiquity, the majority were not so
old; the monarchic state had generally renegotiated the form of ancient
privileges, or invented and constantly remodelled the terms of recent
‘liberties’.

The mechanism was simple. Driven by the pressing need for money, the
monarchy raised loans through one or more of the bodies in the realm: the
order of clergy, the city government of Paris or the Company of the King’s
Secretaries. If the body in question did not have all the necessary money
available, it had to raise it by pledging its assets, which consisted chiefly of
the market value of the exclusive advantages which it enjoyed, defined
by the office held by each of its members. In return, the king again
guaranteed those privileges, if need be extending them, even if, ten or
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twenty years later, the principle was once more threatened so that the king
could procure a fresh supply of money through a renegotiation of the
advantages granted. The whole of the society of orders (which could also
be termed aristocratic society) thus played the role of a vast bank for the
government, in the absence of a state bank (only the English had had one
since the beginning of the eighteenth century); but because of this it
underwent a profound transformation.

The monarchy had thus sold off a portion of public power, included in a
good number of those offices — for example, those involving the exercise of
justice. The institution itself was old, but hereditary ownership of public
offices dated only from the seventeenth century, and from then on the sales
of those posts had proliferated, in step with the king’s need for money,
starting from the Thirty Years War. The most elevated, and therefore the
most expensive, of them gave access to the nobility within one or two
generations, on terms which varied according to the price.

Thus, alongside the intendant, an appointed and dismissible functionary,
the kings had built up a body of state servants who owned their own
offices. This was a double-edged sword, for though the massive sale of
offices allowed the acquisition of the beneficiaries’ cash — chiefly that of
wealthy commoners — and simultaneously bound to the destiny of the state
a new and powerful group of office-holders, dominated by the parlements,
it also presented a twofold disadvantage.

First, all these officials enjoyed the independence conferred by owner-
ship, even if from time to time they had to renegotiate the price with the
king; since they were not dismissible, they could, should the day come,
resist the king — mainly with the help of the right of remonstrance used by
the parlements when required to register a royal edict which did not meet
with their approval. Second, and more important, on another plane,
ennoblement for money introduced into aristocratic society a principle
which was as foreign to it as the admission into the nobility, at the will of
the king, of senior civil servants of the administrative state: if nobility
depended on the hazards of fortune or the will of the King, what was it
and what would become of it?

There is no better record of that question bedevilling the inner core of
the second order of the kingdom than the memoirs of the Duc de Saint-
Simon. French nobility had ceased to be a sort of English-style gentry,
with access from below for newcomers by custom, provided they had
acquired a seigniory. On the one hand, its members had to cross a legal
frontier, held by the administrative monarchy, if they were to be accepted.
On the other, they were thereafter subject to the rule of dérogeance (losing
rank and title), which excluded them from the majority of professions. In
short, the nobility was a body defined by the state, which kept a register
of its members, and by a set of privileges, both honorific and actual — of
which the former were no less coveted, since they conferred the right of
entry to the theatre of social distinctions.

The administrative monarchy was therefore an unstable compromise
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between the construction of a modern state and an aristocratic society
remodelled by that state. On the one hand, it continued slyly to subvert
the traditional social fabric by levelling its ranks under general submission
to a sole authority, and breaking up the hierarchies of birth and tradition,
which were by then reduced to the mere enjoyment of exemptions or
honours. On the other hand, it separated the orders of society into castes
by converting them into cash, weighing each privilege at its highest price,
and creating out of an esprit de corps a passion for separateness.

At the summit of the edifice, the monarchy alone decreed who was noble
and who was not: every candidate had to forget his origins, abandon all
commercial or industrial activity, in order to be simply a privileged person
— designated as such on the separate registers of fiscal administration —
before he could hope one day to gain for his family the attention of the
king’s genealogists.

This evolution was probably essential in the formation of what could be
termed ‘national spirit’: even after the Revolution and equality, Bonaparte
would use as one of the mainsprings of his dominance what he, antici-
pating Stendhal, would call the ‘vanity’ of the French. The example had
come from the ancien régime nobility, who were defined by what separated
them from the body of society, taking as their very essence what 1789
would turn into the principle of their exclusion. To understand how the
French monarchy had uprooted the nation’s nobility before the Revolution
drove them out, one should read the admirable ninth chapter of Book II of
de Tocqueville’s L’Ancien Régime, which is perhaps the most profound
chapter in that profound book: it contains virtually everything.

The eighteenth century had aggravated the tensions of this mixed system
of absolute monarchy and aristocratic society. The death of Louis XIV in
1715, after an interminable reign, had restored independence to society.
The Regent had encouraged the movement. None of the Great King’s
successors was in a position to control even the court, let alone Paris.
Everything conspired to enfeeble them: intellectual activity, the growth
of wealth, the emergence of public opinion. However, the old French
monarchy, simultaneously very ancient and very new, that of the Valois
and that of the Bourbons, remained for a long time the centre of a
matchless civilization.

It was no longer what it had been in the preceding century, the pre-
carious means of mobilizing national resources to wage an almost per-
manent war against the Habsburgs; it inherited the progress accomplished
under Louis XIV, not the constraints which the latter had demanded
or accepted. Its offices were run by a small army of civil servants and
technicians, often trained, from the start of the second half of the century,
in special schools created for the purpose — for example, the schools of civil
and mining engineering.

At the same time, specific sets of administrative regulations had been
developed, through the concept of privilege applied to the state and its
servants — a significant reversal which extended the particular scope of
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individual rights to the whole of the machinery of state, emancipating
the king’s officials in the name of public interest. Administrative affairs
received their own rules, sanctioned by their own jurisdictions, crowned by
the king’s Council. The modern state was being formed.

With the spirit of the century assisting, it could devote more care and
money to the great tasks of the new age — town building, public health,
agricultural and commercial development, market unification, education.
Henceforth, the intendant was well and truly in command, outranking the
traditional authorities and with a finger in every pie. He was at the centre
of a vast effort for knowledge and administrative reform, proliferating
economic and demographic enquiries, rationalizing his actions with the
help of the first social statistics on a national scale in French history.
He wrested from the clergy and the nobility almost all their remaining
functions in local supervision; even elementary education, that old private
hunting-ground of the Church, came increasingly under his thumb, and
threatened to develop in a way which disturbed many of the philosophes,
who were concerned at the thought of seeing rural labours abandoned by
all these future educated Frenchmen. Far from being reactionary, or
imprisoned by self-interest, the monarchic state in the eighteenth century
was one of the foremost agents of change and progress — a permanent
building-ground for ‘enlightened’ reform.

THE NOBILITY

At the same time, however, the state remained bound to the social
compromise carefully developed over the preceding centuries, and was
rendered the more powerless to affect the society of orders because by its
actions it was completely destroying the spirit of that society. The latter
was falling apart under the joint pressure of economic improvement, the
increasing number of individual initiatives and aspirations and the spread
of culture. Money and merit were coming up against ‘birth’; in their path
they found the state, guaranteeing privileges.

By ennoblement, by selling off the most coveted positions, that state
continued to integrate into the second order of the realm the commoners
who had served it best — above all, those who had made the most money,
often in its service (for example in financial posts) — but by doing so it
dangerously exposed its authority. In fact, the ‘old’ nobility (not only that
of the Middle Ages, which was relatively rare, but also that dating from the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries), often less wealthy than the recently
ennobled, felt a great sense of resentment and insisted on elevating true
distinction to the celebrated four quarterings (that is, four generations of
nobility), which would define true ‘blue blood’.

As for the new nobles, they behaved like all newcomers in this kind of
system: hardly had they squeezed through the narrow gate when their
first thought was to close it behind them, since a proliferation of bene-
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ficiaries would devalue what they had just acquired. Thence sprang that
French mania for rank, which resounded from top to bottom of society and
doubtless gave rise, by reaction, to the surge of revolutionary egalitar-
ianism. Under the ancien régime, the state became inseparable from this
nexus of passions and personal interests, since it was the power which
distributed rank and title, and far too parsimoniously, for an expanding
society. All it succeeded in doing was to alienate ‘its’ nobility, without ever
having the means to organize a ruling class in the English manner.

Everything points to this crisis in the eighteenth-century French
nobility, though not in the sense in which it is usually understood. For
the nobles were not a group — or a class — in decline. Nobility had never
been so brilliant; never had civilization been so ‘aristocratic’ as in the time
of the Enlightenment, and specially marked at this point by the adaptation
of fine court manners to the conversation of the salons. Established on vast
land ownership (though infinitely less extensive than that of the English
gentry), often associated with huge trading concerns and owning interests
in the management of the king’s finances, the rich nobility embodied the
prosperity of the era.

But the nobility as an order of society never managed to adjust its
relations with the state. With the wane of its traditional powers, it had lost
the essence of its raison d’étre, and never succeeded in redefining its
political vocation within the framework of the administrative monarchy. At
the death of Louis XIV, three potential destinies lay before it: to become a
‘Polish’ nobility, hostile to the state, nostalgic for its old rights of juris-
diction, ready for the reconquest of a golden age; a ‘Prussian’ nobility,
associated with an enlightened despotism, a class of dedicated administrative
or military service linked to immense land ownership, the backbone of the
national state; or, finally, an ‘English’ nobility, controlling the House of
Lords, but together with the Commons making a constitutional monarchy
— a parliamentary aristocracy of a much wider political class to which
money provided open access.

However, French nobles had espoused none of those alternatives; the
state had not offered them the opportunity. The first was hopeless, a
backward-looking dream of a lost identity; in France it had nurtured a
certain nobiliary anarchism, never a policy. The second was scarcely
compatible with a rich and developed civil society, a nobility owning only a
quarter of the land and made up of officials who owned their own offices.
It is significant that this course had often been advocated by poor minor
nobles — the very ones in whose favour the monarchy had designed
preferential treatment in the army, with the opening of special military
schools (1776).

One has only to look at the outcry raised in 1781 by the Marquis de
Ségur’s ordinance reserving officer grade in certain regiments for young
nobles with four quarterings to realize the unsuitability of a ‘Prussian’
solution to the French situation. As for the ‘English’ answer, it was quite
simply incompatible with the very principle of absolute monarchy, since it
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presupposed a sharing of sovereignty. Moreover, in the parlements for
example, where the idea was to some extent developed, there existed also
an ardent defence of French-style aristocratic society, based on privilege.
An English kind of nobility supposed at least the end of tax exemptions;
that was a minimum requirement for the constitution of a dominant class
based on wealth, and the condition for that landowners’ monarchy which
was desired in such different quarters — two very different financial
administrators, Turgot and Necker, for once in accord.
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There lay the origins of the social and political crisis of eighteenth-
century France, giving rise to a part of the French Revolution and its
prolongation into the nineteenth century. Neither the French king nor the
nobility put forward a policy which might unite state and ruling society
around a minimum consensus: because of that, royal action oscillated
between despotism and capitulation. Chiefly on the crucial question of
taxation, which aroused the interests and passions of all: each man’s place
in society, and each man’s conception of that place were simultaneously at
stake. But if the state was unable to point the way, because of the host of
ties by which it had bound itself to corporate society, the nobles were
equally impotent, since they had lost their identity together with their
social autonomy. They had but one principle left to reunify them: to
defend their privileges in the name of a collective personality whose secret
they had lost and whose memory or legend they had no other way of
reviving.

Thus Louis XIV had been able to control the process of promotion and
unification of elites within a society divided into orders, and had turned it
into one of the foundations for building the state. Louis XV had no longer
managed to do so, and Louis XVI even less. They were constantly torn
between the demands of the administrative state and their solidarity with
aristocratic society. Not only did they carry that loyalty in their blood, as
descendants of the most illustrious family in French nobility, which had
reigned over the kingdom for so many centuries; they had also mingled it
with something more modern, related to both sentiment and necessity — for
aristocratic society, since the end of the sixteenth century, had largely been
the work of the Bourbons. It was they who had built the modern state on
the sale of offices, privileges, status and rank; how could their descendants
go back on the word of their predecessors? In any case, how could they
materially do without privileges, which formed the resources of their
kingdom? That was what Chancellor Maupeou had gambled on in his
attempted reform in 1771, in the last years of Louis XV: could the King,
in the name of the state’s authority, go back on what he had guaranteed?

Thus the kings of France passed their time in yielding now to some,
now to others, wavering between the clans and cliques of the court, the
philosophes and the dévots, the Jansenists and the Jesuits, the physiocrats
and the mercantilists. They tried successive policies, but never followed
them through; they upheld Machault, then Choiseul, Maupeou then
Turgot. Each time, the action of the state aroused hostility from one or
other part of the ruling groups, without ever welding them together, either
in favour of an enlightened despotism & la Maupeou, or of a liberal
reformism a la Turgot. These eighteenth-century elites were at the same
time close to the government, yet in revolt against it. In reality, they
settled their internal differences to the detriment of absolutism.

Even the crisis of 1789 would be powerless to rebuild their unity, save in
the imagination of Third Estate ideologists: neither the outbreak of the
Revolution, through what historians call the ‘aristocratic revolt’, nor the
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revolutionary behaviour of several noble members of the Constituent
Assembly, nor the work itself of the Assembly is intelligible without
reference to the crisis between the monarchy and the nobility in the
eighteenth century. If the French Revolution — like all revolutions — met
with such poorly co-ordinated resistance at its start, it was because the
political ancien régime had died before it was struck down. It had died of
isolation and because it could no longer find any political support within
‘its’ nobility, although the latter was more than ever at the centre of its
vision of society.

THE ENLIGHTENMENT

If that is how things were in the government of the kingdom, what can be
said of the intellectual sphere? The society which the monarchy had
fragmented was united by the culture of the century: public opinion was
burgeoning in the twilight of the court and in the birth of a formidable
power — which would last until universal suffrage was achieved — the
omnipotence of Paris. The nobles of both Versailles and the capital read
the same books as the cultured bourgeoisie, discussed Descartes and
Newton, wept over the misfortunes of Prévost’s Manon Lescaut, enjoyed
Voltaires Lettres philosophiques, d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie or Rousseau’s
Nouwvelle Héloise.

The monarchy, the orders, the guilds, had separated the elites by
isolating them in rival strongholds. In contrast, ideas gave them a meeting-
point, with special privileged place: the salons, academies, Freemasons’
lodges, societies, cafés and theatres had woven an enlightened community
which combined breeding, wealth and talent, and whose kings were the
writers. An unstable and seductive combination of intelligence and rank,
wit and snobbery, this world was capable of criticizing everything, in-
cluding and not least itself; it was unwittingly presiding over a tremendous
reshaping of ideas and values.

As if by chance, the ennobled nobility, in the legal profession and
particularly in finance, played a vital part. They threw a bridge between
the world from which they had come and the one in which they had
arrived; an additional testimony to the strategic importance of that grave-
yard area of society, groping — with that slightly masochistic irony born of
a dual awareness of its strangeness and its success — for something which
resembled neither of those worlds.

The new intellectual realm was the workshop where the notion of ancien
régime would be forged, although it did not employ that term before the
Revolution. What characterized it in the political field, quite apart from its
philosophical and literary brilliance, was in fact the scale and the forceful-
ness of the condemnation it brought to bear on contemporary life —
including the Church and religion. There was a violently anticlerical and
anti-Catholic side to the philosophy of the French Enlightenment which
had no equivalent in European thought.
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Take, for example, Voltaire and Hume: of the two, Voltaire was prob-
ably not the more irreligious, as he was a deist and at least regarded
religion as indispensable to the social order. But though Hume discredited
rational proofs of God’s existence, including that of First Cause, so dear to
Voltaire, there was in his philosophical discourse none of the antireligious
aggressiveness to be found in the sage of Ferney. Hume lived at peace with
the diversity of Protestant churches, whereas the Frenchman made war on
the Catholic Church.

France had had her religious wars, but no victorious Reformation. On
the contrary, absolutism had extirpated Calvinism by brute force: the Edict
of Nantes had given toleration to Protestants for nearly a century; its
revocation in 1685 consecrated the king in his role of protector of the
Catholic Church, and the Church as indissolubly bound to the king. The
French movement of the Enlightenment has been little studied in the light
of its debt to that very recent past. Nevertheless, in a France brought back
to Catholicism by religious intolerance and royal power, the Church and
the absolute monarchy together had formed an almost natural target for the
attacks of a ‘philosophy’ which was all the more radical for not being built,
as in England, on the foundation of a previous religious revolution.

Moreover, that independent religious revolution had still sought an
identity, within Catholicism this time, in the form of Jansenism: a new
emphasis on the miracle of divine Grace in a world given over to sin. But
the Jansenism of solitary recluses engaged in meditation on Grace had
probably contributed to the isolation of the Church in old French society;
it had been too insistent on the difficulty of the asceticism which was
indispensable to the sinner wishing to receive the sacraments, and too
sharply condemned so many ministers of religion, Jesuits first and fore-
most. Also, the Jansenist movement itself in the eighteenth century had
been taken up and made subordinate to politics. It had become Gallican
and parlementaire, the banner which united lowly folk and great judges
against the Church, and often against the king, in the name of the rights of
the nation.

The transformation of this French-style belated Protestantism into a
movement for national liberties says a great deal about the secularization of
the public mentality. In the sixteenth century, politics had been completely
enveloped in religion; in the eighteenth, even currents of opinion with a
religious origin were absorbed by the debate on the state, in opposition to
the absolutism of the king and his ally, the Church. It is certainly true that
the Revolution, at the end of the century, did not deliberately seek conflict
with the Catholic Church; but many elements of the century’s culture had
borne it in that direction, and it had taken that path as if naturally,
without, however, having decided to do so or weighed the consequences.

Together with the Church, the other great culprit was the absolute
monarchy, which was incapable of appearing before the court of reason.
Not the monarchy per se, because nobody could imagine a republic in a
large country, but that particular monarchy, encumbered with ‘gothic’
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prejudices, the distributor of arbitrary privileges, reigning over a kingdom
filled with vestiges of feudalism. It mattered little that France was in reality
the least feudal country in Europe, as a result of the very activities of the
administrative state, and that it was also the country where criticism of the
state by reason was the most systematic: suddenly the remains of feudalism
— for example, seigniorial rights, or the last serfs in the kingdom — were
perceived as all the more oppressive precisely because they were residual.

Features which came after feudalism — privileges bestowed by the king
in return for the loan of money, the corporate structure of society, a
nobility largely uprooted from the land and defined by the state, for
instance — were included in the overall condemnation of that historical
monster; not only a ‘feudal monarchy’ (already it was difficult to think of
these two aspects in conjunction), but on top of that an ‘administrative
despotism’. The incoherent character of the definition at least has the merit
of highlighting the nature of the accusation.

Royalty, which was too modern for what it had preserved and refash-
ioned of the traditional, and too traditional for what it already had in the
way of modern administration, tended to turn itself into the scapegoat for
an increasingly independent society, which was nevertheless still bound
hand and foot to the government, deprived of political rights and rep-
resentation, trying to work out its autonomy in terms of government by
reason.

That royalty reaffirmed its familiar image, or its mystery — the incar-
nation of the nation by the king. In 1766, for example, in the famous
‘Flagellation® sitting cited earlier, Louis XV had appeared before the
parlement in order to bring discredit on what was already being termed
‘opinion’: he let it be understood that public discussion had no place
except within the body of the monarchy, which he represented in his
person, alone having the power to create unity from the patchwork of
private privileges.

In actual fact, the monarchy had lost its authority over opinion: it no
longer obtained consent for its actions, or imposed its arbitration on the
burning questions of the hour — the struggle of Jansenists and parlements
with the Church, fiscal reform, and disputes about the grain trade. Paris,
especially, produced an ever-increasing number of pamphlets and debates,
dominated by the writers, orchestrated by the salons and cafés. The
centralization effected by the royal administration had its bureaucratic
heart at Versailles, near to the king, but had also turned Paris into the only
arena of public discussion.

For want of a representational system implanted in the provinces,
opposition to the Versailles bureaucracy became centralized in nearby
Paris; by not associating the elites of the city with the government of the
kingdom, it transformed the literary life of the capital into a forum for the
reform of the state. Moreover, the Crown followed the trend; it too bought
defenders, paid writers, financed pamphlets and argued its cause before the
new tribunal.
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From the middle of the century, and even more so in the last years of
Louis XV’s reign, the most important term was ‘opinion’. The semantic
derivation of this word is significant. Starting from the classic definition
given in the Encyclopédie (Latin opinio (Greek doxa) as opposed to true
knowledge), ten or twenty years later the noun came to designate some-
thing very different: a counterbalance to despotism, developed by men of
letters. ‘Opinion’ was more generally produced by the activity of society,
its development, its growing wealth, its lumiéres — a constant theme in
fin-de-siécle France, to be systematically developed on the other side of the
Channel by Scottish economists and philosophers.

It constituted a public tribunal, in contrast with the secrecy of the king;
it was universal, in contrast with the particularism of ‘feudal’ laws; and
objective, in contrast with monarchic arbitrariness: in short, a court of
appeal of reason, judging all matters of state, in the name of public interest
alone. It was a means of getting away from a society of orders and guilds
without falling into the disarray of private interests and factions. Well
before the Revolution, this idea transferred the features of royal sover-
eignty to a new authority, also unique, which was an exact copy of the
monarchic idea: on the ruins of feudal monarchy, it had only to build a
monarchy of reason. It was in this transfer that a revolution took place.

PROJECTS FOR REFORM

Nevertheless, in the last four years of his life, between 1770 and 1774,
Louis XV, at the age of sixty, engaged in the decisive battle of his reign,
and probably of the last monarchic century. He wanted to crush the
parlements, regain the initiative and his authority, and rebuild the unity of
the nation around the throne. The campaign began in January 1771,
through Maupeou — a theorist of royal authority. The son of a chancellor
who had presided over the Parlement of Paris, president himself until
1768, the new chancellor had the clear-sightedness and relentless deter-
mination of all who have changed sides. This learned and hard-working
little man’s office became his driving passion. In order to crush attempts
by the parlements to monitor royal power on the pretext of the right
of remonstrance, Maupeou forbade them to have any contact with one
another, or to go on strike. The result was a refusal to register new laws,
lits de justice, fresh remonstrances.

In January 1771 came a trial of strength: 130 Parisian representatives
were exiled, and the entire legal profession went on strike. Maupeou
retaliated in February with a general reorganization of the judiciary
system: five upper councils were thenceforth given the task of dealing with
all civil and criminal matters in the immense jurisdiction of the parlement
of Paris, the parlement being confined to its right of registration and
remonstrance. Above all — and these were major innovations — the sale of
official and judicial posts was abolished. New magistrates, appointed for
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life by the king, would be paid by the Crown. Not without some difficulty,
Maupeou found and installed his new judges and his new chambers.

It was more than a reform. It was a social revolution: it involved the
expropriation of an order of society which for some centuries had been
accustomed to passing on the family office from father to son. In this
sense, the entire nobility was attacked, and with it the whole of corporate
society.

It retaliated not only in support of its own interests and in selfish
isolation. On the contrary, it enveloped the defence of its possessions in
the defence of the liberties of the realm. On 18 February the Cour des
Aides expressed this perfectly in the remonstrances drawn up by its first
president, Malesherbes:

Our silence would make the whole nation accuse us of betrayal and cowardice. All
we are asking for today is the rights of that nation. .. At present, the courts are
the sole protectors of the weak and unfortunate; the Estates-General, and in the
greater part of the country the Provincial Estates, have long since ceased to exist;
all bodies except the courts are reduced to dumb and passive obedience. No
private person in the provinces would dare to lay himself open to the vengeance of
a commandant, of a ministerial agent, and even less, of one of your Majesty’s
ministers.

And the final touch: ‘Sire, interrogate the nation itself, since it is the only
thing that may gain your Majesty’s ear.’

This fine speech was historic. The demands of the parlements widened
into a national appeal. Of course, resort to the Estates-General was still a
resort to tradition. But tradition here included the future in the past, the
reformism of the philosophes in the society of intermediary bodies: a man
like Malesherbes saw no contradiction in that, because restoration of the
past was seen as a necessary condition for the future. This profound
product of the collective consciousness explains, just as much as royal
irregularities, the popularity of parlements. Despite Voltaire, who con-
tinued his lampoon war against them — and in company with the parti
dévot! — public opinion saw the recent conquerors of the Jesuits as its
indispensable defenders. Petty officials united behind important office-
holders, the basoche (petty officers of the court) behind the magistrates, all
the corps of local and provincial autonomous groups behind the most
solidly entrenched privileges. Against the arbitrary rule of one person
alone, democracy was mobilized behind oligarchy, the people behind the
nobility: this was the century’s tradition and political dynamic.

The king had only one way (ever the same) of dispersing this increas-
ingly powerful trend: to take the initiative in reform, especially of financial
and tax administration. This he could do the more easily since, in the years
1770-4, the Crown had liberated itself from the lawcourts by breaking up
the parlements, and theoretically had a free hand.

The Controller of Finance was a former clerical counsellor to the
parlement, the Abbé Terray. Without any particular doctrine, but quick
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and intelligent, he belonged to that breed of empirical financiers who
mistrusted abstract innovation and took refuge in budgetary balance. His
management was both effective and unpopular, financially sound and
politically deplorable. On taking office in 1769, he found a budgetary
deficit of 100 million, a debt due for payment of over 400 million livres,
and all the 1770 revenues earmarked in advance, without a sou in the
coffers. When he left office in 1774, the budgetary deficit had dropped
from 100 to thirty million, and the state’s debts were reduced to twenty
million. But these are the historian’s figures and not those of his
contemporaries.

For Terray’s creation of supplementary revenues had borrowed from
the most classic methods: on the one hand, fleecing the state’s creditors; on
the other, increased taxation, chiefly indirect. He cut down pensions,
reduced State annuities, suspended certain payments such as the billets des
fermes owed to the Crown’s creditors. There were also new consumer taxes.
A further move was the extension of the second vingtiéme, a 5 per cent tax
on income, justified by this clear comment: ‘We do not doubt that our
subjects . . . will bear these charges with the zeal which they have shown on
so many occasions, and we count on it all the more since the price of goods
— one of the causes of the increase in our expenditure — has at the same
time improved returns on land to a proportion in excess of the increase in
taxation.’

The undeniable technical success of Terray’s management — which was
measurable by the growing success of royal borrowing — certainly helped
the monarchy to gain time. But in the longer term it was accompanied by a
double political failure. Firstly, it aroused against the king and his minister
not only the world of capitalist speculators, but also all the rentiers (people
who lived on annuities). Most of all, and more profoundly, it revealed the
narrow confines of monarchic reformism; Terray was looking for better
productivity from taxation, but without being able to proceed to a general
review of fiscal assessment, an idea which had occurred to him as it had
to others.

In short, the traditional character of the financial recovery effected in
1771—4 enables one to make a precise analysis of the last and greatest of
Louis XV’s ministries: the regime created no reformist counterbalance,
launched no fiscal counteroffensive such as might split up the anti-absolutist
coalition which the war against the parlements had established. In the
terminology of the time, it was less a matter of an attempt at enlightened
despotism, than despotism plain and simple. The ageing Louis XV had not
turned into Voltaire’s king; he tried in vain to resuscitate Louis XIV.

In his last years, that meant solitude. When he died on 10 May 1774, he
was so damned in public opinion that he had to be buried at night as if in
great haste. Paris had not prayed for the king’s salvation. It is at this
moment that Jules Michelet fixes the death of the monarchy in France.

Son of the Dauphin who had died in 1765, himself born in 1754, Louis
XVI was not yet twenty when he inherited the awesome succession of his
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Foseph Siffrein Duplessis Louis XVI in coronation robes, Musée Carnavalet, Paris.
(Photo: Lauros-Giraudon)
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grandfather. He could not talk with the ministers who had seen Louis XV
during his last illness and might therefore contaminate him. He had to
make a very quick decision between the two clans of the court. On the one
side, the parti dévot, who wanted to pursue Maupeou’s policies, the
definitive crushing of the parlements, Jansenism and the philosophes.
Mesdames, Louis XV’s daughters and the King’s aunts, felt strengthened
by the precipitate departure of his mistress, Madame du Barry, and the
Church took advantage of a rediscovered morality. But against them was
the entire parti Choiseuliste: Louis XV’s former minister, disgraced in 1770,
had been restlessly waiting at his estate at Chanteloup for over four years,
backed by a network of noble and parlementaire friends, his popularity still
intact, and finally with the reliable support of the new queen of France,
whose marriage Choiseul had arranged.

Nevertheless, the queen remained cautious, and the king had chosen not
to make a choice. Louis XVI recalled a former Secretary of State for the
Navy, who had been out of favour for a quarter of a century and was thus a
stranger to recent struggles: the Comte de Maurepas, who took the title of
Minister of State. He would become much more. For in this old man of
seventy-three, who had waited so long in exile, there was much suppressed
ambition, a great deal of savoir-faire and intellect, and that sensual love of
power which was the crowning point of his existence so late in life.
Installed in lodgings close to the king, Maurepas governed the first years of
the reign.

The Duc d’Aiguillon was the first of the old ministers to go, irredeem-
ably compromised by Madame du Barry’s friendship: the Comte de
Vergennes, who owed everything to Maurepas, succeeded him in Foreign
Affairs. The following month, there was a secondary rearrangement:
Turgot, intendant of the Limousin, was well recommended to Maurepas
and appointed to the Navy. But the great problem was that of the parle-
ments and the management of finances, the areas of Maupeou and Terray.
It was settled on 24 August by the departure of the two ministers. Louis
XVI gave the Seals to Miromesnil, and transferred Turgot to the post of
Controller-General.

It is the second name which has made the first ministry of Louis XVI’s
reign famous. That is only fair, for one can say with Edgar Faure that ‘the
general control of finance was Monsieur Turgot’s final cause.’? The son of
a dynasty of office-holders, at first destined for the Church, he was almost
obsessed with serving the state; in his time as conseiller (counsellor) to the
parlement, as maitre des requétes (counsel to the Conseil d’Etat), then as
intendant of the Limousin, he had but one passion — the public good. This
passion had its source in his very strong intellectual convictions: Turgot
was a philosopher in the service of the state. This exception to the rule
which, in the eighteenth century, separated practitioners of politics and
specialists in ideas, was a rare and fragile moment when, after Maupeou

2 Edgar Faure, La Disgrdce de Turgot.
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and on a quite different plane, the ancien régime’s other last chance was at
stake — a monarchy that was both liberal and rational.

The heart of Turgot’s philosophy belonged to the physiocratic school, of
which he was one of the outstanding intellects. He held that there was a
natural order of society, intelligible through reason, which it was con-
sequently the duty and wisdom of governments to actualize: this was a way
of thinking diametrically opposed to the idea so often nurtured among
parlementaire opposition that, somewhere in the mists of time, there might
be a royal ‘constitution’ containing all the original rights of the nation vis-
a-vis the king. Turgot recognized no authority other than reason, which
was the sole foundation for a true social order. Society would thereby be
completely liberated from its past, with the idea of tradition emptied of all
meaning, while the state, in contrast, would have the task of personifying
that reason, which was simultaneously the public interest.

Royal absolutism for him was absolute only in the sense that its function
was to institute the natural order: productive agriculture, booming land
revenues managed by the owners, and all sectors of the economy stimu-
lated through free trade. The old notion of ‘fundamental laws’ was turned
from its original sense to mean the exact opposite: it no longer referred to
history and tradition, but to reason, property and the rights of property-
owners. By replacing the idea of privilege with that of ownership, phy-
siocratic thinking in general, and Turgot in particular, introduced the
protection of liberties into universal modern language.

The text which expresses this most clearly is the famous Mémoire sur les
municipalités (Memorandum on the municipalities), written during the
years of Turgot’s ministry, under his authority, by his adviser and friend
Du Pont de Nemours, who was also a staunch supporter of physiocracy.
We know from Condorcet, who was also in the inner circle of the new
Controller-General and a fierce supporter of his ministry, that Du Pont
gave shape to an old idea of Turgot’s, both fiscal and political. In order
to transform the assessment and collection of taxes, and to assist the
development of agricultural productivity and of the economy, it was
necessary to set up a system of assemblies representing property-owning
society, which would be given the task of carefully working out reforms,
overseeing their implementation and replacing, at least partially, the
King’s intendants.

Turgot, who was more a disciple of Vincent de Gournay and laissez-faire
than of the physiocratic sect in its strict sense, had never favoured the idea
of ‘legal despotism’, according to which good monarchic power could not
be shared since it was supposed to be the means of revealing reason. On
the contrary, he had visualized a pyramid of elected assemblies, from the
parochial municipalité to the ‘general municipalité’ of the kingdom, by way
of two intermediate stages. In this four-tier arrangement, described by Du
Pont, where each body delegates to the higher level, the electors are
property-owners on a pro rata basis of the value of their property: the ‘free
citizen’ fulfils the criterion of wealth which grants full suffrage, while the
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‘fractional’ citizen must join a group of others to obtain the same electoral
unit of power. There are therefore only a few members in these assemblies,
which is a condition of their rational operation: theirs would be the task,
each at its own level, of fiscal reform and administration. Turgot envis-
aged, for a future of which he would not be in control, one single general
contribution for all incomes; but Du Pont’s memorandum did not go quite
so far, and was limited to a proposed reform of the raille, intended to make
things easier for the farmers, hitting only the landowners, in order to
increase crop productivity.

The most original aspect of the project identifies the representation of
society and its administration with the ownership of property. Turgot’s
monarchy according to reason was also a monarchy of co-ownership
between the king and all possessors of property. Within this concept, over
and above a precise diagnosis of the crisis between state and society which
was sounding the death knell of the ancien régime, lay a very modern line of
thinking: it was a matter of representing the interests of society and not, as
with Rousseau for example, the political will of those involved.

The parlements — those courts of justice peopled by judges who had
purchased nobility together with their office — could not be the guardians
of those interests, because they had their privileges to defend; therefore it
was necessary to conceive completely new structures. The plan helps us to
understand how the idea of the zabula rasa, which would have such a
brilliant revolutionary career, emerged naturally from the ancien régime,
which produced it.

In short, those interests which must be represented generate social
unity, by the mediation of reason: a different concept from that of Adam
Smith’s ‘invisible hand’, although the problem is posed in comparable
terms. The French version of liberal society did not include that miracle of
final equilibrium which creates order out of disorder. It presupposed that
all the participants, especially the state, were subject to a constraint which
lay outside and above society — that of reason — and which would avert
anarchy from a community defined in terms of individual interests. Du
Pont’s municipalités dealt in their own way with a question which would
obsess Condorcet: on what conditions could a rational decision be obtained
from an assembly? From its very origins, French thinking about repre-
sentation guarded itself against the fear of social breakdown by having
recourse to reason and science: an oscillation which would continually
haunt and characterize it for a century, right up to the time of Guizot
and Jules Ferry.

Here we have, then, ready to get down to work, the first and last team of
philosophes peaceably preparing an assault on the ancien régime, with
the shaky support of a young king. If the ideas were revolutionary, the
means of implementing them were not. Condorcet, in the shadow of the
Controller-General, began his apprenticeship in the world and work of
politics, where he would never truly be at ease. Philosophy had finally
encountered the state.



24 The French Revolution

The promotion of 24 August 1774 immediately revealed the limitations
of this economic and political experiment. The new Keeper of the Seals,
Miromesnil, former first president of the parlement of Rouen — one of the
most turbulent in the kingdom — had refused since 1771 to sit in the
‘Maupeou parlement’. The dismissal of the chancellor had, moreover,
aroused such enthusiasm in Paris that the consequences were almost
inevitable: two months later, the parlements were reconvened, hereditary
rights and the sale of offices restored. The ‘guarantees’ demanded in return
by the young king — such as the prohibition of collective resignations and
the interruption of justice — were so shaky that they immediately became
the subject of complaints by the avocat général (government law officer),
Séguier, at the registration session for the edicts of recall.

Turgot had taken no direct part in the decision, but he had given his
agreement. Was this a tactical manoevre towards the young sovereign and
Maurepas, who wanted to please public opinion? Was it the influence of
his friend Malesherbes? At all events, the new Controller had always had
his reservations about ‘legal despotism’ as described by his physiocrat
friends, being imbued with the feeling that one:should woo opinion in
order to educate it rather than put obstacles in its way. In reality, as
Condorcet had warned him, he had just given a hand to those who would
be his most formidable adversaries. Did he foresee this? It is not certain.
At least he could reflect that the popularity of the new ministry gave him a
free hand in the immediate future.

In the financial area, nothing was urgent. Taking over from Terray,
inheriting a management which was both efficient and unpopular, formed
the best possible accession. Wisely, Turgot shelved his old project, ripened
while he was intendant of Limoges, of improving the assessment for levying
the taille. He handled the court with equal care; the only ‘cutbacks’ he
operated on state expenditure were aimed at the costs of tax collection and
the exorbitant profits of tax farmers.

This slowness, however, was not entirely tactical. Turgot was more of an
economist than a financier. He believed less in budgetary techniques than
in increased production. As a good physiocrat, he linked tax surpluses to
the enrichment of the kingdom, which itself depended on the priority
given to grain policy. He had made this clear in 1770 in his Lettres sur la
liberté du commerce des grains (Letters on the freedom of the grain trade):
annual fluctuations in the quantity and price of grain could be reduced
only by free trade. The resulting rise in the average price would be slow
and gradual, and would create more jobs and better wages; the broad trend
of physiocratic prosperity would replace the violent cyclical contractions
which periodically bred poverty and famine.

An initial liberal experiment had been attempted in 1763—4. Under the
influence of the current situation and the economists, internal free trade
and, to a certain extent, exports of corn, had been authorized. But the
continuous increase in prices which had fed the euphoria of the landowners
and the laissez-faire of the liberals had grown to such proportions that it
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had offered the sticklers for regulation their revenge. It was in the name of
the wretched populace, in 1770—1, during the peak of a cyclical price rise,
that Terray had returned to banning exports and to the traditional policy of
corn provision by the state in order to stabilize prices. To this end he
had re-established not the old policy governing the movement of goods
between provinces, but complex market regulation.

Turgot suppressed that regulation by his edict of September 1774, the
fine preamble to which is a long piece of liberal pedagogy, resuming the
argument of his Lertres. Voltaire comments in a letter to d’Alembert:
‘T have just read M. Turgot’s masterpiece. What new heavens and new
earths, it would seem!” But already general reaction was far from un-
animous, and some words from Nicolas Baudeau, the physiocratic abbé,
concerning this preamble throw light on forthcoming events: ‘The two
extremes of the people did not heed him, namely, those of the court and
the leading townsmen and those of the populace. For a long time I have
noticed a strong conformity of propensities and opinions between these two
extremes.” The court — any step towards a liberal economy threatened the
world of acquired rights. Leading townsmen — the representatives were
hostile to the innovations of economists and philosophes alike. Lastly, the
‘populace’ lived in age-old terror of dear bread, which was imputed not to
the nature of things but to the maliciousness of men.

The drama took shape in the following spring, with the exhaustion of
the previous year’s harvest. From eleven sous for four livres in weight, the
price during the summer and winter, bread went up to fourteen sous;
cheaper than at Terray’s ‘peak’ period, but relatively dearer in that stocks
had been exhausted by previous high prices. In the second fortnight of
April 1775, a sort of generalized rioting developed around Paris, culmi-
nating in the capital itself at the beginning of May.

This episode, known as the Flour War, indicated, in the less impover-
ished France of the eighteenth century, the lasting nature of old popular
emotions aroused during the gap between the exhaustion of stocks and the
new harvest. Contemporaries in favour of Turgot believed some aris-
tocratic or clerical conspiracy was at the bottom of it, though we have
no proof of this other than a convergence of hostile intent towards the
minister. Historians today insist that it was the 1775 forerunner of the
rural revolts of July—August 1789: such comparison underlines the same-
ness of popular mentality and reaction in the face of high prices and poverty.

There was the same kind of anarchistic rumour-mongering, the same
spontaneous demands for state price-fixing and protection, the same train
of violence and looting of markets and bakeries. On 5 May at Brie-Comte-
Robert, to quote from the report of the tax inspector Dufresne, 400 people
‘who appeared to be artisans from the villages around Paris’ formed a mob
outside his house; about forty got inside and demanded ‘in furious tones’
that he give them corn at twelve livres ‘like at Choisy-le-Roi’. They added
that ‘if they were to be hanged they would suffer less than by dying slowly
of starvation’.
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Upheld by the king, Turgot gained the upper hand from early May, but
his liberal experiment was ultimately brought into discredit. The parle-
ment of Paris solemnly condemned his policy. At Versailles, the intrigues
of the cliques resumed against the Controller: chiefly the Choiseulists, who
had the important backing of the queen, unhappy about the appointment
of Malesherbes to the king’s household during the summer of 1775.
Necker made history by publishing La Législation et le commerce des grains
(Legislation and the Grain Trade), a counter-offensive in favour of econ-
omic controls. A whole society of monopolies and privileges united in
opposition to liberal innovation.

Turgot, feeling himself threatened, chose a solution which worsened the
situation; such audacity, or tactical imprudence, has nurtured the thesis
that he was a doctrinaire minister, heedless of reality. In January 1776, he
persuaded the king to sign a series of six edicts, which actually comprised
two important reforms: of the corvée, which was replaced by a money tax
on landowners; and of the trade guilds, which were purely and simply
abolished.

The edicts appeared less daunting for what they contained than for what
they foreshadowed. Turgot was suspected of wanting to do away with the
traditional organization of the kingdom. It was feared that the end of the
corvée might mean the end of seigneurial society: the disappearance of
the guilds prefigured the confusion over ‘rank’ and ‘status’. A whole range
of society united against that prospect: clergy, nobility, magistracy and the
organized sectors of traditional urban life — basoche, master craftsmen and
merchants. Erstwhile enemies made a holy alliance, magistrature and
clergy, Choiseulists and the parzi dévot, financiers and the petty nobility.

On the opposite side, how much weight did Voltaire or Condorcet carry,
the philosophes and the economists? The truth is that Turgot’s reforms
affected noble society enough to rouse it against him, and not enough
to separate important strata of the bourgeoisie from it. They revealed
the political deadlock of that society of propertied voters so desired by
the physiocrats, and showed the resistance of civil society as well as the
strength of the nobles’ counter-offensive. From top to bottom, aristocratic
society united around the same defensive reflex, admirably defined by an
expression of Trudaine: they were not ‘sure if they would wake the next
morning to the same status’.

Nevertheless, the edicts got through, after a long battle in the parle-
ment. But Turgot had been isolated in the ministry and at court. Everyone
was against him: Maurepas, the queen, the king’s brothers, his aunts, his
kinsman the Prince de Condé. Malesherbes hesitated, and wanted to
resign. Louis XVI yielded to the general wave of feeling and dismissed
Turgot on 12 May 1776. In August, the guilds were re-established in new
forms, and the corvée made subject to possible redemption by parishes.

Thus, after the downfall of the triumvirate’s neo-absolutist attempt,
came the failure of the philosophical and reforming monarchy. In six years,
the two paths of state arbitration had been explored in vain. At the end of
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this double shipwreck there remained an ever more anti-absolutist public
opinion and a monarchy which was falling apart.

LOUIS XVI

The King who mounted the throne in 1774 was the third son of the
Dauphin, son of Louis XV.? His father had married Maria Theresa of
Spain, who died in childbirth at the age of twenty, and whose death had
left him inconsolable. He had been very quickly remarried to Marie-
Joséphe of Saxony; even if he did not love her, he at least gave her a
number of children: a first daughter, who died very young; then Louis-
Joseph, Duc de Bourgogne, born 1751; Marie-Joseph, Duc d’Aquitaine, in
1753 (died the next year); then, in 1754, the child who would be Louis
XVI, receiving the title of Duc de Berry.

His birth was followed by that of two brothers who would also reign, but
over post-revolutionary France, between 1814 and 1830: Louis-Stanislas,
Comte de Provence, born in 1755, and Charles Philippe, Comte d’Artois,
in 1757. Lastly, two daughters brought the list to a close, Marie-Adélaide
Clotilde, in 1759, then Elisabeth Philippine Marie-Héléne, in 1764 — the
Madame Elisabeth who would share her brother’s captivity in the Temple
prison. In this enormous family, which did not escape the curse of high
infant mortality, the Duc de Berry became heir to the throne because of
the death of his older brother, the Duc de Bourgogne, in 1761 at the age of
ten. His father, the Dauphin, died in 1765. The future Louis XVI thus
knew his destiny at the age of eleven; he would be king of France.

This hereditary devolution wrought by God’s hand broke what God’s
hand seemed to have prepared: death had struck the child whom every-
thing had destined for the throne, to the advantage of one who showed
only ordinary aptitudes. Where Bourgogne had been lively, charming,
adulated, precociously authoritarian and genetically a king, Berry was
withdrawn, solitary, graceless. The grief of his parents and grandfather —
papa-Roi, as he called him — brought no extra affection his way; it was the
turn of his young brothers, Provence and Artois, to be the favourites. In
short, Louis XVI was the unpopular member of the family.

That was a psychological misfortune which probably added its effects to
his paternal heritage, and which distanced him from his grandfather and
similarly from the task of kingship. For his father, the Dauphin, had been
kept apart all his life from a political role or even apprenticeship. In fact,
under Louis XV, the royal family had transposed a drama from bourgeois
repertory to the court of France. On the one hand, the king and his
mistress, Madame de Pompadour, who reigned at Versailles and even, if
her enemies were to be believed, over the kingdom’s politics: she was the
protectress of the philosophe party, of Choiseul and the Austrian alliance.
On the other, the queen, Marie Leczynska, ill and ageing, but drawing

3 Here I am using part of an article on Louis XVI in Furet and Ozouf, Critical Dictionary.
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strength from the outraged loyalty of her children, guardians of morality
and religion.

The Dauphin had sided with his mother: he was the symbol and hope of
the parti dévot, the Jesuits’ man, a bitter adversary of Choiseul and the
Austrian policy. This plump, almost obese, man, intellectually lazy, with
the typically Bourbon combination of sensuality and devoutness, was
carefully kept away from matters of the realm by Louis XV. He never
forgot the respect he owed his father; but he was a living reproach and a
potential rival. He died too soon — nine years before his father — to be able
to reign. However, he had taken great care over the education of his
children to prepare them for their future role, as if he had realized that the
throne of France was going to ‘jump’ a generation.

When he died, in 1766, the Duc de la Vauguyon, governor to the
Children of France, took charge of the new Dauphin without in any way
modifying his programme of studies. It was a serious programme, with an
industrious pupil, but perhaps neither deserves the excessive praise which
whitewashing historiography has sought to shower on them. There were
few innovations in the subject matter: the basis of the lessons and ‘dis-
cussions’ drawn up for the instruction of the future king remained a
mixture of religion, morality and humanities, to which the shade of
Fénelon lent an unreal quality and the ponderousness of the pedagogue-
duke a touch of grandiloquence.

As far as the pupil is concerned, his work manifests a docile and un-
imaginative way of thinking, reflecting only what he was being taught. His
style, sometimes elegant, is more interesting than his thoughts, which are
always banal; in these pastorals on paternal monarchy, superficial com-
mentaries on Fénelon’s Télémaque or the Politique tirée de UEcriture sainte
by Bossuet the future king learned neither to conduct a reasoned argument
nor to govern a State.

The great event — and the greatest failure — of his youth was his
marriage, negotiated in 1768 under the influence of the Choiseul party,
to an Austrian princess: the youngest daughter of Maria-Theresa, the
Archduchess Marie-Antoinette. The union was celebrated in 1770; the
Dauphin was sixteen, his bride fifteen. For seven years, until the summer
of 1777, he would not manage to consummate the marriage. For seven
years, the Court of Versailles, Paris, the entire kingdom and foreign
courts, according to circumstance, would make this fiasco into a state
problem or an object of mockery — the one not excluding the other.
When he became king (1774), Louis XVI was the butt of this European
vaudeville.

He was not impotent, properly speaking, like his brother Provence, but
incapable of ejaculation — and, in any event, he was little inclined towards
love and women. One can imagine that this anomaly would have intrigued
his libidinous grandfather, quite apart from the harm it was doing to the
future of the kingdom. There may well have entered into it a justifiable
repudiation of his cynical and blasé grandfather, with his weakness for
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Madame du Barry, and a sort of loyalty to his paternal heritage: through
Louis XVI, the Bourbons would end in virtue, but without capitalizing on
it, since that virtue had begun by being ludicrous. It appears that, in the
end, a chat with his brother-in-law Joseph, who came to France incognito
in 1777, freed Louis from his inhibition. In August, court correspondence
mentioned the event, and the queen’s pregnancy confirmed it the following
year. The future emperor of Austria — perhaps with the help of a small
operation (it is not certain) — settled the affair privately, but without being
able to obliterate all traces of it in public opinion or in the royal couple
themselves.

Thus, the still adolescent man who came to the throne on 10 May 1774,
on the death of his grandfather, had already had long experience of
loneliness, which the exercise of power would intensify. That was what
gave his personality that ‘indecipherable’ quality remarked upon by his
contemporaries, which Marie-Antoinette also wondered about in her letters
to her mother.

When he became king of France at twenty, Louis XVI was a rather
gauche young man, already tending to portliness, with a full face, Bourbon
nose and a short-sighted gaze which was not without a certain gentleness.
Michelet stresses the Germanic heredity (through his mother, daughter of
the Elector of Saxony) of this heavy, slow, thick-blooded prince, who ate
and drank too much. But it is equally easy to trace these traits back to his
father, the Dauphin, son of Louis XV and Marie Leczynska.

The dominant motif of contemporary accounts of the young king, apart
from his lack of grace, was his difficulty in communicating, and even in
reacting. With no conversation, no distinction, he had good sense but was
short on wit: the best document in this regard is the diary he kept of his
daily activities, in which are noted, together with his hunts, his meals and
his meetings, and family events. This list never discloses the slightest
emotion, the smallest personal comment: it reveals a soul without any
strong vibrations, a mind numbed by habit.

By contrast, what a lot of physical exercise! Louis XVI spent on hunting
— which was his passion — the energy he saved in his contacts with men or
his relations with his wife. He watched with meticulous care over the
upkeep of forests and animals, knew the men and dogs of the hunting
teams, and devoted long hours, often several times a week, to staghunting,
a typically Bourbon pastime from which he would emerge exhausted but
happy, with the evening in which to listen to discussions of the afternoon’s
exploits.

Another practice which was characteristic of his solitary and rather arid
nature was manual work, tinkering about, locksmithing: above his apart-
ment, Louis XVI had a little forge set up where, with a modest talent, he
made locks and keys. From there he could ascend a further storey to reach
his belvedere and watch through a telescope all that was happening in the
gardens of Versailles. On some days he took the opportunity to wander
through the attics of the chiteau, chasing stray cats.
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It is easy to see how historians have been able to turn this really very
average man into a hero, an incompetent, a martyr or a culprit: this
honourable king, with his simple nature, ill adapted for the role he had
to assume and the history which awaited him, can equally well inspire
emotion at the unfairness of fate or an indictment against his lack of
foresight as a sovereign. Where personal qualities were concerned, Louis
XVI was not the ideal monarch to personify the twilight of royalty in the
history of France; he was too serious, too faithful to his duties, too thrifty,
too chaste and, in his final hour, too courageous. But through his visceral
attachment to tradition, the adolescent who had spent his youth clinging to
his aunts’ apron-strings and in the shadow of the parti dévot, would be the
man of a monarchy which was no longer suited to him or the era.

Michelet grasped this well and truly, seeing in that royalty in .God’s
image the supreme ill of the ancien régime. He recognized that Louis XVI
was its poor, final symbol — too scrupulous, too domestic, too ‘national’ as
well (because of the war against England, and American independence).
He had, in fact, to pay the price for his grandfather’s sins, for the harem of
the Parc-aux-Cerfs and the alliance with Austria. For Michelet, the drama
of the French monarchy had been played out under Louis XV. When his
grandson mounted the throne, it was too late; the monarchy was already
dead.

That profound intuition explains where Louis XVDI’s real failure lay: less
in his day-to-day politics, at home or abroad, which ‘did have some great
moments, than in his powerlessness to resuscitate on any lasting basis the
great moribund body of old royalty as it used to be. The new king received
the consecration of his coronation at Reims in 1775, like his predecessors,
but thereafter the only legitimate consecration would be by public opinion.
For a brief while he obtained this by virtue of his youth, his good will, the
reinstatement of the parlements, and Turgot; but all too soon he let this
popularity be swept up into the unpopularity of the queen and the court.

MARIE-ANTOINETTE

The queen was an archduchess of Austria, daughter of the Empress Maria
Theresa, married to the Dauphin after lengthy diplomatic manoeuvres
by Choiseul. On her mother’s orders, she was accompanied by the am-
bassador, Mercy-Argenteau, doubling as mentor and spy, who had been
given the task of ensuring that the Austrian capital invested in the French
marriage bore profitable fruit; but she did not succeed for very long in the
difficult role assigned to her. She could find nobody to lean on at the court:
hostile to Madame du Barry, Louis XV’s last official mistress, she there-
fore became close to the parti dévor and the king’s daughters, who would
have liked to put an end to their father’s misconduct; but she was Austrian,
thus in the Choiseul camp, and found herself the very symbol of a policy
which had been rejected, together with the minister, in 1770; its adver-



The Ancien Régime 31

saries were in power, including, within the royal family, the aunts of the
king and her own husband, the future king.

With little education, as badly prepared as could be for the role of
Austrian ‘antenna’ at Versailles, which her mother would have liked to see
her play, she had to live through those long early years with the court
speculating every morning on what had happened — or rather, what had not
happened — in her bed; gossip travelled swiftly from Versailles to Paris,
and she was soon credited with lovers (of both sexes), since her husband
seemed to be so inadequate. When children finally appeared (first a
daughter, the future Madame Royale, in 1778, a Dauphin in 1781, another
son in 1785 and a daughter the next year), the damage was already done:
the image of the Austrian Messalina had been fixed by Parisian lampoons.
On her side, there was a certain flightiness, due to her temperament; she
was a poorly educated princess, disliked, lacking understanding of events
or men. But the world of Versailles offered this rootless foreign queen,
who enjoyed no support, a virtually impossible role.

Her personality harboured an incurable impassivity, a lack of concern
for advice and circumstances which made her behaviour difficult to
fathom. The ambassador Mercy-Argenteau complained about it to Maria
Theresa, to excuse himself for his failure to manipulate the young queen.
Later the Comte de Mirabeau and Antoine Barnave had the same experi-
ence. They knew or guessed that Marie-Antoinette had the stronger
character of the royal couple, but they came up against her secret. In her
hour of tragedy, which she faced courageously, having matured in her
loneliness, she was just the same as she had always been, rather indifferent
to the outside world.

In contrast with Paris, at the time of Marie-Antoinette’s arrival the court
already presented the almost perfect image of what would a little later be
termed the ancien régime. Absolutism had invented Versailles where, far
from Paris and the people, Louis XIV had set up his undivided govern-
ment, the instrument of an untrammelled authority. In addition, that
government had surrounded itself with a parasitic aristocracy, dancing
around the king the sycophantic ballet of the courtiers, half vice, half
servility.

From being a means of taming the nobles, under Louis XIV, the court
under Louis XVI had become the symbol of their dominance. The king no
longer reigned over them — he obeyed them: in this telescoping of absolute
monarchy and aristocracy was forged the overall rejection of what was no
longer, in actual fact, either absolute monarchy or aristocracy, but some-
thing born of the decadence of the two principles and still surviving on
their complicity, at the expense of the people.

Louis XVI contributed to this image concocted by the Parisian satirists
through his lack of inclination for important matters and that slightly
affected kind of spinelessness which was the most obvious trait in his
make-up. But the king was always careful about the image of his calling,
never compromised tradition and, by his serious-mindedness and personal
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virtue, would even be able to revive for both his person and his office a
respect that the old Louis XV had not left intact. Now that novelty — a
chaste Bourbon - itself became a butt: the faithful king was impotent; the
virtuous sovereign had married a shameless hussy.

Yet he still maintained at least the fagade of the court, and sheltered his
shaky relationship with the world behind observance of etiquette, the
ultimate legacy of tradition. His rash Austrian queen, on the other hand,
elbowed aside this last rampart and revealed the rack and ruin behind the
walls. She wanted, and obtained, private apartments; created a little court
within the court, where she amused herself with selected friends, de-
stroying the nature of the monarchy’s public image offered at Versailles,
and exposing only the aristocratic coteries. Public opinion deeply resented
such dereliction of the duties and trappings of the reign: Marie-Antoinette
presented a trebly vulnerable target — queen, foreigner and woman. The
King’s mistresses had been lampooned. The queen’s lovers were even more
detested. By making its object female, opinion’s frustration changed into
hatred. This was the hidden curse of Marie-Antoinette’s life. Turning
reality upside down, opinion condemned the queen for pleasures in which
she had not indulged.

A scandal of the time gives some measure of Marie-Antoinette’s un-
popularity. The Cardinal de Rohan, bishop of Strasbourg, a luxury-loving
grand seigneur who combined extreme ambition with extreme frivolity,
longed to regain the favour of the queen, whom he had offended by his
life-style and his mots. He made contact with a gang of adventurers who
painted him a vivid picture of secret dealings at Court, and held out the
prospect of a reconciliation: he handed over 150,000 livres to them, and
they undertook to arrange a rendezvous, in a Versailles grove, with a
‘queen’ — in reality an accomplice — who promised him pardon. That was
not all: he then had to buy, on behalf of a queen who was mad about
diamonds, a necklace worth nearly two million livres — originally intended
for Madame du Barry — which had become too dear even for the queen
of France.

The plot was unmasked in the summer of 1785 when the jewellers vainly
demanded the first payment. By then the necklace was out of reach, in
London. The affair threw a lurid light on court life. The queen had
tangled with crooks, including the alchemist Cagliostro; Rohan was the
dupe, and won the sympathy of the public; handed over to the parlement,
he was cleared of responsibility. The queen had sunk so low in public
opinion that he was judged not guilty in having believed her to be pro-
miscuous or (even worse) mercenary. Paris acclaimed him. The kingdom
thought like the cardinal. When majesty ceases to be majestic, there can no
longer be such a thing as lése-majesté.

The verdict of public opinion gradually discredited everyone at
court: the king’s two brothers, the Comte de Provence, the underhand
intriguer, and the Comte d’Artois, the queen’s friend; his cousin the Duc
d’Orléans, another shifty figure, biding his time at the Palais Royal;
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the aristocracy, savouring the last happy days of what Talleyrand later
called la douceur de vivre. To free itself from the external constraints of
good conduct and piety, the court had effectively become a daily miracle
of wit and pleasure. But it was rousing the entire town population against
it. Jealous of a world from which it was excluded, enemy of a luxury which
discredited its spirit of thrift, the bourgeois town — the laboratory of
democracy, hard work and talent — threw its repressions and its hopes into
the battle. The court, where nobles ruled, must be ruinous, reactionary
and debauched, and reason, progress and morality must be mobilized
against it.

THE FINANCIAL CRISIS

The last two charges of the indictment were more than justifiable. But
what about the first? The collapse of public finance gave it a particular
resonance. In reality, the court absorbed only 6 per cent of the Treasury’s
revenues — a relatively low percentage. Moreover, in its anathema, opinion
constantly confused two kinds of expenditure: one relating to splendour
and festival, and the other to official position. Financially, the second was
the larger: not everything in it could be cut down — the king’s household
troops, for example, who drew their pay from the Versailles budget, could
hardly be cut back after the 1775 reforms. But spectacular examples of
waste abounded, so permanent was the confusion at Versailles between
pensions and gifts, remuneration for public office, the speculative resale of
the benefits of office, all kinds of financial devices. Finally, among Marie-
Antoinette’s entourage, the arbitrary nature of favour was more and more
glaringly obvious. Madame de Lamballe, who already received 170,000
livres as superintendent of the queen’s household, procured 600,000 livres
on domains in Lorraine, plus 54,000 livres for her brother. Madame de
Polignac and her family, other well-known protégés of the queen, were
registered for a pension of 700,000 livres.

Had he attacked court wastefulness, Louis XVI would not have saved
his finances, but he might perhaps have salvaged even more — the mon-
archy itself. His weakness in the face of the court was symbolic of the
abdication of the monarchy before the aristocracy.

This erosion of royal power, marked by the nobles’ victory at court,
was not so rapid that it prevented Louis XVI from harvesting the last
fruits of the century’s progress, and of a better management of wealth and
men. There are other examples of a power in decline and an enduring
administration.

Since Choiseul, France had been preparing its revenge for defeat in the
Seven Years War (1756—63). In 1775 — in the midst of the Turgot affair —
the king summoned back to the War Ministry an old retired condottiere, the
Comte de Saint-Germain, who in the space of two years ‘Prussianized’ the
French military system, with efficient assistance from officialdlom. He
pruned the overmanned and over-costly corps, such as the king’s house-
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hold troops, whose expenses were the highest; he reduced the militias to
the benefit of the regular army, whose numbers were doubled. Under the
direction of Gribeauval, the French artillery became the best in Europe; on
the advice of the Comte de Guibert, the light infantry updated military
tactics: such were the two great debts that the Revolution owed to the
ancien régime.

Finally, Saint-Germain attacked the sale of military posts. All his life he
had pleaded the cause of the poor nobility; he was a man of Prussian-style
military nobility, a specialist in the field of arms. As he could not redeem
all posts at one stroke, he decided that they should lose one quarter of their
value each time one was vacated, so that the financial value would be
written off within four generations.

After Saint-Germain, Ségur pursued the work of technical renovation.
He maintained its social inspiration, making further cutbacks by the 1781
regulation which reserved certain military ranks for sons who possessed at
least four quarterings. But it was done rather grudgingly, for he declared
to the Council: ‘It would be better to tackle the unreasonable prejudice
which is the ruin of the nobility by allowing it no other activity than the
practice of arms.” While the attack on the sale of office pleased the poor
nobles, who were rich in title alone and did not want to see its value
diminished, the edict pertaining to the four quarterings united all the
ancient nobility. It was in essence directed against the ennobled, since
within the second order it disqualified all nobility after the middle of Louis
XIV’s reign.

This is significant evidence of the mechanism of aristocratic distinctions
constantly in operation in old society, by which, among those who had
held them for a long time, new privileges arrived to compensate for the
risk of an upsurge in the number of titles, brought about by the financial
needs of the monarchy. That mechanism, which split the second order into
castes, created even more malcontents within the Third Estate than among
the recently ennobled: by continually pushing farther back the barrier
guarding the way to the highest social status, it made the way still less
accessible to those who had not passed through the preliminary stages.

What the Third Estate bourgeois rightly took to be aristocratic arrogance
frequently had its source in conflict between the nobles themselves. The
‘feudal’ grand seigneur, who despised the ennobled financier (though he
might often marry his daughter), gave the tone to what Mirabeau called ‘a
torrent of contempt’, the psychological mainspring of old French society.
Adopted in order to reconstruct a military nobility, this edict aroused the
Third Estate against ‘reaction’. There was no state reform which could be
compatible with the reinforcing of inequality, even if the intention was to
replace parasitism and privilege with service to the state.

Under the long ministry of Vergennes (1774—87), a wise and methodical
diplomat, the effort towards overseas recovery which had been made since
Choiseul’s time finally paid off: its aim at that time was revenge against
Britain. At the same time, Vergennes did not abdicate from the European
scene, where the partition of Poland had caused French influence to lose
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ground; he refused to help the Austrian ally in its German ambitions, and
maintained a balance between the houses of Brandenburg and Habsburg.
But the American conflict provided the opportunity for the great design
against England.

In the conflict which developed in 1773—6, when American desire for
autonomy had garbed itself in the Declaration of Independence (1776),
French opinion had good reasons for taking sides: patriotism and philosophy,
combined to form a new passion. An American office set up near Versailles
enrolled volunteers with illustrious names — the Marquis de La Fayette,
the Vicomte de Noailles, Ségur. In a strong position because of the family
pact, Vergennes sought the support of Spain, then hesitated. At the
beginning of 1778, he decided to sign a treaty of alliance with the new
United States: this quickly led to war, in which Spain joined the following
year.

While the naval war was going on, with great feats on both sides, and
Admiral Suffren in the Indies was avenging the defeats of the Seven Years
War, the decisive action took place in America itself: the relief army sent
from Versailles to the American colonists, commanded by the Comte
de Rochambeau, joined de Grasse’s fleet and Washington’s troops to
obtain the capitulation of the British expeditionary force at Yorktown, in
Chesapeake Bay (1781). The peace treaty was signed at Versailles at the
beginning of 1783. France gained nothing from it but the freedom to
fortify Dunkirk, plus Saint-Pierre and Miquelon, Tobago and the Senegal
trading posts. But it had taken its revenge on Britain and erased the
shame of the Treaty of Paris in 1763.

Nevertheless, the dynamic of weak governments is such that even their
victories are turned into losses. The American war not only multiplied in
the kingdom the numbers of admirers of the 1776 Declaration, soon to be
known as ‘patriots’; it had also cost, over five years, more than a thousand
million livres and had aggravated the chronic malady of the country — its
finances. It was a chronic disease, because no cure was possible, and one
which became more and more serious as the urgency and impossibility of
relief became more obvious. Public expenditure continued to grow in line
with the obligations of the state. Under Antoine de Sartine, the reorga-
nization of the Navy was swallowing up sums of money which swelled
every year. Servicing the public debt became an ever heavier burden.

After Turgot, and some months of traditionalist reaction, it was
Necker’s turn. The monarchy stepped up its forms of therapy: after the
liberal economist came the banker and economic planner. The choice,
however, did not result from doctrinal alternatives. In reality, it marked
a crucial watershed in the monarchy’s policy: resort to pure financial
technique and confidence in banks took the place of vague impulses
towards fiscal reform. It was doubly a sign of the times, characteristic
of the slackening hold of the government and the growing strength of
banking capitalism. Not that Louis XVI’s ancestors had never resorted to
it, but they had not actually installed it in the post of Controller-General.

To be more precise, since he was not only a banker, but also Swiss and
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Protestant, Necker did not receive the traditional title: first, he was
Director of the Treasury, under the nominal supervision of an ousted
Controller, and in the following year he became Director-General of
Finance with sole authority. This only emphasized the technical limits of
his powers: Necker had no right of entry to the king’s Council, where the
important decisions were made, notably about peace or war. He would not
be able, as with Terray against Choiseul, or Turgot against Vergennes, to
oppose war and its train of expenses: he was given the task of paying them
off painlessly. To hark back to a classic distinction under the ancien régime,
his advent marked the abdication of finance in the face of banking.

The great officers of the royal finances — known as financiers — were at the
end of their wits and their resources; Terray’s bankruptcies had ended by
dealing a blow to the old system of borrowing against lifetime annuities.
Now it was the turn of the banks, and of a private capitalist — without
office and without country, but with a keen awareness of public opinion,
and excellent at raising loans. After him, the great officers — Joly de
Fleury, d’Ormesson, Calonne — remained trapped by these techniques.

It was a sign of the times that the abdications of the old monarchy in the
face of money was greeted with joy by public opinion: mistrust of the
government and the prestige of money joined hands. Moreover, there was
Necker himself, eager to please, manipulated by family propaganda,
naturalized by success and opinion. This banker was also a thinker, who
would leave behind an important work, written mostly after this period, in
leisure time left to him by political failure. But when he first came to
power, it was not so much his thoughts that were féted in Paris as his
success and his image: that kind of overwhelming public approval was a
very modern phenomenon.

Turgot had also received a similar welcome, but he had been one of the
insiders naturally destined for the Control-General. Necker, though,
having made a fortune in brilliant speculations on the Indies Company,
had neither office nor even status, in a society where everything was office
and status, and, apart from money, had but one other imponderable asset:
the favour of public opinion.

On that he had built his road to power. Madame Necker’s Fridays were
one of the high spots of Paris, when the master of the house spent his
money paying homage to sensibility and virtue in political and literary
conversations. An Eloge de Colbert, a polemic against Turgot’s laissez-faire,
had further reassured traditional economists: Necker did not intend to
abandon the poor to the cruelties of the market. In short, the Swiss banker
was perhaps less revolutionary than the liberal intendant. Furthermore, at
the court there was less to fear from a man whose best interests would be
served if his past were forgotten, and who could reveal modern monetary
secrets to the monarchy. Parisian rentiers living on their private means
rejoiced as if they were the ones being put into power. That was why
public opinion hailed a genius, where Maurepas had seen nothing but a
banker.
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His management would be rather in the form of administrative mod-
ernization. Orchestrated by fashionable philanthropic propaganda, the
basic reforms of this saviour-minister mainly affected the running of the
state’s financial machinery: a reduction in the costs of tax collection,
the termination of a certain number of useless offices, dismantling of
the Tax Farm, attempts to improve public accountancy and, finally, in
another sphere, the abolition of serfdom in the king’s domains. Yet, for
fear of the parlements and the clergy, this Protestant made not a single
gesture on behalf of his fellow Protestants. For fear of the nobility’s
reactions, this commoner proposed no tax reforms. His most important
idea in truly political affairs was once more to present to the king the
concept of political representation.

He was unaware of the memorandum prepared by Du Pont for Turgot,
but his project had no need of precise antecedents because it was so much
in tune with the mood of the times. He had set out its principles in a
confidential document to the king published in 1791: to entrust provincial
fiscal and economic management to assemblies of property-holders, made
up half from the Third Estate, a quarter from the nobility and a quarter
from the clergy, voting by head. Necker preserved the distinction between
the orders (doubling the representation of the Third, it is true), whereas
Turgot (or Du Pont) had given consideration to property-owners only. He
also abandoned the elective principle.

Four of these assemblies were created in 1779—80: one in Berry, the
next in the Dauphiné, the third in Haute-Guyenne and the fourth in
Moulins. The first members were appointed by the king, and thereafter co-
opted their colleagues. Even this timid attempt, however, immediately ran
into strong opposition: courtiers, intendants, parlements were all worried
about these new powers; the institutions functioned only in Berry and
Haute-Guyenne. This episode revealed once again the monarchy’s inability
to give the enlightened classes any organized means of being party to the
administration of the kingdom.

Because he could not forge ahead with a policy of reforms, the banker
Necker was administering a deficit and paying for the American war by
way of royal lotteries and ever more costly loans. His main expedient was
to increase state-guaranteed life annuities — manna for the bank, which
specialized increasingly in the investment of public securities, thus fore-
shadowing one of its major later roles under the Restoration and the July
monarchy. Not only did Necker obtain life annuity loans without making
any distinction in interest rates according to the age ranges of the lenders,
but he also left to the rentiers the choice of subjects on whose lives the
interest would run.

It was a chance for lenders to think up almost endless variations on
speculative schemes; the best-known was perfected by the Genevan banks,
which gathered local capital together around thirty girls of tender age,
selected on the best medical expertise for their optimal chances of survival.
The figure of thirty met the need to find the lowest starting number on
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which to base the calculation of probabilities — the Dutch went as far as
eighty.

Each of these young girls, surrounded by vigilant and single-minded
solicitude on the part of everyone of importance in Geneva, concealed a
fortune in each heartbeat. The town went into mourning at the early
demise of one Pernette Elisabeth Martin, at the age of eight, on 16 July
1788 as she took with her a capital of over two million livres in life
income. But that catastrophe was the exception, and the progress of the
demographic forecast ensured the fortunes of the lenders and their banking
intermediaries. It was the symptom of an entirely new mentality: the old
tax expedients of the monarchy were being turned to the triumph of
movable asset capitalism.

In total, between 1776 and 1781, 530 million in loans of all kinds fed the
Treasury and financed a war which was all the more popular because it was
painless. Money continued to flow in, and the resale of annuities enriched
Parisian speculation. Even if the state was seriously compromising its
future, Necker retained his popularity. In 1781, to counter-attack court
intrigues to find his successor, he published the Compte rendu, a statement
of accounts which concealed the expenditure of the extraordinary budget
and revealed an apparent surplus revenue of ten million livres.

After three years of war and no new taxes, that was truly financial
wizardry! But though this little book enjoyed immense public favour, it
created conflict at court. The parlement drew up remonstrances on the
provincial assemblies, the king’s ministers were jealous, and the old
financiers absolutely clear-sighted: the real deficit lay in the region of eighty
million. Necker wanted to get the support of public opinion. He asked for
the title of Minister of State, and also for general application of the system
of provincial assemblies. On the king’s refusal, he fell in May 1781.

His successors, Joly de Fleury and d’Ormesson, made mediocre, almost
timid, use of the ordinary routine. Increases in taxes on consumer goods, a
third vingtiéme, sales of offices, and, above all, massive borrowing: more
than 400 million livres in two and a half years. When d’Ormesson came to
grief against the Farm, suppressing its lease three years ahead of term in
1783, the fashionable Vaudreuil and Polignac coteries had their candidate,
Calonne, accepted.

Calonne deserves better than association with those names; better, too,
than his posthumous reputation. He is greater than the image of dishonest
liquidator in which revolutionary historiography has imprisoned him. On
many points he had ideas well in advance of his time: his plan rested
chiefly on the modern concept that state expenditure should be favour-
able to the circulation of money, create purchasing power, ‘initiate’ an
economic revival in order to boost the pool of tax revenue.

This interpretation of Calonne in a Keynesian light in fact rehabilitates
part of his administration. The new Controller-General masterminded an
entire economic policy: public works, fitting out of ports, a road network,
various encouragements to industrial and commercial enterprises, the
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creation of a new Indies Company. He spent money in order to invest. He
paid out in order to inspire confidence: annuity arrears (arrears on interest
due) were honoured at term. To siphon speculative money towards the
Treasury, he put an end to speculation in shares in the Discount Bank and
on the import of Spanish piastres.

In the short term, however, this policy could live only on credit: on his
installation as Controller, Calonne had found, out of 600 million livres in
annual revenue, 176 million committed in advance, 250 million absorbed
by debt service and 390 million in accounts in arrears to be settled. He
borrowed money on all sides, even more and at a higher rate than his
predecessors: 650 million in three and a half years. Necker had a good
opportunity in 1784, in his Administration des finances, to explain to public
opinion — which believed in his Compte rendu of 1781 — the mechanism of
bankruptcy. For he was touching a sensitive spot: he was denouncing the
last of the great court financiers to bourgeois rentiers, to an entire Parisian
democracy for whom he, Necker, was the ideal man.

On this point, the hatred of the Jacobins — or, conversely, the friendship
of the Polignacs — had not mistaken its object. Calonne’s ministry belonged
to the last fine days of the aristocracy. A true son of the times, the
descendant of a long line of eminent lawyers, former king’s intendant in
Lille, he was the man of the grands seigneurs.

Historians have for too long paid too much attention to the polemics of
the era and the little cliques of intriguers and speculators who hovered
around Calonne anticipating with their pocket-books the decisions of the
state. But the essence lies elsewhere, often concealed in the mystery of
princely book-keeping, royal gifts and court speculation: one would need
to reconstruct the entire circuit of the money borrowed by Calonne to
understand how these years were without doubt the most dazzling in
court civilization. Versailles féted a magician who handed out money right
and left — another financial wizard like John Law, in an even shakier
world.

In 1785 the king spent 137 million in the cash settlement of debts to
unnamed beneficiaries. During that time, he wrote off several princely
bankruptcies: that of the Comte d’Artois, the second in six years: those of
two great families, the Guéménées and Soubises. The ‘enrichissez-vous’ of
Calonne was not that of the bourgeois king; he was addressing court
society, princely and noble houses and, for the time being, the financiers in
their service. It was neither a surreptitiously revolutionary attempt, nor an
international banking conspiracy; it was the last great effort to restore
ancien régime society in all its glory and splendour.

Sinking borrowed money into the parasitic round of court life proved
eventually to be the downfall of this aristocratic sleight-of-hand: never had
it been more apparent that the social and political structures of the ancien
régime were compromising economic and financial stability. In a kingdom
where, ultimately, everything depended on agricultural wealth and taxes
levied on land, court nobles and the King — in short, the state — were
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increasingly living beyond their means; that was what the townspeople and
the rentiers quite rightly perceived in their hatred of Calonne.

It is therefore true that the last great financier of the monarchy had
helped to crystallize anti-aristocratic feeling, and had certainly brought
forward by several years the moment of decisive choice. During the
summer of 1786, the deficit was running at over 100 million livres, there
were 250 million of debt in arrears outstanding, and half the income of the
year ahead was spent in advance. Loyal to the only world he could
imagine, which he loved, Calonne unearthed the greatest plan for saving
the ancien régime that the century had produced: that of the physiocrats.

On 20 August 1786 he presented to the king his Précis d’un plan
d’amélioration des finances (Outline of a plan to improve finances), built
round the idea of fiscal reform. It comprised the replacement of the
vingtiémes by a tax levied on all lands, without exception, and proportional
to income. This was the ‘territorial subsidy’, which would be paid in kind;
the physiocratic tax system had found a new follower. Calonne moreover
advocated the reduction of the raille, the simplification of the gabelle
(salt tax) and gradual cancellation of state debts by the transfer of royal
domains. A second series of measures aimed at unifying the national
market by freeing the grain trade, and the total abolition of internal
Customs.

Finally, as with Turgot and Necker, the plan was crowned by a pyramid
of consultative assemblies which were to give all property-owners a part in
the government of the kingdom: they would have to be elected by suffrage
based on property qualification (censitaire), without reference to the
traditional orders of society. Calonne was thus closer to the municipalités of
Du Pont’s memorandum than to Necker’s assemblies. Du Pont, as always,
was still lurking in the wings. Never, even under Turgot, had such a vast
and daring reorganization been proposed to Louis XVI. The king allowed
himself to be convinced. In any case, he hardly had a choice any more,
because he refused the bankruptcy which some of the privileged were
seeking, in total indifference to the fate of the bourgeois rentiers.

But Calonne knew that there was no chance of getting such projects
accepted by the parlement of Paris. He suggested to the king a procedure
used in the past by Henri IV and Louis XIII: the meeting of an assembly
of notables, appointed by the Crown, whose docility could be more easily
relied upon. Despite Vergennes’s misgivings, this plan pleased the king.
As usual, execution was slow, while Calonne survived only by expedients.
On 29 December 1786, at the end of a royal Council, Louis XVI an-
nounced his intention of ‘assembling people of various conditions and the
most qualified in my state, in order to inform them of my views on the
relief of my peoples, the ordering of my finances and the reform of various
abuses.’

He thought he was merely defining a procedure. In fact, he was
setting in motion a system.
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THE ASSEMBLY OF NOTABLES

With the convening of the notables, the French monarchy had entered into
the machinery of consultation: a strong government, a definite policy
might have found support in that. But a weak and indecisive government
risked exposing its isolation and hastening its own downfall; a single
breach in the wall and a rout would ensue. Calonne’s little artifice thus
unleashed one of the most gigantic crashes in history. It inaugurated an
acceleration of events in which the historian can with hindsight read the
preface to a revolution.

It all started with the nobility. For those notables were nobles. When
one considers how many of them were bishops, parlementaires and en-
nobled members of the Third Estate, noble privilege and the tradition of
rank entirely dominated this small assembly, suddenly vested with a role
that was too great for it: to represent the nation to the king. How strange
was the spectacle of a Controller-General assembling the largest share-
holders of a company in order to ask them to do away with the profits. But
Calonne had overestimated the indulgence of his audience. Coaxed by
Parisian opinion, the assembly of notables found it all the easier to refuse
to submit, since Calonne’s proposals effectively threatened tradition.

By opposing a single and proportional tax, they were protecting their
own interests and at the same time gratifying public opinion. They had
only to follow this trend to unite, in an anti-absolutist outburst, with the
general feeling of nearby Paris, still hankering after the good Necker, and
to make a scapegoat of the man who had sought their backing. In this
manoeuvre, which backfired on him, Calonne became the personification
of the deficit and a wasteful financial system. The shortfall of 113 million
livres, to which he had admitted, was ascribed to his mismanagement
alone. In April the King yielded to the notables and replaced Calonne with
one of the most vehement among them — Marie-Antoinette’s candidate,
Loménie de Brienne, archbishop of Toulouse.

An intelligent and ambitious prelate, the archbishop began by giving
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with open hands. He took liberal measures, such as recognizing the civil
status of Protestants, which annoyed the clergy. He persuaded Louis XVI
to accept a fundamental reform of the state: just before its demise, the
ancien régime professed to renounce one of its constituent principles,
administrative centralization.

Brienne had inherited the idea of provincial assemblies from Calonne:
set up in the généralités of the pays d’élection (areas in which provincial
assemblies ceded their right to approve taxation) these assemblies, com-
posed of the three orders (with a doubled Third Estate), would move in
beside the intendants and would be called upon to replace them gradually in
the country’s administration. The king appointed half the members within
each of the three orders: co-optation provided the remainder.

About twenty of these assemblies began to operate at the end of the year,
leaving ‘intermediary commissions’ between the plenary sessions to keep
an eye on grain, side by side with the intendant who, in theory at least, was
largely relieved of his office. Thus a revolution had occurred before the
Revolution, effected by the monarchy which, by renouncing its nature,
was making way for society. Versailles no longer controlled very much,
least of all the pace of change. The time of reforms from above had
passed, to the benefit of public opinion, which paid heed to the demagogy
of the parlements, the regional high courts.

It was necessary to get back to the heart of the problem: how to raise
money. In certain periods of history there is a sort of inevitability attached
to office: Brienne was forced to resume the idea of a land tax, to which he
added an increased stamp charge. He aroused anew the hostility of his
erstwhile colleagues, who declared themselves without mandate to vote on
these projects; this was an implicit reference to another assembly which
would have received such a mandate. So the Estates-General came about
through the nobles’ grand plan to regain control of the state. Everyone —
reformist, conservative, bourgeois, aristocrat - rushed to welcome it in the
name of anti-absolutism. Louis XVI, who had never understood how to
divide and rule, was now up against the moment of liberal unanimity, or,
one might as well say, of the parlements.

A sort of gradual widening of the campaign developed: the notables
having been dispatched, the parliamentary relay transmitted the new
watchword from the court to the Hétel de Ville (town hall of Paris), and
from Paris to the provinces. For some months the large towns in the realm
regained their traditional spokesmen. In July 1787, after the dismissal
of the notables, the parlement of Paris demanded an Estates-General,
affirming it to be the only body with the power to agree to new taxes: that
was why, in August, it rejected the financial part of Brienne’s programme.
Conflict, lit de justice, exile, recall: the classic scenario lasted barely a
summer. In October, there was no longer any question of reform, but
simply of borrowing: the reinstated parlement made registration con-
ditional upon the convening of the Estates-General.

Enfeebled government made a last effort and imposed the loan. To the
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Duc d’Orléans, who objected that this was illegal, Louis XVI retaliated
with what he had always been taught: ‘It is legal because I wish it.” He
exiled his cousin and, at the very last, in May 1788, accepted a series
of edicts from his Keeper of the Seals, Lamoignon, ‘decapitating’ the
parlements: it was the story of Maupeou all over again. Taking the ini-
tiative, the magistrates had just reaffirmed the ‘fundamental laws of the
realm’, voting on taxes by the Estates-General, the right of registration,
and the liberties and rights of individuals and corporate bodies. The royal
army surrounded the Paris parlement, which yielded only to force, after
thirty hours of warnings.

The year 1788 thus saw the culmination of the old struggle which had
begun after Louis XIV’s death, between absolutist administration and
parlementaire resistance. But it soon revealed to what extent the inequality
of political forces had grown since Louis XVI’s accession. Between a
solitary and discredited monarchy, with nothing to offer but vague in-
clinations, and the great liberating watchword of the Estates-General,
uniting all ambitions, public feeling did not hesitate.

The provincial towns were even more vociferous than Paris. High court
magistrates flew to the aid of Parisian colleagues, enveloped in the same
popular fervour. French clergy and local nobility were no less ardent in
their battle for ‘liberties’, during this short year when no one could yet
gauge the chasm which could separate the plural from the singular in such
a word. In fact, the provinces in which the first two orders of the realm
possessed the strongest political positions were the most relentless in
combating the king’s and Lamoignon’s edicts. They were the ones who
had Provincial Estates, or remembered when they had had them, and who
now asked for their restitution: the eighteenth century briefly blossomed
for the nobility for an instant before it vanished.

Unrest reached all towns with a parlement. Risings were especially
violent in places where the conflict between the courts and the Crown was
most long-standing, and where it had smouldered throughout the century:
in Béarn, Brittany and the Dauphiné. In Rennes, where the nobility
immediately declared its solidarity with the parlement, gentlemen, bar-
risters and students held a combined demonstration on 9 May; the next
day, the king’s representatives were stoned by the crowd and forced to take
refuge in the governor’s palace. In Grenoble, the protesting parlement was
exiled by the Duc de Clermont-Tonnerre, commanding the province. On
the day fixed for the departure of the magistrates, 7 June, the tocsin was
sounded, summoning a town already filled with people: it was market day.
All the folk from the surrounding mountains came down to lend a hand.
Clermont-Tonnerre’s soldiers were pelted with tiles hurled from the
rooftops. The revolt was so violent that the king’s representative capitu-
lated and allowed the parlement to be reinstated.

But it had also given rise to a revolutionary institution: a ‘central
committee’, dominated by barristers like Jean-Joseph Mounier and
Barnave, which on its own authority, at the end of July, convoked the
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Provincial Estates. In the big chiteau of the rich merchant, Claude Périer,
where the three orders met together, the assembly of Vizille heralded a
new era: contrary to what was happening in Pau or Rennes, the men of the
Third Estate had the numbers and the authority: they did not confine
themselves to demanding the restoration of old provincial franchises, but
drew the nobles with them to the national level: in response to Mounier,
they in fact voted that ‘the three orders of the province shall not grant
taxes, by free gift or otherwise, until their representatives have discussed
the matter in the Estates-General of the realm.’ Parlements and personal
privileges were immediately superseded. A national will was taking shape
behind anti-absolutist unanimity.

Louis XVI himself could do nothing but yield to the torrent; on 8
August, the Estates-General was convened for 1 May 1789. Not before
time, because on 15 August state payments were suspended. The 24th saw
the dismissal of Brienne. Necker had become the providential, or rather,
inevitable man; his name alone deferred bankruptcy and set Lamoigon’s
efforts at naught. The wave of popularity which carried him back to power
was far too strong to be controlled; nothing mattered any more in France
except the imminent meeting of the Estates-General.

At that precise moment, the end of the summer of 1788, history un-
veiled its real significance to clear-sighted contemporaries, rather as, at
the theatre, when the scenery shifts a little and discloses what is going
on behind the facade. But what really was going on? The nobility and
parlements refused to alter anything whatsoever in the traditional method
of designation and voting of the Estates: one third of the representatives
for each order, and voting by order, which automatically conferred the
majority on the privileged. Now the Third Estate advanced the example of
Vizille, where its representation had been doubled, and the orders held a
common meeting; this was an admission that it wanted the means of
dominating the common assembly, since it expected — with good reason —
some backing from among the nobility and the lower clergy.

Besides, it had already received a certain amount: the ‘national party’ —
the term ‘patriot’ also was already in use — which organized the campaign
for the ‘doubling’ of Third Estate representation brought together a
number of liberal aristocrats and enlightened bourgeois. The collective
wave of hope was so strong that it transported many imaginations beyond
social confines, towards a reconciled nation of 25 million citizens. Though
the notables of the Third Estate, in towns throughout the kingdom,
formed the nucleus of this vast movement of opinion, co-ordinated at the
summit by a Committee of Thirty, they did not hold the monopoly: the
culture of the century and a growing recognition of merit, which had been
spreading for a long time, brought many instances of individual support
from above.

The increased number of provincial academies, clubs and Freemasons’
societies had foreshadowed the new world in which ‘ranks’ would hence-
forth fraternize. Thus, alongside Jacques-Pierre Brissot, Mounier or



The Revolution of 1789: 1787—1791 45

Barnave, or the young Parlementaire Adrien Du Port, several heirs to the
greatest names in the kingdom signified their support in advance for
the end of privileges: La Fayette, hero of the war in America; Bishop
Talleyrand, just appointed to Autun; the Duc de La Rochefoucauld,
inimical to the morals of the court; his cousin Liancourt, the philanthropic
agronomist; the Duc d’Aiguillon, one of the richest landowners in France.

All the same, some of these liberal grands seigneurs retained a sense of
distance and conceived their action as an indispensable adaptation of the
aristocracy to the new times: everything must change so that everything
could stay the same. The Third Estate revolution would spontaneously feel
itself closer to renegades like the Abbé Sieyés or the Comte de Mirabeau,
elected on its own lists.

At the end of 1788, it put forward the quintessential revolutionary idea:
going beyond liberal unanimity, it demanded equality. The fight against
absolutism was already won — and had been for far longer than contem-
poraries imagined. It then discovered an essential element which had
remained buried, undisclosed, like humiliation: the hatred born of a
society of orders and a ‘racism’ of birth, exacerbated by the separation into
the castes of the various ranks of society. Aristocratic society at the end of
the eighteenth century, corrupt in its principle, suddenly revealed the
psychological and political ravages provoked by the obsessive fear of
differentiation: bourgeois honour impugned had become equaliry. History was
already being accelerated in this cut-and-dried equation. It had made
compromise between the enlightened classes very difficult; on the contrary,
all parts of the Third Estate shared a common hatred of the aristocracy.
That is evident from just one example: the Abbé Sieyes had become the
man of the moment.

SIEYES

We must linger a little over the name of Sieyés — the best symbol of the
French Revolution. Jacques Bainville observes that Sieyés punctuated
the frenzied advance of the French Revolution with three utterances. At
the beginning of 1789: ‘What is the Third Estate? Everything. What has it
been up to now in the political order? Nothing.” After 1793: ‘I survived.’
In the autumn of 1799: ‘I seek a sword.” He was not the greatest man of
action of the French Revolution; he was, however, its most profound
political thinker. He gave it an initial impetus, in the winter of 1788—9,
with three successive pamphlets: Essai sur les privileges (Essay on pri-
vileges), Vues sur les moyens d’exécution dont les représentants de la France
pourront disposer en 1789 (Views on the means of action available to rep-
resentatives of France in 1789), and lastly, Qu’est-ce que le Tiers Etat?
(What is the Third Estate?), the most celebrated, which made his name
renowned in the space of a few weeks.

They all appeared over two months, between November 1788 and
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January 1789, at the time when Louis XVI and Necker were taking their
decisions on methods of convening and assembling the Estates, in the
throes of political crisis. Few books have acted with as much force on
major events as these three occasional pamphlets, written in haste but with
extraordinary power, in which a priest who had not been too badly treated
by the ancien régime developed a philosophy of revolution in the name of
the Third Estate.

Sieyes was a priest. Born in Fréjus into a modest bourgeois family which
was hard put to it to establish its five children, he followed the usual
ecclesiastical channels, without any special vocation but as an intellectually
gifted child. Taken under the wing of the Jesuits, those great unearthers of
talent, and then by the Congréganistes de la Doctrine Chrétienne, he was
in Paris in 1765 at the small seminary of Saint-Sulpice — the large one was
for young noblemen training to become bishops — where his teachers
found nothing to remark on, apart from his ‘sly’ nature, but his insatiable
appetite for books.

Ordained a priest in 1772, he had read everything about the philosophy
of the Enlightenment, both French and English. The notes he made
during those long years of study, preserved in the National Archives, show
evidence of an unlimited intellectual appetite, somewhat undisciplined,
ranging from literature to metaphysics, art and music, with an especial
passion for philosophy and political economy; Locke and the physiocrats
were the writers whom he constantly read, reread, discussed, challenged,
questioned.

In 1775 he wrote a Lettre aux économistes sur leur systéme de politique et de
morale (Letter to the physiocrats on their political and moral system),
which he did not publish. Everything in the mechanism of different
societies interested the young Sieyés: money, banking, labour, trade,
production, property, sovereignty, citizenship — everything, with the
exception of history. The basis of his thinking was political, in the widest
sense of the word, and conformed to the dominant trend of French
Englightenment philosophy: it was a question of thinking of society in
accordance with reason, whereas it offered only the spectacle of unreason.
From an early age Sieyes was fanatical about public happiness.

The potent and simplifying genius of this young priest could find no
outlet in the world of the ancien régime. First of all, he needed protectors in
order to get himself a post, to find a sinecure and help his family. A letter
of 1773 to his father — he was twenty-five years old — at the time when he
had just missed a coveted benefice, is very revealing both of him and of the
old society: ‘If it had gone well, I would have been somebody, instead of
which I am nothing. Never mind, I cannot complain yet, because my
course is not yet run. I will either make my way in life or perish.” He
found that life in the train of an aristocratic bishop, first of Tréguier, then
of Chartres, Jean-Baptiste Joseph de Lubersac, a philosophe like himself,
and also like him an administrative priest. So the Abbé Sieyés was estab-
lished, soon provided with a benefice, then becoming a canon of Chartres
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in 1783, and finally Vicar General, the bishop’s closest assistant and
already a minor personality in the Church of France.

He had a fine status, but his real life lay elsewhere: not in religion (there
is not the slightest evidence that he was ever interested in that) nor yet in
his private life (everything indicates that he did not have one), but in his
books and the intellectual life of the century, which he was continually
debating, pen in hand, for his own satisfaction. When history’s hour
struck, this priest had published nothing but had written a great deal; he
had lived nothing but meditated on everything: the philosophes Helvétius
and Condillac, Rousseau, Turgot, the physiocrats, Hume, Adam Smith.

A contemporary, the Swiss Etienne Dumont, a friend of Mirabeau and
one of the sharpest observers of the political world of 1789, has left the
best pages yet on the subject of Sieyés, as witness this note, indispensable
for anyone wanting to understand the nature of his intellect and the secret
of his oracular behaviour in 1789—90: ‘One day, having dined at M. de
Talleyrand’s, we went for a long walk in the Tuileries; the Abbé Sieyes was
more communicative, more talkative than usual; in a burst of familiarity
and openness, having talked to me about several of his works, his studies,
his manuscripts, he spoke this striking sentence: ‘“Politics is a science
which I believe I have mastered.”’ Here was the rare coincidence of a man
who had been unable to set down his ideas now finding a theatre where
they could be enacted.

When he published his first pamphlet in November 1788, it was clear
that this deviser of systems, the abstract intellectual, ideal prey for the
great critics of 1789, from Burke to Taine, was also driven by a tremen-
dous passion. The Essai sur les priviléges effectively set the tone for what
was to be the motivating force of the Revolution several months before it
broke out: hatred of the aristocracy. It is a short work of about twenty
pages, violent, categorical, taut as an arrow winging to its target and
piercing old society in its vital spot — privilege.

What is it, what else can it be, this privilege, if not the ultimate
corruption of the concept of law, since it forms categories of individuals
who are strangers to what makes the community? Sieyes at once establishes
democratic universalism as the natural law of society, the only one which
conforms with reason. Privilege removes its beneficiary from the public
sphere of the state in order to define him by particular interests which keep
him apart from it by placing him outside citizenship. It also brings in its
wake antisocial psychological effects: the feeling of belonging to another
race, the passion for domination, exaggerated self-esteem, etc.

Unlike Rousseau, Sieyés was not against modern society; if he occa-
sionally speaks with Rousseau’s accents, it is to denounce the moral
corruption of aristocratic society alone. In that society, where privilege
abounds, there is but one culprit, the very incarnation of evil: the nobility.
The nobles have the monopoly of honour, the great driving force of every
society; they cannot support their lofty position without money, the other
great social reward; but, deprived by their very privilege of legal means of
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earning wealth, they live only as court parasites, estranged from the nation
as a whole, their sole industry being a kind of high-class mendicancy.

Sieyés, who had taken such a long time to write anything other than
notes on his reading, had reached the age of forty before circumstances
drove him to publish his first twenty pages. But what pages they were! The
nobility stands condemned there before the tribunal of reason, cast out
from the nation, together with the court turned into the scapegoat of the
movement of opinion in favour of the regeneration of the kingdom. The
solitary abbé had guessed what was to happen, and suddenly took a hand
in shaping events. His pamphlet even suggested what one year later would
be called the ‘ancien régime’ — that imaginary breaking point which con-
signed preceding centuries to nothingness: ‘A time will come when our
outraged offspring will be astounded to read our history, and will give that
most inconceivable insanity the names it deserves.’

Sieyes’s second pamphlet, Vues sur les moyens d’exécution dont les rep-
résentants de la France pourront disposer en 1789 deals with the matter of the
Estates-General from the angle of their necessary transformation into a
‘National Assembly’, vested with constituent sovereignty. The abbé was
aware of the classic objection made to a republic, that is, a people’s
government, in a large country: the nation can no longer be assembled to
allow it to discuss and vote on laws, as was done in the ancient city.

He got round this by way of a theory of representation, by which he
extended to the political field the idea of division of labour elaborated by
one of his favourite authors, Adam Smith. It was a question of ‘selecting
from the mass of citizens different classes of representatives who as a whole
form, in their person and their kind of work, what we call the public
establishment’. This ‘establishment’ is set up in accordance with a ‘proxy’
given by society to its mandatories, whether they be executive agents or
legislators. In all cases, these mandatories do not therefore represent mere
fractions of the social body (their electorate, for example) but the entire
nation.

Moreover, the process of delegation of legislative power must not be
handed on too far down the line, so that it can stay close to its source:
‘Every legislature continually needs to be refreshed by the democratic
spirit; it must therefore not be placed too far distant from the original
initiators. Representation is there for those being represented; so the
general will must not be lost, by passing through a number of inter-
mediaries, in a disastrous aristocratism.” Thus Sieyés laid down the
foundations of a theory of representative government, one torn from the
start between the inalienable nature of the nation’s rights and the delegated
sovereignty of its representatives. Even before it had taken place, the
Revolution had pinpointed what would be one of its greatest problems.

Shortly afterwards, in January 1789, Qu’est-ce que le Tiers Etat? resumed
the argument of the Essat sur les privileges, enlarging on it and being more
specific. It is a longer, more complex pamphlet, simultaneously more
theoretical and more practical, a treatise and a battlecry, a mixture which
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accurately presages the spirit of the Revolution. On a philosophical plane,
the beginning of the text shows the extent of Sieyés’s debt to the phy-
siocrats and English political economy: society is approached from the
viewpoint of the economic activity of its members, and as the place where
the progress of civilization operates by the production of wealth. From all
the useful classes that contribute to it by their labour, nobility is by
definition excluded, since it cannot exercise a private profession; as for the
public services which it is supposed to undertake, these could be more
usefully carried out by men of the Third Estate. For it is absurd to place at
the head of the state people who are defined by what separates them from
the public good, these ‘strangers in our very midst’, says Sieyes, a ‘caste’:

That is the right word. It denotes a class of men who, without function and
without usefulness, enjoy personal privileges merely by the fact of their exist-
ence . .. The noble caste has usurped all the good positions; it has turned them
into a kind of hereditary possession and therefore exploits them, not in the spirit of
social law, but for its private profit.

By this device, Sieyés extends the accusation to the monarchy, which is
guilty of being the slave of that parasitic aristocracy: it is not the king who
reigns, it is the court. The complementary nature of the nobility and the
king, which Montesquieu had seen as a balancing act favouring the liberty
of individuals, becomes for the abbé the combined domination of private
interests over those of the nation: a forceful argument, with a promising
future in that it shifts condemnation from the social to the political,
including the old royalty in the curse hurled at the nobility. The court was
there, close at hand, buzzing with intrigues and loaded with wealth, a very
exclusive party for the privileged, perfectly illustrating the evil denounced
by the prosecutor for the people. Monarchic centralization had produced
both Versailles and Paris, the court and the town, as if to present two
perfectly opposed embodiments — of privilege and public opinion.

What sort of society could be rebuilt upon this excommunication of the
nobility, upon the ruins of that absurd regime? One dictated by reason, or
science, which is its other name. Sieyés challenged every lesson drawn
from the nation’s past, and every example from abroad. Reading him, one
realizes how revolutionary reason had been constructed, like an abstract
deduction drawn from absolute and universal principles: as has been seen,
he rejected any adjustment of the existing order, which stood condemned
in its entirety; he denied the worth of any example in the English con-
stitution, although acknowledging that it had a character ‘astounding for
the time when it was established’. But a century after 1688, the French
were benefiting from the progress of the Enlightenment: ‘Do not let us
be discouraged if we find nothing in history to suit our situation. The
true science of the state of society does not go back very far.” What he
meant was that he had just founded it! A little later Mirabeau called him
‘Mahomet’.
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All those individuals, or the ensemble of those classes of individuals,
engaged in the production of social wealth or in public service form a
political community which Sieyes calls a nation: a cardinal word, one of the
strongest in revolutionary vocabulary, but also one of the most enigmatic,
because it reprocesses the ‘flesh’ of all the history constituted by the kings
to form the basis of what is being born — the unique legitimacy of the
community. The ‘laws of the nation’ in the face of royal ‘despotism’ had
been a current theme of parlementaire opposition, by which jurists referred
to the kingdom’s customary ‘constitution’, buried in the mists of antiquity.
For Sieyes, the nation means the community formed by the association of
individuals who decide to live freely under a common law, forged by their
representatives. It is the constituent will, the social contract itself in its
founding act; the nobility has no part in it, since nobles escape the
universality of the law and have their own private assemblies.

It was towards this founding act that the next Estates-General could and
must proceed; the people already enjoyed a certain civil emancipation,
through the progress of what the Scottish philosophers had called ‘com-
mercial society’. Now it had to constitute itself into a political society in
order ultimately to form a nation. Only the Third Estate could do this,
because it alone constituted in advance the body of those associated with
the common enterprise.

It was nothing, yet it was everything: that was the famous phrase in
which Sieyés gave a radically new meaning to the old institution of the
Estates-General, and showed the future representatives of the Third Estate
where their duty lay, as sole guardians of the national will. It was not
enough that the numbers of members of the commons should be doubled
or that voting should be by head: the privileged, for as long as they
were defined by privilege, were not representable. The Third Estate must
meet separately: ‘It will not join with the nobility and the clergy, and will
not vote with them either by order or by head. . . It will be said that the
Third Estate by itself cannot form the Estates-General: it will make up a
National Assembly.’

The argument of this celebrated bock is such that it can be read at two
levels. Sieyés presents a complex theory of the formation of the body
politic starting from individuals in civil society; he combines a classically
liberal starting-point, the multiplicity of private interests typifying modern
man, with the construction — almost an obsession — of a unitarian general
will, which is inalienably possessed by the nation, delegated to and sub-
sequently exercised by its representatives.

But the triumph of the pamphlet lies less in this learned reflection than
in what it offers, with brilliant simplicity, to anti-aristocratic passion.
Public opinion is burying the years of contempt under a rediscovered
equality, which has once more become the natural principle of every
society. It excludes nobles from the nation. It celebrates the death of the
court and its courtiers, the end of noble arrogance, and its own deliverance
from social humiliation. Qu’est-ce que le Tiers Etat? offers us the French
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Revolution’s biggest secret, which will form its deepest motivating force —
hatred of the nobility: as well as being a thinker, the abbé was a resentful
man, settling old scores with the old society. In resolving his lifetime’s
quarrel with the well-born, he had touched the fiercest passion of public
opinion, which found a voice in him.

Now, the king was seeking advice from that very opinion, though he
believed he was still addressing the orders of the realm. This misunder-
standing deserves some comment.

PREPARATIONS FOR THE ESTATES-GENERAL

The institution of the Estates-General had belonged to the tradition of the
French monarchy since the end of the Middle Ages; it had often been used
by kings of France between the fourteenth and sixteenth centuries.! Its
purpose was to assemble round the monarch, when he so desired, the
‘representation’ of the kingdom, intended to assist him with its opinions
and advice. ‘Representation’ must be understood in the old sense of the
word — one of the most interesting in both ancient and modern politics —
which goes back to the very nature of old society. The individual had no
existence other than by membership and solidarity with units such as the
family, the community, the corporate body, the order — defined by rights
which were both collective and personal, since they were group privileges
shared by each of the members. The social universe was thus formed by a
pyramid of corporate bodies which had received their position and their
titles from history and the king of France, according to a hierarchy in
keeping with the natural order of the world.

The ‘representation’ of this universe to the king worked quite naturally
from the bottom upwards: the upper level ‘represented’ the lower which,
by its position, it incorporated and whose identity it took over. The king of
France, at the summit of the pyramid, subsumed and embodied the
ensemble of corporate bodies constituting the nation, to fashion from them
one sole body of which he was the head; his consultation with the ‘Estates’
had as its only objective to set the seal on the unity-identity of society and
its government. In the framework of this concept of the social aspect, the
process of ‘representation’ was not intended to develop a common political
will arising from the interests or wills of individuals, but rather to express
and transmit from the bottom upwards, and right to the very top, the
requests (by definition homogeneous) of the corporate bodies of the realm.
That is why it was linked to the ‘imperative mandate’, by which every
community delegated to the higher level representatives who were not

! In the following pages I summarize an article which I wrote for a collection entitled The
Political Culture of the Old Regime, vol. 2 of K. M. Baker (ed.), The French Revolution and
the Creation of Modern Political Culture.
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entrusted with the task of ‘representing’ them in the modern sense of the
word, but simply with being the faithful spokesmen of their wishes.

The rules of convocation had never acquired a fixed form. Electoral
methods, right to vote, the number of constituencies and deputies —
nothing more. If a systematic history of the Estates-General were to
be made, it would offer an excellent illustration of the characteristic
incapability of the ancien régime — in spite or because of its incessant
legislative activity — to formulate fixed rules regarding public law and
official institutions (a theme dear to de Tocqueville, who saw in it one of
the origins of the Revolution’s tabula rasa).

When, in July 1788, the decision was taken to convene the Estates-
General to consult it on ways of resolving the crisis the kingdom was going
through, no body of doctrine or statutory documents existed to help the
royal administration define the rules of the electoral game. Moreover, that
consultation procedure had fallen into disuse, at the wish of the kings,
since the first half of the seventeenth century. If, for want of a doctrine,
the King’s jurists wished to find a legal precedent, they had to turn back to
the Estates-General of 1614. The last sitting was already nearly 200 years
old: there were no archives, not even an oral record. The victim of its
own practices, absolute monarchy no longer possessed either heritage or
tradition which would allow it to consult public opinion in indisputable
form.

Therefore, by decree of the king’s Council on 5 July 1788, the king
asked his subjects to send to the court ‘memoranda, information and
clarifications’ on the conduct of the Estates. He appealed chiefly to the
learned societies, by the device of a tribute to the academies, which
prompted ironic comment from de Tocqueville, who was surprised that
such a topic had been submitted to them. But during those last years of the
eighteenth century the problem of the vote and political representation — in
the modern sense this time — had really become a philosophical question,
discussed by the savants, as can be seen in the works of Condorcet, for
example. Though tradition was silent, confused, too distant or too faint,
philosophy could answer in its place, at the behest of the monarchy itself.

With the hindsight of two centuries of democratic practice, no govern-
ment in the world today would engage, with this kind of innocence, in a
problem with such far-reaching consequences as the methods of organizing
a ballot. But that experience was precisely what the French monarchy
lacked. It trusted in the new spirit, which was already prevailing, to return
to an ancient institution with very few rules. Not that matters really had
such clear-cut simplicity, because many political intrigues interfered with
regulatory decisions: the royal entourage tried to settle old scores with the
privileged, who were guilty of unleashing the revolt, while Necker, at least
the most popular if not the most influential minister, cautiously explored
the route towards an English-style monarchy. But in the two key texts of
27 December 1788 and 24 January 1789, as well as in all the documents
relating to the organization of the impending Estates-General, the general
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management of thoughts and decision was certainly influenced by that
dialogue of the new spirit with a lost tradition, which it permeated
throughout without obliterating it.

On 6 November 1788, when Louis XVI met the assembly of notables to
get their advice on the matter, Necker, opening the session, underlined the
changes which had taken place since 1614, and put forward the idea of
‘equity’ of representation: that meant not only the doubling of the Third
Estate, but also proportionality between the numbers of those represented
and their representatives. The two proposals were justified by the recent
transformations in the economy and in society. The implementation of the
first would have the greatest bearing on the subsequent sequence of events,
after the fusion of the deputies of all three orders into the National
Assembly in June.

Intellectually speaking, however, the second idea is the more revol-
utionary. In fact, even if it seemed for the moment limited only to the
Third Estate elections, it was inseparable from the modern idea of
representation: in trying to set up a stable connection between every
representative and the number of his electors, it came back to the concept
of individuals possessing equal rights in the formation of political power
and of a ‘national’ assembly. From what one can read of the deliberations
of the notables, who were nobles, it is less surprising to find them on the
whole hostile to the doubling of the Third Estate and innovations, than to
see them devote so much comment to the idea of a necessary proportionality
between the population of a constituency and the number of its deputies.

There are many quotations on this theme to be extracted from the
records of a meeting which assembled the greatest noble names in the
French monarchy. The importance attached to argument in opposition to
its final decisions on the doubling of the Third Estate and proportionality
between represented and representatives reveals how little assured the
majority of those ‘notables’ were about the imprescriptibility of their
rights. Furthermore, when it came to discussing methods of voting within
the Third Estate, this assembly of the privileged came out in favour of
universal suffrage, by a very large majority, without making any dis-
tinction between the right to elect and to be elected — whereas that
distinction would be characteristic of revolutionary legislation.

Now at last, Necker’s report of 27 December 1788 on the preparation
of electoral regulation could allow the spirit of the times a major role.
Recalled to power by opinion rather than by royalty, the philosopher-
administrator finally had the chance to implement his ideas on the need to
let elected assemblies participate in government, representing the wants of
society. But the Protestant banker, mindful of his failure in 1781, also
knew better than anyone that he would have to mollify the nobility and the
‘grands’, handling their amour-propre even more delicately than their
vested interests, as he had shrewdly noted in L’Administration des finances
(‘In France, distinctions of status form the keenest subject of interest;
obviously, no one objects to the pecuniary advantages to be gained, but it
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is the tactful handling of ideas of superiority which satisfies the most active
feeling.”) From that stemmed the contradictory nature of his text, midway
between tradition and innovation. Not in the sense that a political com-
promise would be effected within each of the points under discussion:
certain questions were treated according to the spirit of innovation, others
left to tradition - or, rather, to the prevailing understanding of tradition.
Two spirits are in contention for the minister’s document, but they are
simply superimposed, with no attempt made to reconcile them.

They are both stated successively at the beginning of the report: the first
rests on the precedent of 1614, the second on public opinion, which in so
far as principles were concerned, was the minister’s overriding reference,
since it led him to make the fundamental recommendation of proportioning
the number of Third Estate deputies to the size of the population
represented:

There is only one opinion in the kingdom on the necessity to adjust, as far as
possible, the number of deputies from each bailliage [bailiwick] to the size of its
population, and since it is possible in 1788 to establish this proportion on the
basis of certain knowledge, it would obviously be unreasonable to abandon these
measures of enlightened justice merely to follow in servile fashion the example of
1614.

These few lines said it all, through the indirect praise for the statistical
efforts of the intendants and their staff: drawing its unanimity from knowl-
edge and justice, public opinion was paramount, while at the same time
there was a kind of modern political representation, based on both the
equal rights of individuals and technico-administrative rationality. Note-
worthy also is the rejection of a ‘servile’ imitation of the 1614 precedent.
Through the intermediary of its minister, the monarchy itself set reason
and justice against tradition.

The recommendation for doubling the Third Estate was made, starting
from an exposition of the order’s motives. On that point — the most hotly
discussed in the current national debate — Necker first prudently presented
the list of supporters for each of the two arguments. But this double
enumeration revealed the incomparable superiority in influence and
numbers of the innovators, because when all was said and done, besides a
minority of notables and nobles, they comprised ‘the public wish of that
vast portion of your subjects known as the Third Estate’. Lastly, for good
measure, the minister invoked ‘the deep murmur of the whole of Europe,
which generally favours all ideas of common equity’. This was a way of
introducing into the weighing-up of royal decision the key argument of the
irreversibility of history — with whose future in the nineteenth century we
are all familiar.

History versus tradition: through this contrast one can measure to
what extent the French monarchy itself — contrary to what Burke would
write — had stopped referring to a traditionalist vision of the kingdom’s
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constitution, seemingly to open the way to reform, but in reality to a sub-
version of its spirit and history. Into the necessity for changes acknowledged
by the minister came not so much a concern for institutional renovation as
a feeling of inevitable evolution.

However, while the December document contained this major shift in
the idea of representation to the benefit of the Third Estate, in the name
of the progress of civilization, it insisted more than ever on the separation
of the orders in the consultation which was about to start and the meeting
which must follow: a point which, theoretically, cancelled out the doubling
of the Third Estate, since the orders would sit separately; then, whatever
the number of deputies for each entity, the two privileged orders would be
in a position to dominate the third.

In this connection, it is interesting that the separation of the orders
should be recommended in a far more radical fashion than in the sixteenth
century or in 1614, when the bailiwick assemblies had frequently mingled
the nobility and the Third Estate. So that at the very moment when it was
laying claim, at least implicitly, to a democratic conception of the vote
within the Third, the royal government was on the other hand reinforcing
its aristocratic character, falling back on its own tradition.

That central contradiction is to be found throughout the regulatory
arrangements organizing the elections, as set out in the bill of 24 January.
On the one hand, apart from the watertight separation of the orders, the
regulations hark back to tradition, insisting on the idea of an assembly
intended purely to advise the king, stipulating that in towns inhabitants
should meet in corps and trade guilds, increasing the number of particular
cases and exemptions in the name of acquired privileges. Above all, it
preserved the traditional procedure of the cahier de doléances, or list of
grievances, which was supposed to present the unanimous wishes of each
community: a procedure inseparable from the concept of the imperative
mandate, and incompatible with any public electoral competition according
to the modern plan.

On the other hand, however, the text of 24 January — similarly prepared
by Necker — made an appeal to the spirit of the age, to the development of
mentalities, underlining the need to make the representation of bailiwicks
more or less proportional to their population, and set itself the objective
of ‘an assembly representative of the entire nation’. All the regulations
carefully worked out in the January bill and those which followed bore
witness to the will to institute, as fully as possible, a ‘fixed’ principle, and
to organize consultation with all the people of the realm, by transforming
into a voter every adult Frenchman enrolled on the tax registers. As
Michelet clearly saw, the French people — with the peasantry to the fore —
were for the first time about to make their massive entry into a political
ballot in the spring of 1789.

Over and above everything else, no distinction had been drawn between
the right to elect and the right to be elected: every individual with access
to electoral assemblies — that is, any Frenchman of age — automatically
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acquired the right to present himself for the votes of his fellow citizens. If
one considers as a whole this dawning of political equality and the adjust-
ment of the number of seats to the population of the bailiwicks, Louis
XVTI’s electoral regulation — in regard to the Third Estate alone — was
comparable to a modern district poll, slightly complicated by the different
levels of election, from the parish to the chef-lieu (administrative centre) of
the bailiwick.

Thus, in the organization of a consultation of its own devising, the
French monarchy had combined the spirit of tradition and the spirit of
geometry, a respect for precedent and democratic innovation. There is no
reason for surprise that it should contrive, here and there, to remain
faithful to its past: the structure of the society of orders was part of the
very nature of the monarchic system. On the contrary, it is surprising that
it should combine at one and the same time three consultations, which
were distinguished from one another more carefully than ever and cor-
responding, with the three orders of the realm, with the general imple-
mentation of modern democratic principles, as if partial conformity to the
traditional vision of government and society were meant only to imbue the
conflict between aristocracy and democracy with its already revolutionary
purity.

Historical truth invites us to attribute more innocence to the actors in
this prologue. For what confers exceptional transparency on this sort of
interregnum between the ancien régime and the Revolution is not the
autonomy and the will of the government of the kingdom: on the contrary,
its impact derives from the fact that the old monarchy was for the last time
lending its presence to the ambiguities of society and the spirit of the era.
It resolved upon the meeting of the Estates-General unaware that, though
the ancien régime had a very long past, the monarchy had never had any
tradition of representation — or even a real tradition at all — in the sense of
the English constitution.

Incapable of building an institution on this void, it yielded to the two
alternatives offered by its history and its current position: aristocracy and
democracy. At the very moment when it was making distinctions within
the nobility itself and separating it from the nation, it gave the Third
Estate the means of embodying and uniting that nation. Not only did it
bequeath democracy to the Revolution but, before expiring, offered it the
means of forming itself into a national body politic against the aristocracy.

THE CRISIS OF 1788-1789

An element which, in itself, owed everything to chance added its measure
of disorder to the situation. The political crisis was accelerated by one of
the biggest economic and social storms of the century; the heavens also
were revolutionary. It had all begun with the bad harvest; the storms and
floods of 1787, then the drought, and lastly the hail of 13 July 1788, which
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ravaged western France — everything had conspired against the harvest,
which was catastrophic.

Urban industry lacked rural outlets and laid off workers; the ability of
business to resist was weakened even more by a Franco-British trade treaty
in 1786 which, by reducing import tariffs on British products in France,
had increased its vulnerability. This was true mainly of the textile trade, a
great industry of the period and the unsurpassable domain of British
progress; at the start of 1789, there were 12,000 out of work in Abbeville
and 20,000 in Lyon. Intendants disclosed the increase in begging and
vagrancy. A traditional signal of social crisis and alarm, an explosion of
prices further cut back incomes already hit by unemployment; in Paris, at
the end of spring, bread cost four sous a livre, where the precarious
balance of the popular budget reached its top limit at about three sous.

Violence erupted everywhere; in the countryside, where the small
peasant could no longer manage to feed his family from his crops, let alone
pay his lord and the king; in the towns, where the lower classes were
demanding work and a fixed price for bread. At the end of the 1788-9
winter, which had been so severe, trouble broke out from Provence to
Burgundy, from Brittany to Alsace; peasants and workers raided grain
stores, stopped the transport of grain, threatened lords who claimed their
dues, and intendants who symbolized taxation. In Paris, in April, a crowd
of poor wretches looted the big Réveillon wallpaper factory and were then
massacred by troops.

In this great anarchistic movement, when authority melted away, the
traditional elements of the ancien régime’s corn riots are recognizable. But
its novelty lay in a sort of unanimous direction of the movement, born of
the contemporary political situation. It did not matter that the urban
masses’ demands for regulation were contradictory to the philosophes’
laissez-faire: that was a problem the future would pose, not the present. For
the moment, the crisis united the entire Third Estate against seigneurial
privilege, against tax assessment, and for a profound reform of traditional
political society.

Food riots coincided with the political effervescence of the clubs and
enlightened societies, the mutterings in the suburbs with the revolutionary
speeches of the Palais Royal. In short, the uprising of the poverty-stricken
provided revolutionary consciousness with the strength of numbers and
a feeling of urgency. Throughout the entire period of elections to the
Estates-General, the tone of the thousands of brochures and pamphlets
addressed to the French had noticeably heightened: Sieyés had set the
keynote.

The cahiers de doléances, drawn up according to custom by local
assemblies of the three orders, presented a more delicately shaded picture.
It is true that neither the wretched peasant nor the unemployed craftsman
could express themselves directly, since they were unable to write and were
almost as incapable of speaking in public. They probably had little in
the way of spokesmen at these parish or guild assemblies, which met in the
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village or local district church. The old practice of the imperative mandate
which underlay that of the cahier presupposed the unanimous agreement of
the electorate on the missions given to representatives. That is what makes
the ensemble of this multitude of documents, which emerged from the
greatest public consultation in modern French history, difficult to interpret
and probably misleading: under the umbrella of the people as a whole, it
was really the lawyers who were expressing themselves; they had most
often presided over the assemblies and drawn up the grievances.

Within the Third Estate, the existence of several electoral strata had also
acted as a filter for the demands. The revolutionary radicalism of Qu’est-ce
que le Tiers Etar? was not to be found in the cahiers, although it was
acclaimed by a vast reading public. That divergence forewarns the historian
against simplification and allows him to grasp, even if crudely, the
existence of several kinds of public opinion. In Paris, revolution was
already widely expected, but the French en masse still expected the reforms
they considered essential to come from the king.

It is true that the reforms demanded constituted a formidable pro-
gramme of change. Almost all the orders — the clergy less vehemently than
the other two — called for the end of ‘despotism’ and for a controlled
monarchy. The Estates-General had become quite a different matter from
a mere financial resort. It had been given the task of ‘regenerating’
the kingdom through a liberal and decentralizing constitution, ensuring
forever the natural rights of individuals as conceived by the philosophy
of the century: individual liberty, property, intellectual and religious
tolerance, compulsory voting on taxation by periodic meetings. The king,
once freed from the evil influences of his entourage, remained the supreme
guarantor of this new social happiness. The cahiers of the nobles were as
reformatory on this point as those of the bourgeois.

Beyond this kind of national unanimity — which was already a revolution
in itself — appeared the multiple social conflicts of ancient France: that
society of ‘status’ and ‘rank’ was supremely one of particularisms. Many of
the cahiers, for example, set rich and poor peasants at odds over the sharing
of common pastures, shopkeepers and guild masters over freedom to work,
bishops and priests over the democratization of the Church, nobility and
clergy over the freedom of the press.

But the essential distinction was the one which separated the privileged
orders from the rest of the nation. For the Third Estate was not only in
favour of voting by head, which would establish its political supremacy, or
of fiscal equality, to which the majority of the nobles’ cahiers had in the end
assented. It was also demanding full equality of rights, the admission of all
to public office and military rank, the abolition of seigneurial dues, with or
without compensation: in short, the end of the society of orders. Since it
was no longer simply a matter of a new state government, but of a new
civil law, the holders of privileges dug their heels in against this additional
revolution for equality: most of their cahiers indicate this very clearly.

The revolt of the parlements, the resignation of the government and the



The Revolution of 1789: 1787-1791 59

convening of the Estates had thus already determined two major modifi-
cations. Little by little they had transferred public authority to the coming
assembly, by the very fact of the unanimity which had been revealed
regarding a liberal reform of the monarchy. At the same time, however,
the methods of convocation and the electoral campaign had disclosed the
deep and secret wound afflicting society: inequality of birth, which
separated the Third Estate from the privileged orders. Already, any trans-
formation of the monarchy, if it were to be accepted, would of necessity be
accompanied by a total upheaval of aristocratic society: that was the price
paid by absolutism for its systematic manipulation of status and rank.

The development is even more obvious if one moves from the cahiers,
which are the visible part of the 1789 poll, to the election of the deputies,
which is the hidden part. In effect, since electoral procedures had for the
most part broken the traditional structures of the kingdom, and since no
opposing debate of programmes or ideas had been foreseen before the
vote of the different assemblies, the Third Estate deputies who emerged
victorious from the interminable consultations were elected less by the
people than by the intrigues and compromises preceding the vote. The
victors were all declared enemies of the aristocracy, carefully selected from
among the Third Estate, with a few rare exceptions like the Abbé Sieyés or
the Comte de Mirabeau, who had broken their ties with their respective
orders.

THE THIRD ESTATE

At the beginning of the twentieth century, Augustin Cochin’s great con-
tribution was to grasp this aspect of the 1789 elections, and to show their
mechanisms by way of the Breton and Burgundian examples. In Burgundy,
for instance, in the autumn of 1788 everything revolved around a small
committee at Dijon, which worked out the ‘Patriot’ platform: doubling of
the Third Estate, voting by head, and also exclusion of the ennobled and
seigneurs’ agents from commoners’ assemblies — a significant and funda-
mental precaution against the risk of aristocratic contamination of the will
of the Third Estate.

From this starting-point, the Patriot committee infiltrated all established
bodies. First of all, the barristers, who had almost been won over in
advance, then the minor members of the legal profession, doctors, guilds,
finally the town hall, through the intermediary of one of the sheriffs and
under pressure from ‘zealous citizens’: in the end, the document concocted
in a small committee had become the unanimous wish of Dijon’s Third
Estate. From there, under the usurped authority of Dijon’s municipal
officers, the corps de ville, it reached other neighbouring towns, where a
similar outflanking of constituted authorities by barristers and laywers took
place. The intendant, Amelot, Necker’s protégé, who was an adversary of
the parlements, looked favourably on these events. In December, the
nobles organized themselves around what had such a short time ago been
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Dijon’s philosophe and parlementaire party. This time they intended to resist
the egalitarian exaggeration of their erstwhile allies, the barristers, but they
were excluded from the Patriot camp, which held sway over the cahiers and
the elections.

Most of the history of the 1789 ballot has still to be written. It was long
concealed by examination of the cahiers only, which often masked the
truth. A whole network of propaganda and manipulation had an almost
obvious but still little-known hand in it. The historian can pick out certain
leading figures, such as the Committee of Thirty, which included many
great names of the morrow — Mirabeau, Du Port, Talleyrand, La Fayette —
or the small committee which formed around the Duc d’Orléans, with
Sieyés and Choderlos de Laclos, but details of intrigues and their results
are unknown.

For want of procedures and institutions, the dawning egalitarian
democracy developed by way of circuits of enlightened opinion which
characterized the century: clubs, Freemasons’ lodges, groups of thinkers.
There was more deliberate and concerted action towards the incipient
revolution than history has recorded, yet no one imagined — or could
imagine — the unprecedented nature of what was happening. For the ancien
régime still appeared to be in place, and the king of France, as in the past,
was banking on regaining his authority through the very division of his
subjects. But it was only a matter of time. The deputies to the Estates
arrived in Paris at the end of April. The opening session was planned for 5
May at Versailles.

Now, between May and August 1789, the entire ancien régime came to
grief. In three months, the space of a season, in the most extraordinary
summer in French history, nothing was left standing of what the centuries
and the kings had constituted. The French had turned their rejection of
the national past into the principle of the Revolution. A philosophical idea
had become incarnate in the history of a people.

It all began with the deputies, who from the start refused to bow before
the king. On the day when the Estates met in the hall of the Hotel
des Menus Plaisirs, the main problem was whether to vote by head or
by order. Louis XVI reiterated his choice through the protocol of the
reception of the deputies, which scrupulously respected the traditional
distinctions: at the opening session, he furthermore indicated his wish
to limit the competence of the Estates to examination of the financial
problems alone.

But he did not have the means to effect this policy. Faced with some 600
deputies of the Third Estate, he could not count on support from all the
members of the two privileged assemblies. Among the clergy, where
internal strife had been lively, there were only forty-six bishops out of 300
deputies, and many country priests were being attracted by their Third
Estate neighbours. One third of the nobility group had been won over to
liberal ideas, and was dominated by the reputation of the parlementaire Du
Port and the American prestige of La Fayette.
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On the contrary, the Third Estate’s large number of deputies was
remarkable for its social and political homogeneity: no peasants, artisans or
workmen, but a group of bourgeois, educated and earnest, unanimous in
the desire to transform both state and society. The lawyers, who were the
most numerous, were not conscious of any distinction between themselves
and the merchants and shopkeepers; the local celebrities from the French
provinces, whose shining hour had truly arrived, were not intimidated by
Paris. The Bretons, Jean Denis Lanjuinais and René Le Chapelier; Jacques
Thouret and Francois Buzot from Normandy; the Dauphinois, Barnave;
Rabaut Saint-Etienne from Nimes and Maximilien Robespierre from
Artois were there on equal terms with Sylvain Bailly, the Parisian
Academician.

Under the anonymous greyness of costume and origin was concealed
the strongest collective will ever to have moved an assembly. The sole
concession it made to the aristocratic times — but that, too, was a clever
move — was to leave the limelight to two turncoats from the privileged
orders: the Abbé Sieyes, elected at the last moment by the Paris Third
Estate, and the Comte de Mirabeau, spurned by his order but welcomed
by the Third Estate of Aix-en-Provence — the thinker and the artist of
the Revolution.

The former we have already met, at the moment when he threw down the
gauntlet to the ancien régime at the end of the preceding year. The latter,
also just turned forty, was equally desirous of settling many an old score
with the state of society. However, while the abbé was a studious man who
had long cultivated a sort of cold rage against old society, Mirabeau had
suffered its injustices from the inside, through the various troubles of his
life. Born into a well-known family of Provencal nobility, the son of the
famous physiocrat Marquis who was passionately interested in agronomy
and political economy, his childhood and adolescence read like a chronicle
of the ancien régime in which his battles with his father were punctuated by
exiles, lettres de cachet and jail.

He had a volcanic nature: in early youth he deserted his regiment, ran
up debts, compromised women - including his own wife — slept with his
sister, fought his rivals. His father took more and more legal actions and
prohibitions against him, and on several occasions had him imprisoned.
The two men wore themselves out arguing family disputes in court.

Mirabeau emerged from this extraordinary and wretched life about 1780,
earning his living by writing: despite his great name, he took on little jobs
amid the numerous band who lived on the small change of the Enlighten-
ment, as if that were the inevitable path towards the great roles to come.
France was a literary country. Great works and great ideas received a warm
welcome from a vast public, and were served by an army of fluent writers
with a nose for the market. The old Marquis de Mirabeau, his father, had
been a literary man and a crank; he himself acted like all the ambitious
young commoners of his age and could imagine only one way to fame:
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writing. What were the others doing at the same period — Barnave and
Brissot, Camille Desmoulins and Antoine Saint-Just? Since literature
had assumed a political function, it also found itself the antechamber to
politics.

While he waited, Mirabeau sold his pen — and that of others — without
much delicacy in his methods: he had never had any, and never would. In
the last years of the ancien régime, this impoverished aristocrat wrote for
the powerful men of the day, published in favour of Calonne against
Necker, for the speculator Isaac Panchaud against his rivals, a series of
dissertations often written by others — notably by his associate Etienne
Claviere of Geneva, and by the young Brissot, another literary adventurer
of lesser rank. Even his friend Chamfort had worked for him for a short
while.

Mirabeau had failed at everything: with 1789, everything would smile on
him. This disorganized, erratic, unfaithful, venal man grabbed at the
opportunity of his life: to be elected deputy of the Aix-en-Provence Third
Estate to the Estates-General, to offer his torrents of words to the new
nation. Rejected by his own kind, the most despised son of the old nobility
had all he needed to become the most brilliant figure in the revolutionary
assembly. His talent for oratory, his quick-wittedness, his anger against the
past, his temperament — none of which had so far found a use. But he had
something else, more deeply concealed, which made him an exceptional
person among all those Third Estate legal men. )

One would look in vain, among the men of the Revolution, for a similar
blend of high birth and unconventionality. Many of the leaders of 1789
would prove to be nobles — La Fayette, the Lameths, Talleyrand — but a
liberal noble is not a noble who has lost his class. Quite the opposite: the
spirit of liberty is a possession generously available to both bourgeoisie and
aristocracy. As for the bohemian element, heaven knows it was well
represented in the French Revolution; but in 1789 its time had not yet
come: when it did, in 1792, noble birth had become a curse. On the other
hand, in the spring of 1789 France was still groping amid the chaos of
events for the constitution of an English-style political class, mingling
liberal nobility with enlightened bourgeoisie. This fusion, which went back
over several centuries of English history, now had to be taken on all at
once by the old kingdom, by way of democracy and amid popular tumult.
Who could act as its guarantor before the new-born ‘nation’? Who was
both democratic and aristocratic enough to make the France of yesterday
bow before the Revolution? Mirabeau was the only noble sufficiently
déclassé, and the only déclassé noble enough to link the past with this
advent.

From that providential cross-breeding of status, like a great musician he
would draw superb sounds. The Revolution showed him where his genius
lay, providing him with a stage and a job. The assembly which met at
Versailles in May 1789 included a number of intelligent and capable men
who had made a name for themselves in their various callings, and some
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who already had a brilliant career. To that earnest community he brought
flair, inventiveness and imagination. He produced the decisive words of the
epoch. He would have been its leading light had he not dragged in his
wake rumours of scandal and money troubles — his ancien régime legacy.
Nevertheless, he would at least be its voice, and very frequently. This
voluminous writer, this amateur, this tempestuous man discovered the
strange power of incarnating the Revolution and threw all his formidable
energy into it: he was one of the leaders of the great debates in those
early months.

THE ESTATES-GENERAL

As from 6 May the Third Estate rechristened itself the ‘Commons’
(Communes), as if the new name washed it clean of old humiliation. Thus,
in a single movement, it held firm against the king. For more than a month
it refused to undertake the verification of credentials apart from the other
two orders; because through sheer numbers it held sway over the great
hall, it chose to wait and let its social weight exercise its attraction. That
long month of May 1789 was one of passive revolt. Far from wearing out
the commoner-deputies, it welded them together into one soul: on 10 June,
at Sieyes’s appeal, the Third Estate invited the other two chambers to join
it in a communal verification of the credentials of ‘all the representatives of
the nation’. The roll-call began on 12 June; the next day, the first signs of
weakening appeared within the clergy, and three priests from Bas Poitou,
by joining the Commons, gave the signal for a support which increased in
the following days. Strengthened by this clerical backing, the assembly on
17 June, at Sieyes’s urging, declared itself the ‘National Assembly’.

It had taken a long time debating this formula, in the consciousness that
it was taking a decisive step. Mounier, already cautious and already un-
aware of what was going on among his colleagues, had argued for a
definition which would open the door to a compromise with the privileged
orders: ‘a legitimate assembly of the representatives of the major part of
the nation in the absence of the minor part’. Mirabeau had proposed that
the meeting of the Third Estate should be formed of ‘representatives of the
French people’. But the word ‘people’ concealed a partial and inferior
implication — that of the Roman plebs — whereas the term ‘National
Assembly’ had no ambiguity.

By the use of this name alone, the Third Estate relegated to the past the
whole of the society of orders, and created a new power, independent of
the king. The next day, it assigned itself the vote on taxation and placed
the state’s creditors ‘under the guard of the honour and uprightness of the
French nation’. This was a clever way of telling the Parisian bourgeois,
who were so near at hand, that if bankruptcy was a royal custom, then
the protection of property-owning rentier democracy was a revolutionary
innovation. Truly a different sovereignty had just been baptized: the
Revolution had been born.
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The Third Estate’s daring move divided the other camp, but hardened
the remainder. The mass of the clerical deputies swung towards the
National Assembly; a third of the nobles also voted for ‘union’. But in the
hour of danger, the majority of bishops and nobles rediscovered their
natural protector in the figure of Louis XVI. They hurried to Marly, where
the king had withdrawn in his sorrow after the death of his eldest son; they
preached resistance to him. At the same time, but from a different stand-
point, Necker felt that the king must resume the initiative. He put forward
the idea of a royal sitting of the Estates, at which the king would simply
say what he would and would not accept.

But who was to define what was acceptable? Who would write the royal
speech? In the meantime, on the pretext of making the necessary arrange-
ments for this sitting, the large hall of the Menus Plaisirs was closed, and
so the deputies of the ‘National Assembly’ found the doors shut on 20
June. They therefore took themselves off to a large building nearby, the
Tennis Court, which they immortalized by their famous oath ‘never to
separate, and to meet wherever circumstances demand, until the con-
stitution of the kingdom is established and affirmed on solid foundations’.
At all events, the reply was given in anticipation of any potential threats
from authority.

But what did the king want? For once in his life — the first and the last
time — he expressed it clearly on 23 June, in the two declarations which
were read out for him. Necker had prepared the first version, but his
enemies, upheld by Marie-Antoinette and Artois, had the last word on the
final text. On this occasion, Necker did not come. This royal testament
granted approval of taxation and loans by the Estates, liberty for the
individual and the press, and administrative decentralization; it expressed
the wish that the privileged should accept fiscal equality. But it said
nothing about equal eligibility to any office for all men, and did not
envisage voting by head except in regard to certain limited problems,
refusing it explicitly for anything connected with future Estates-General.
Lastly, it expressly upheld the hierarchies of aristocratic society. In short,
the monarchy acknowledged the liberal demands, but denied equality of
rights: it accepted only the reforms which had the assent of the nobles.
The threat of the barristers had for once united bureaucracy and the
dukes; but only around the death-bed of the old monarchy.

As soon as the king had departed, followed by the deputies from the
nobility and the prelates, the young Marquis de Dreux-Brézé, grand
master of ceremonies, addressed the men of the Third Estate, who remained
there motionless and silent: ‘Gentlemen, you know the king’s intent.” In
the following minutes, the Revolution found three Roman phrases to
express the new era. Bailly: ‘The assembled nation cannot take orders.’
Sieyés: ‘You are today what you were yesterday.” Mirabeau: ‘We shall not
leave our places save at bayonet point.” The National Assembly decided to
persist with the preceding resolutions and decreed the inviolability of its
members.
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Jacques Louis David The Tennis Court Oath of 20 June 1789, Musée
Carnavalet, Paris.
(Photo: Lauros-Giraudon)

Had Louis XVI the means of imposing his policy in those decisive days?
He did not even try. From then on, the resistance of the privileged was
broken down by successive defections. On 27 June the King himself
accepted the fait accompli by inviting ‘his faithful clergy and his faithful
nobles’ to join with the Third Estate. In the evening, Paris was illuminated.
The National Assembly had become a constituent body.

Two powers now had a presence; one entirely new, which had suddenly
emerged from the Estates-General, the other bequeathed by the centuries:
the Assembly and the king. What did this coexistence mean in actual fact?
Absolute monarchy was dead, and the aristocratic monarchy outlind on
23 June was stillborn. Could a monarchy and a National Assembly live
together? On what conditions? With this completely unprecedented con-
stitutional matter, the first question in the immediate future was one of the
authorities charged with public order. In principle, they were still entirely
on the king’s side, but that was in appearance only.

What did Louis XVI want, in those supremely important weeks? That
was one of the questions on which the future would depend, and was
already being asked in all its fullness. The historian, however, can merely
provide probable answers: the to-ing and fro-ing of decisions and counter-
decisions going on at court have left no trace. On 23 June Necker had been
defeated by his adversaries, supporters of the confrontation with the Third
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Estate barristers; there is no cause to doubt his evidence, which an
examination of the speeches confirms.

Between the end of June and 10 July everything points to the fact that
Versailles was looking for revenge, and Louis XVI allowed the develop-
ment of a policy of military concentration around Paris. Was it against the
Assembly or against Paris? The clearest outcome of this common threat, on
minds which were in any case ready to brandish it, was to unite the fears of
both the Parisian mob and the deputies at Versailles.

REVOLUTIONARY VIOLENCE

Paris was the scene of daily excitement, a permanent meeting-place. From
the economic viewpoint, nothing was conducive to calm: bread had never
been so dear, there were large numbers of unemployed, whose ranks were
swollen by a population which rural poverty had recently driven to the
capital. Shopkeepers and rentiers, the backbone of the urban populace,
grew alarmed about the value of their credit on the royal Treasury: when
Necker lost ground at Versailles, they too felt threatened. But neither the
hardships of life nor worries about private interests can explain the general
unrest, which was of a political nature. The Estates-General, the pro-
clamation of the National Assembly, the Tennis Court oath and the victory
of the Third Estate had crystallized revolutionary public opinion in Paris,
both popular and bourgeois, which was fed by the constant coming and
going to Versailles.

That opinion had its centre at the Palais Royal, where ‘patriots’ of all
allegiances converged to listen to orators and agitators. Paris was at last
having its revenge on Versailles, where it had its bridgehead, and had
already been victorious at court. The news which came through at the
beginning of July, and the arrival of the troops both gave signs of a noble
counter-offensive, referred to as an ‘aristocratic conspiracy’ since the
spring. With a feeling of having to vanquish a formidable enemy lurking in
the shadows, the Parisian revolution was on its feet for several weeks
before taking action.

Now royal authority was foundering over the discipline of the soldiers:
coaxed by the Parisian bourgeois, unhappy with the harshness of their
officers, and won over by an awakening public spirit, their hearts were
with Paris. On 30 June a huge crowd opened the gates of the Abbey
at Saint-Germain-des-Prés for a number of soldiers who had been im-
prisoned for indiscipline. It was in this climate that the troops summoned
as reinforcements started to arrive: the atmosphere of the Palais Royal won
many regiments, even foreigners. It needed just one spark for the blaze to
ignite.

It came on 11 July. Even before all the troops summoned were present,
the king exiled Necker and dismissed his liberal ministers. The new
ministry, formed behind the scenes several weeks before, and whose
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Campion The Taking of the Bastille, Musée Rothschild, Paris.
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moving spirit was Breteuil, was a declaration of counter-revolution; but
the dismissal of Necker by itself said it all to public opinion, which
immediately interpreted this as a doubly unlucky omen: of bankruptcy and
counter-revolution.

Reaction was instant. On the afternoon of 12 July Paris rebelled; soldiers
of the Garde Francaise (the palace guards) joined the rioters, who soon
controlled the city. The Baron de Besenval, in command of Paris in the
king’s name, fell back to the Champ de Mars, from which he would not
budge: on 13 July the wave of people broke down the tolls, hated symbols
of the Farm General’s tax collecting activities, and looted the gunsmiths’
shops. A new power emerged from the shadows, which had been prepared
by the notables of the electoral districts in the spring: this ‘permanent
Committee’, whose first measure was to organize a volunteer militia,
wanted both to encourage and to control the insurrection. During the night
of 13—14 July all Paris — illuminated by order of the Committee — could
hear the first patrols of the new social order on the move. The National
Guard was born.

At dawn on 14 July the mob gained control of the Hétel des Invalides,
where it found 32,000 muskets; it was also with the intention of looking
for arms that the crowd then thought of the Bastille. This remarkable
collective intuition had another, quite different, motive: there was no
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better symbol of the enemy than the legendary prison which, with its eight
large towers, blocked the entry to the faubourg Saint-Antoine. The end of
this monstrous urban, political and human anachronism must by its very
nature mark the advent of liberty.

The Bastille surrendered in mid-afternoon, after a bloody outburst
of shooting, and faced with the cannon captured at the Invalides. The
victors — all traditional people, shopkeepers, rentiers, artisans, journeymen —
then inaugurated the bloodbath which would always be part of all the great
revolutionary episodes. The governor, the Marquis de Launay, dragged
along the quays to the Hoétel de Ville, was killed in the Place de Greéve; the
chief municipal magistrate, the Prévét des Marchands, Flesselles, suffered
the same fate. Their decapitated heads, stuck on pikes, were paraded all
the way to the Palais Royal.

The fall of the fortress, which no one at the time considered to be the
decisive event it later became, did not quell the rising: a week later, on 22
July, Joseph Foulon de Doué, one of the men in Breteuil’s ministry, was
hanged by the people in front of the Hoétel de Ville, together with his son-
in-law, Bertier de Sauvigny, intendant of Paris, accused of ‘having young
corn cut’ in order to starve the poor; the obsession with corn continued to
be the principal cause of accusation and popular terrorism against the men
of ‘ministerial despotism’.

But it was really on 14 July that the decisive battle was played out: for
Louis XVI, having taken the resolve on 11 July, had effectively abdicated
on 14 July. At Versailles, the court plied him with contradictory advice:
going against the Comte d’Artois, who was already counselling him to take
refuge in Metz under the protection of loyal troops, he resigned himself to
remaining, or in other words, to giving in.

On 15 July he announced to the Assembly the recall of Necker and the
dismissal of the troops; on 17 July he went to Paris in the afternoon and
acknowledged the new authorities born of the insurrection, Bailly and La
Fayette, respectively mayor and commander of the National Guard.
Popular welcome, at first very reserved, warmed up only at the Hotel
de Ville, when Louis put the red and blue municipal cockade in his hat —
the cockade which would produce the revolutionary flag when La Fayette
added to it the white of old France. In short, the crowds acclaimed the
king’s capitulation as well as his presence.

The victory in Paris brought in its wake that of the towns; everywhere
the kingdom’s bourgeoisie seized and channelled the torrent of urban
emotions. As if naturally, they relieved intendants without powers and
governors without troops, making general the Parisian example of the
National Guard. It was the revenge of the communes against monarchic
centralization, the end of those corps de ville in the hands of the monarchy.
But the victory of liberty over despotism was not the same as that of the
old franchises of aristocratic society. It had taken place in the name of new
principles, and was accompanied by a very keen consciousness of the
national unity enveloping those principles: suddenly ties of revolutionary
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brotherhood were woven between town and town, and ‘federations’ were
set up, after the old Latin word. The idea of nation was inseparable from
local democracy, which was its condition and guarantee.

The urban revolution joyfully celebrated its triumph. The sporadic
outbursts of popular violence which marked this immense transference of
power did not yet trouble the clear conscience of the bourgeois. The king
appeared to have yielded. While the Bourse greeted regained confidence by
resuming trading, the nobles were starting to leave. The court set the
example. Those courtiers who had foreseen nothing had long since lost the
habit of acting in concert and fighting.

A first wave of several thousands of departures took place in July—
August. The Comte d’Artois, the Prince de Condé, the Duc d’Enghien,
Breteuil, the Contis, the Polignacs, gave the signal the day after July 14.
All the great names of the court abandoned the king and queen in their
misfortune: they blamed them for a weakness which they themselves had
helped to create and from which they had amply profited. They would
continue, from the other side of the Rhine, to discredit both the monarchy
and the nobility in the eyes of the new France. It was a role of which they
had held the secret since the death of Louis XIV.

But neither the king nor the court had yet drained the cup to the bitter
dregs. For the subversion of the traditional order was so general that, after
the deputies’ revolt and at the same time as the municipal uprising,
it revealed a third revolution, emerging from the social depths of the
kingdom: it brought to the Parisian Revolution, which had sided with the
deputies against Louis X VI, the anarchic support of the vast peasant class.
Everything had happened in Paris, and the journée of insurrection on 14
July had been the start of the long and exclusive dominance — which would
last for a century — of the capital over French public life. But just for
once — and it would not occur again — the country areas, instead of merely
following, had also risen up with the same intent.

In the spring, the electoral situation had aroused in peasant hearts a
hope as vehement as the despair born of the crisis: the injustice of
seigneurial dues and the royal tax was a general complaint in the cahiers. At
the same time, poverty was driving on to the roads and around the hamlets
hundreds of vagrants, who aggravated the chronic insecurity of the
countryside. Fear of brigands, harking back to the mists of antiquity,
seemed more than ever to prowl round villages living in terror. Everywhere,
rumour’s mysterious voice murmured to the peasant that, come rain or
shine, apocalypse or blessed event, it was a decisive moment.

Violence erupted in the second fortnight of July, and sometimes very
clearly took the form of social warfare: in the bocage (farm enclosures) of
Normandy, in Hainaut, in Alsace, in Franche-Comté and the valley of
the Saéne, armed peasants attacked chiteaux and abbeys; in collective
celebration they came there to burn the old deeds of their serfdom, as if
the destruction of seigneurial archives would deliver them once and for all
from the tithe and the field rent. But in the rest of the kingdom, the
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peasant revolts took a more complex turn: Georges Lefebvre has recon-
structed the paths taken by what was called the Great Fear.

The news of the taking of the Bastille was slow to reach the villages,
and assumed en route end-of-the-world proportions which increasingly
provoked reflexes of panic and defensiveness. It was also harvest time, a
major period of rural life, and destructive brigands were therefore all the
more to be feared. Peasant imagination and rumour, fascinated by echoes
of urban propaganda, saw them as the mercenaries of the enemies of the
people and of that aristocratic conspiracy with another face: foreign
invasion. In Limousin, it was supposed to be the Comte d’Artois coming
from Bordeaux with an army of 16,000 men. To the east, the fear was of
Germans; in the Dauphiné, of Savoyards; in Brittany, of the English.
From village to village the false news spread, grew fat on exaggeration and
tyrannized the countryside. The peasants kept watch and armed them-
selves as best they could. One can thus follow, from day to day and from
village to village, the route and ramification of the ‘Fears’: it was the
simultaneously panic-stricken and threatening form assumed by the former
jacqueries (peasant risings) in the hour of the French Revolution.

THE END OF PRIVILEGE

At Versailles, the deputies were surprised to discover the social frailty
of a civilization which had shone so brilliantly during the Enlightenment.
Bourgeois or nobles, they were all, to a greater or lesser degree, property-
owners in one way or another: seigneurial rights were a possession, too,
and it so happened that some commoners enjoyed them if they had
purchased a seigniory. But to re-establish order in the name of property
would shatter the unity of the Patriot group; the new bourgeois militias
would join with the royal mercenaries against the country folk, to the
greater advantage of the king. The other idea was to satisfy the peasants in
order to bind them to the revolutionary nation, but that would have to be
done more widely and more swiftly than had been planned; fiscal equality
would not be enough, nor the abandonment of what remained in France of
ancient serfdom. The entire regime of seigneurial and ecclesiastical dues
was brought into question.

After tending for a moment towards repression, the majority of the
Assembly realized its political impossibility and plunged headlong into
another strategy. On the night of 3—4 August about a hundred deputies
gathered together in a Versailles café by the ‘Breton Club’ (forerunner of
the Jacobins) decided to take the initiative on the inevitable reforms. In the
evening of 4 August the nobles gave the signal: through the voices of a
younger son of a poor family, the Vicomte de Noailles, and one of the
richest lords in the land, the Duc d’Aiguillon, the peasant uprising made
itself heard by the deputies. The philanthropic tone of that famous sitting
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was imparted by those nobles who were sacrificing such ancient feudal
titles on the national altar; gone was the oppression of the peasants, gone
the ‘gothic’ distinctions, gone the divisive privileges.

Enthusiasm for civic equality, however, did not rule out a certain
amount of calculation. Aiguillon concluded in favour of the need for fiscal
equality, straightforward abolition of corvées and serfdoms, as well as the
redemption of other feudal dues at interest of ‘one denier to thirty’. This
fairly low rate (3.3 per cent) clearly indicates that the great lord had been
careful to set the highest value on the capital to be redeemed. It was
a matter of converting the old seigneurial due into a sound bourgeois
contract: the nobles saved the essential part, and the propertied men of the
Third Estate had everything to gain from the equalizing of noble land and
commoners’ land. The tithe alone was abolished without compensation: in
terms of revenue, the clergy were the principal losers on 4 August.

Abandoning the feudal principle was such an important step that the
Assembly was gripped by a kind of magic of transformation: they vied with
one another to be first at the tribune to renounce the privileges of the old
world, amid general applause. The most famous parliamentary night in
French history thus ended the sale of offices and instituted equality of
eligibility for jobs, the abandonment of all provincial or local privileges and
the triumph of the ‘national’ spirit. The old parlements, already forgotten,
so quickly overtaken, suffered the common fate. The feudal regime was
obliterated. At three in the morning, in order to associate him in due
solemnity with the birth of the new world, the Assembly proclaimed Louis
XVI ‘restorer of French liberty’, a phrase which indicated that there was
still something in the nation’s past worthy of being ‘restored’.

The debates continued until 11 August, so that the exalted votes of the
great night could be drawn up in right and due form. The final decree,
written by Du Port, declared that ‘the National Assembly completely
destroys the feudal regime.’ It established the end of personal privileges,
the admission of all to any employment, free and equal justice for all, the
abolition of any remaining serfdom and the suppression of the tithe, which
laid such a burden on peasants’ crops. By contrast, the majority of
seigneurial dues and judiciary offices were declared redeemable: the
Assembly had wanted to save all properties by integrating them into the
new law.

In fact, the elimination of what the men of 4 August termed the feudal
regime would take place more slowly than the decrees of 11 August would
lead one to suppose. The laws were actually completed in 1790 and 1791
by several supplementary decrees. The redemption of suppressed judiciary
offices was a long process, taking several years. In the rural areas, the
redemption of seigneurial dues was too burdensome for the peasants, and
there were sporadic outbreaks of unrest, in Quercy for instance. Finally
abolition without compensation was voted in July 1793. Nevertheless,
despite the wariness and long-windedness, there was something in the
Assembly’s and its contemporaries’ perception of 4 August which, for the
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historian, remains fundamentally true: the notion of a break with the old
society and the foundation of a new one.

The peasant felt himself victorious over the seigneur. The bourgeois had
broken aristocratic privilege. What the deputies had termed feudal com-
prised an extraordinary variety of properties and rights, because they had
included features which were really feudal legacies — such as the vestiges of
mortmain (tenure in perpetuity), the residue of seigneurial justice, or the
dues paid by the tenant to his lord — and elements which had nothing to do
with feudalism — such as the ecclesiastical levy of the tithe — or which came
after the feudal era, like the sale of offices. Basically, what the text of 11
August called the destruction of the feudal regime was the annihilation of
the aristocratic society which absolute monarchy had patched together on
the ruins of feudal society. What disappeared in August 1789 — and for
ever — was a society of corporate bodies defined by shared privilege.

What came into being was a modern society of individuals, in its most
radical conception, since everything which might come between the public
sphere and each actor on the stage of social life was not only suppressed,
but also roundly condemned. The Revolution rediscovered an idea put
forward by Sieyes at the end of Qu’est-ce que de Tiers Etat? Within the
modern individual there are two legitimate sides: the private one, which
keeps him apart from others in enjoyment of himself, his family and his
private interests, and that of the citizen, which he shares with all other
citizens and which, in aggregate, forms public sovereignty. But the third
side, that of the social individual who tends to create inter-social coalitions
on the basis of particular interests, must be ruthlessly excluded from
the state. Hatred of aristocratic society had led the men of the French
Revolution to ban associations, in the name of radical individualism: two
years later, Le Chapelier’s law against trade unions and employers’ asso-
ciations would solemnly confirm this.

CONSTITUTIONAL DEBATE

Thus the laws of 11 August did not only, or especially, establish that
property-owning society dreamed of by the monarchy’s enlightened re-
formers in the eighteenth century. Nevertheless such a definition is not
completely erroneous: provided ‘property-owner’ is not confused with
‘capitalist’ — France was an agrarian country at that time — it may well
be said that the night of 4 August, by making all equal before the
law, instituted the universal nature of the property contract: not a new
economic society, but a new legal society. Quite simply, the nature of the
decrees had another significance.

By the ban which they imposed, going beyond privilege, on all asso-
ciations between private individuals, they excluded from the formation
of sovereignty interests which any contracting individuals might have in
common in civil society and might wish to see guaranteed or defended
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within the state. If, in order to have a legitimate existence, the public
sphere must undergo such a radical denial of the interests at stake in
modern society, that did not make the problem of its constitution and its
authority any simpler: how was the divergence between social man and the
citizen to be dealt with?

That was the chief question of the summer for the Constituent Assembly;
by destroying the ‘feudal’ regime, it had redefined the French people as
individuals who were free and equal in the eyes of the law. It then had to
constitute them as such in a corporate political body. Two debates were
crucial in this respect. The first concerned the Declaration of the Rights of
Man, the principle of which had been accepted before 14 July. But the
discussion, punctuated by so many spectacular events, lasted until the end
of August. It was long, complex, contradictory, and passed through the
filter of numerous preparatory drafts of the final text, which was agreed on
26 August.

The American Declaration of Independence in 1776 was present in all
minds, but so was the chasm which separated the situation of the old
kingdom from that of the American ex-colonies, peopled by minor land-
owners with democratic customs, who from the start had cultivated
the spirit of equality, unhampered by external enemies or a feudal or
aristocratic heritage. As in the American example, the French declaration
had to have as its aim the foundation of the new social contract within
natural law, in keeping with the century’s philosophy, and the solemn
enumeration of the imprescriptible rights possessed by each contracting
party, which entry into society guaranteed him.

In France however, those rights had not been in harmony beforehand
with the social state: on the contrary, they would be proclaimed after a
violent break with the national past, and against the corruption of an old
society which had for so long trampled on the mere idea of a contract.
This aroused many fears among the more moderate members of the
revolutionary camp: Mounier, for example, was afraid of the anarchy
which might spring from the contrast between the proclamation of
theoretical rights possessed equally by all individuals and the actual social
situation of those individuals — poverty, inequality, class distinctions.
From that arose the compensatory demand for a declaration of the citizen’s
duties in order to underline his obligation at the same time as his liberty.

These debates, well known for their abstract quality, show evidence
that the deputies recognized quite clearly the scope of the problem they
were tackling. They had just declared the complete emancipation of the
individual: what then would become of the social bond? Many among them
wanted to affirm its equally fundamental nature. That discussion was the
grand début of a famous topos of modern political philosophy. The idea
that affirmation of the subjective rights of individuals as a foundation of
the contract carried the risk of social breakdown has haunted European
political thought ever since Burke, from conservatives to socialists; it was
already fully present in the July and August debates of 1789 in the
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Constituent Assembly, chiefly among those who were beginning to be
called Monarchiens, but also outside.

However, it was the Patriots who easily won the day, and a simple
Declaration of the Rights of Man, a preamble to the coming Constitution,
was adopted on 26 August. It was a noble and well written text, often close
to the American model. The essence was expressed in a very few sentences,
leaving the way open to debate on their interpretation. Firstly, what had
been done on 4 August: ‘Men are born free and live free and with
equal rights.” What rights? Liberty, property, safety and resistance to
oppression, with all that derives therefrom: civil and fiscal equality,
individual liberty, the admissibility of everyone for all employment, habeas
corpus, non-retroactive laws, guarantee of property.

What most clearly differentiated the French declaration from the
American text concerned the coupling of these natural rights with written
law. In the American example, those rights were perceived as having
preceded society and also being in harmony with its development; more-
over, they had been inscribed in its past by the jurisprudential tradition of
English Common Law. In the France of 1789, however, emphasis was
placed on a certain political voluntarism: the law, produced by the
sovereign nation, was established as the supreme guarantee of rights.

Article IV: Liberty consists in being able to do anything as long as it harms no one
else. Thus the exercise of each man’s natural rights has no limits other than those
which ensure that other members of society may enjoy the same rights. These
limits can be determined only by the law.

Article XVI: Any society in which guaranteed rights are not assured, or the
separation of powers not determined, cannot be said to have a constitution.

So it was society’s responsibility, through the intermediary of the law, to
ensure the rights of individuals; that law which was constantly referred to
in the articles of the declaration as the ‘expression of the general will’. The
dominant inspiration of the Constituent Assembly was centred on the law:
its immediate highlights were the idea of ‘general will’, intended to define
the extent and the exercise of rights, and the refusal to recognize any
authority other than that of the sovereign.

Now, this ‘sovereign’, which was henceforth the people, or the nation,
needed to be given a form, to be constituted: for a variety of reasons, that
was an extraordinarily difficult problem. France was a modern nation, too
vast for its citizens to be summoned together in a public square to vote
on laws. It was also a very ancient nation, whose heritage included a
hereditary king, at the head of what one of the deputies called ‘the gothic
colossus of our ancient constitution’. In three months, all of the complete
sovereignty which he had held, over a kingdom represented in his person,
had entirely disappeared. In its place was a society composed of free and
equal individuals, on the one hand; on the other, a people who had
reappropriated sovereignty: how was that to be organized? Ever since
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Declaration of the Rights of Man and the Citizen, 1789, Musée de la Ville de
Paris, Musée Carnavalet, Paris.
(Photo: Lauros-Giraudon)

Hobbes, philosophers of the Social contract had been puzzling over this
problem, but it was now being posed for the first time in the existence of
one of the oldest European monarchies.

To understand how the men of the Revolution tackled it, let us turn to
the beginning of the great constitutional discussion at the end of August
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and start of September: having made the Declaration of Rights, they now
had to organize the new public authorities by way of a real constitution.
This could not be a shaky monument made up of ancient customs and
haphazard revisions, like the ancien régime monarchy, but an ensemble of
institutions based on the new principles, which were those of reason.

That definition already left outside the Patriot camp a small minority of
former revolutionaries who, in fact, had been anxious since June about the
way things were going and about the violence in July: among them were
Mounier from Grenoble, Malouet, a naval intendant and liberal nobles like
Lally-Tollendal and Clermont-Tonnerre. What united these Monarchiens,
as they came to be called, was the desire to ‘put an end to the Revolution’ —
a theme which was beginning its long career in French politics; there were,
too, some fundamental convictions which drew them nearer to Necker and
isolated them from the majority of the Assembly.

They were against the revolutionary tabula rasa, hostile to the recon-
struction of a political society on the basis of will or reason. They believed
that the extraordinary summer could be turned into no more than a fertile
incident if it led to the reform, in a liberal, English sense, of what they
called ‘monarchic government’, the heritage of the national past. Their
vision was a joint sovereignty of the king and two chambers, breaking with
absolutism but uniting with what a monarchy loyal to its origins ought to
become.

A political and intellectual chasm thus separated the Monarchiens from
what had, since June, been the overriding spirit of the Revolution. They
were men who stood for continuity and the adjustment of institutions: this
was the nearest that French political tradition came to Burke, and gives
some idea of their political isolation in 1789. They battled in vain for
a bicameral system, without realizing that, for an assembly which had
struggled so hard to join three Estates into one alone, it was hopeless to try
to recommend a return to a division between an upper and a lower
chamber. The spectre of aristocracy would still stalk the Constituent
Assembly without any need of them, but it had marked them out in
advance as losers.

The same debate at the beginning of September, in which they were
crushed, concerned another, more central, matter: the question of the
royal veto and its right over the legislative authority, and therefore of
the nature and attribution of sovereignty. On this subject, the Patriot
orators were unanimous in excluding the king from either originating or
holding sovereignty. The monarchy was merely a government which had
just been constituted by the act of the Assembly itself, which had
reinvented it by voting, without regard for its history. The prerogative of
full and entire sovereignty thus belonged to the Assembly, which had been
delegated by the nation to create a constitution; afterwards, once the
authorities had been constituted, it would be embodied by the legislative
power, of which the king, as head of the executive power, would merely be
the secular arm.
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Reading the debates, one is struck by the obsession with legitimacy
which runs through them, the stress laid on the absolute transfer of
sovereignty and the indivisible, ontologically unitarian nature of that
sovereignty. Pastor Rabaut Saint-Etienne, the Third Estate deputy from
Nimes, spoke on behalf of all when he said: ‘The sovereign is a single and
simple entity, since it is all men collectively, without any exception:
therefore legislative power is one single and simple entity: and if the
sovereign cannot be divided, neither can legislative power.” Elsewhere, on
the same day (4 September), like many others, he spoke of the ‘general
will’.

In these rather rustic phrases, which retain nothing of the complexity of
Rousseau’s concept, the words of the Contrat social nevertheless permitted
the naming of the new realities, while concealing what they were unwit-
tingly borrowing from the past: the indivisible and limitless nature of
sovereignty was an absolutist inheritance which the ‘general will’ transposed
in terms of the autonomy of individuals producing a collective autonomy.

From that democratic chemistry, which went straight from the indi-
vidual to the universal, Rousseau had excluded representation as incom-
patible with the very principle of will. The Constituent Assembly, on
the other hand, combined a certain naiveté about the mechanisms of
representation with such a unitarian conception of the sovereign. Here
again, the most systematic theory was advanced by Sieyés who, as we have
seen, thought of this political representation, which was essential within
bodies as vast and complex as modern nations, by analogy with the division
of labour within the economy: the ‘representatives’ were appointed to
legislative activity, acting by proxy for society, elected by virtue of their
particular capacities by their constituencies, but holding their mandate
from the entire nation, and thus collectively sovereign.

The Patriots in the Assembly did not espouse all the arguments of this
complicated theory; but the common feeling was certainly to give the vote
to those citizens who were enlightened and capable of autonomy, so as to
make will and reason coincide, and together to resolve all the problems
posed by Rousseau and the physiocrats. The general will of the Constituent
Assembly went no farther than the sovereignty of a body which was
supposed to concentrate in its bosom both free individual wills and the
evidence of reason.

The eventual attribution to the king — despite Sieyes’s advice — of a
suspensive veto on the Assembly’s decrees during two legislative sessions
did not modify the general economy of the new constitution. For it was
not a matter of a government constituted as a counterweight, American
fashion, within a shared sovereignty; the king’s provisional veto was con-
ceived as a simple possibility of appeal to the nation, a right given to the
head of the executive to verify that representatives were faithful to the
general will.

It changed nothing in the nature of the constitutional system being set
up, where the Assembly was sovereign and the king exercised only a
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secondary power which it delegated to him, as the president of a republic
calling itself a monarchy. The consequences of this daunting ambiguity
would dominate French political history from the summer of 1789 right up
to the second half of the twentieth century, when the problem was settled
by the 1958 Constitution, modified in 1962.

MONARCHY, CHURCH AND REVOLUTION

These consequences became obvious at once, at the end of September
1789, and confirmed the ‘republican’ interpretation of the laws already
voted. Louis XVI was reluctant to give his sanction to the decrees of 11
August, to the Declaration of the Rights of Man and to the first con-
stitutional measures. He tried to use subterfuge, while the Assembly
regarded all these votes as so many shares in constituent power, outside
royal sanction. As at the beginning of July, he opened up a political crisis
from a position of weakness.

The outcome was all the more to be expected since unrest had hardly
ceased in Paris, sustained by municipal elections and the revolutionary
incitement of the newspapers, and it increased rapidly in September,
nourished by the debate on the veto and the food crisis. For though the
1789 harvest was good, it had not yet been threshed and interim provision
had not been made. The disturbances of the summer made the circulation
of grain and the provisioning of markets more difficult than ever.
Unemployment was brutally aggravated by the emigration of many
aristocratic families, who dismissed their servants and threw out of work
their suppliers among the Parisian craftsmen. Money went to ground while
waiting for better days: the failure of the two Necker loans in August had
revived the fears of bourgeois rentiers.

When, at the end of September, the Flanders regiment summoned by
the king arrived at Versailles, all Paris felt a renewed threat of counter-
revolution, and was already talking of the possibility of the king’s fleeing to
Metz. In this emergency, the entire Patriot party, united by the summer’s
events — Versailles deputies, National Guard, Parisian democracy — prepared
for a new day of action to force the king to draw back. La Fayette and
Bailly, who could not have been unaware of it, and who remained the legal
resort in that urban anarchy, made no objection. Mirabeau, who was
already in favour of a strong royal government, was not in the habit of
going against the tide; moreover, having got the measure of Louis XVI,
it is probable that he supported the Duc d’Orléans’s intrigues for the
succession, in the hope of reconciling monarchy and popularity.

In this dangerous situation, amid so many menaces, Louis XVI and
Marie-Antoinette provided the rioters with a cause. On 1 October the
officers of the king’s bodyguard had invited the officers from the Flanders
regiment to dine in the beautiful opera theatre at Versailles. At the end of
the banquet, at which many toasts to the health of the king and the royal
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family had been drunk, the king and queen, appeared in their loge with the
Dauphin in his mother’s arms. An immense acclamation accompanied
them back to their apartments, where the tricolour cockade was trampled
underfoot. The insult aroused fury in Paris: the next Sunday, 4 October,
the Palais Royal crowd demanded a march on Versailles. The king was to
be brought back to Paris.

Was it in order to isolate him from the accursed court? or so that if
Paris regained its king, food and work might also return? The French
Revolution was beginning its tempestuous relationship with urban poverty.
The revolutionary lower classes continued to confuse the grain issue with
politics; on § October a long column, mostly of women, formed at the
Hotel de Ville and started out for Versailles. Shortly afterwards, the 15,000
National Guards forced La Fayette to follow them. It was raining on that
autumn Monday, which was the king’s last day at Versailles. Having
returned in haste from the hunt, Louis XVI gave in, after contemplating
flight: he promised the women to have Paris reprovisioned, and the
Assembly that he would sign the August decrees. But the arrival of the
second Parisian procession as night was falling gave the crisis a second
impetus: two commissioners of the Commune, who were escorting La
Fayette, demanded that the king should return.

Everything was postponed until the next day; but the people, who had
camped on the Place d’Armes finally invaded the chiteau early in the
morning. La Fayette, having rushed to protect the royal family, had no
choice but to sanction the people’s victory: from the balcony of the marble
courtyard, where he appeared with a silent and distressed Louis XVI, he
made promises and calmed things down. Louis XVI himself announced his
departure for Paris: as in July, it was the king’s defeat which won him the
people’s acclaim.

The huge procession of men and women moved off at the beginning of
the afternoon. Following the National Guards, bearing loaves impaled on
their bayonets, and the armed women and disarmed soldiers of the king,
came the royal carriage, as heavy as a hearse, with the deputies and the
victorious crowd in its wake. The people had imposed the tricolour
emblem, together with the other symbols of their revolt: they were
bringing back ‘the baker, the baker’s wife and the baker’s lad’. At night-
fall, after stopping by the Hotel de Ville, Louis XVI arrived at the
Tuileries, a prisoner in his own capital. A second wave of émigrés
promptly fled the country.

By leaving Versailles, the monarchy was obeying the force of cir-
cumstance: exactly one month after the deputies had placed it under the
yoke of the new sovereign, it was brought back to Paris under their
supervision. Those two October days, as decisive as 14 July, marked the
end of the sunlike solitude in which Louis XIV had revealed his royal
omnipotence to his subjects, the people. All at once, they destroyed in
actual fact the little that had remained of that power; in the streets they
demonstrated the unlimited strength of the people’s sovereignty, decreed
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by the Assembly. In Paris, the vast, melancholy Tuileries, where the royal
couple were installed, had been more or less abandoned since the young
Louis XV had left it in 1722 to go to Versailles: since then it had given
shelter to a succession of ‘squatters’ including the Opera and the Comédie
Francaise for a while. The royal pair, together with a small Court, were as
if in exile in Paris.

To finish with this year of 1789, and even to go a little farther, something
has to be said on the Revolution’s relationships with the Catholic Church
and the traditional religion of the French, through which the Revolution
added a major element to the unprecedented break it introduced into
national history.

That break, however, had not been brought about deliberately. It is
certainly true that the French philosophy of the Enlightenment was anti-
clerical in spirit, sometimes antireligious, and that in the act of inaugurating
its reign, democratic civilization substituted the rights of man for a world
regulated according to divine order. On another level, the clergy had been
the first order in the kingdom, and the Church the greatest partner of
absolute monarchy. But if, for that reason, it was inevitably wounded in
the destruction of the ancien régime, the Catholic religion as such was not
threatened by the revolutionary majority of the Constituent Assembly.

Republican historians of the nineteenth century, such as Michelet or
Edgar Quinet, frequently remarked quite rightly on this point (to deplore
it, however) that the 1789 Revolution did not intend to substitute a new
religion for the old. Its ambition was limited to the radical rebuilding of
the body politic on universal principles. In that it included, at least
formally, features which gave it similarity to a religious movement; but
the Assembly had never taken the step which would have placed the
revolutionary concept in competition or contradiction with the Catholic
faith. Although it had quickly given rise to a crisis with incalculable
consequences between revolution and Catholicism, it was by way of a
political logic of struggle against the ancien régime. By uprooting the
Catholic Church from society, depriving it of its stability and possessions,
it had violently separated French democracy from Catholic tradition. Here
began a conflict which was fundamental yet circumstantial, from which
France is barely emerging two hundred years later.

Its origins can be pinpointed as far back as the summer of 1789, since
the Catholic Church had the most to lose through the reforms of summer
and autumn. It received the first blow on 4 August, as the owner of
‘feudal’ dues, but it had to be reimbursed for these, according to common
law. A far more swingeing blow, in the days that followed, was the
suppression of tithes, this time with no indemnity. That exception had
shocked Sieyés — the personification of equality before the law — but
Mirabeau had justified it as making up for the public nature of the services
rendered by the Church: if the tithe was too dear a tax for what it served to
finance (education, welfare), the nation had the right to make use of the
revenues for itself.
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There was worse to come. The Church was also going to have to pay off
the deficit which had given rise to the meeting of the Estates-General. On 2
November 1789 on the proposal of Talleyrand, Bishop of Autun, the
Assembly placed ‘at the disposal of the nation’ the wealth of the clergy, to
be used to repay the national debt. There again, the explanation of the
motives was drawn from the idea of public service: the Church should
not be considered as a true property-owner, but merely as the steward of
its wealth, which was intended to allow it to fill offices which were them-
selves revocable. In any case, this type of confiscation was not unheard of
in Europe’s history, since the English crown and German princes had
practised it under the banner of Protestantism, and Joseph II, Louis XVI’s
brother-in-law, had given a more recent example of it in Austria in the
name of enlightened despotism. In the French instance, the men of 1789,
who were not especially anticlerical, and were in no way antireligious as a
whole, killed two birds with one stone: they resolved the problem of the
public debt by dispossessing one of the privileged orders of the ancien
régime.

That was without counting a third gain — the most important of all: by
selling the Church’s possessions to the public, by lot, they firmly bound a
large proportion of the French people to the Revolution, by way of their
new acquisitions. In a first stage (December 1789), the Constituent
Assembly authorized the Treasury to issue 400 million notes (assignats)
bearing 5 per cent interest, and with preferential entitlement in the
purchase of ecclesiastical properties, which had become ‘biens nationaux’.
This first issue would be used to discharge the most urgent of the state’s
debts. But the Assembly took a further step in autumn 1790: the debt had
become worse because of the undertaking given in August to repay the
capital of suppressed offices; the old taxes were no longer coming in, the
new ones not yet, and the political situation offered nothing sure enough
to discourage speculation.

In September, just after the dismissal of Necker, whose reputation had
ebbed away during the past year, the assignat became paper money, with
no interest, as legal tender, despite all the expert voices which were raised
(Talleyrand, Condorcet, Du Pont de Nemours) to warn against its rapid
depreciation in the face of metal coin. It would be the Revolution’s great
financial instrument, but also its political weapon: ‘Assignats’, said the
Abbé de Montesquiou, ‘will form the link between all private interests and
the general interest. Their adversaries will themselves become property-
owners and citizens by means of the Revolution and for the Revolution.’
Thus the Revolution had provided itself with a tremendous political
instrument to involve both bourgeois and peasants in its future, by the
same act through which it ran the risk of ultimately alienating a large part
of the Catholic population.

In the matter of relationships with the Church, the deputies had been
drawn since the end of 1789 into a logic whose constraints they had
certainly not foreseen. If the Church were merely a corporation under
the jurisdiction of civil power, what was to be said and done about the



82 The French Revolution

corporate bodies existing within it, such as the monastic orders? The
Assembly’s Ecclesiastical Committee had a bill passed in February 1790
stipulating that the law no longer recognized monastic vows and author-
izing freedom to leave monasteries for those who wished to do so. During
the discussion, the bishop of Nancy wanted to obtain the Assembly’s
recognition that Catholicism was the national religion: the motion was
rejected.

There still remained the question of who would take over the admin-
istration of the Church’s property and possessions which had been ‘placed
at the disposal of the nation’: this was a tense debate, rough at times —
notably when the Assembly again refused to declare Catholicism the
national religion — which concluded with the transfer of the property to the
new departmental and district administrations. It was the moment of truth,
which split the apparent unanimity of the autumn.

At that time, the mass of clergy and the faithful had espoused the
Patriots’ cause. Neither the suppression of the tithe nor the vote of 2
November had deeply affected the general enthusiasm, or yet called into
question the relations between Church and state. The clergy had remained
loyal to the national role it had played in the previous spring, at the time of
the meeting of the orders. Moreover, it had gained something from the
Revolution: during the beginning of 1790, when passions were running
high, the Assembly had allocated to the Catholic religion a maintenance
budget which, for the majority of priests, meant an improvement. The
high dignitaries themselves, Boisgelin, archbishop of Aix, and Champion
de Cicé, archbishop of Bordeaux, whose duties were more administrative
than pastoral, had experienced less difficulty in entering into negotiations
with the state because the entire ancien régime had well prepared them for
it; although they lacked enthusiasm for the new principles, they had at
least rediscovered in them, now transferred to the people, the temporal
sovereignty they had been accustomed to acknowledge in the king.

It is true that for the jurists of the Third Estate this Gallican spirit was
underlined by the memory of the parlements’ battles against the papal bull
Unigenitus of 1713 and by the Jansenist tradition. Hostility towards Rome
and any papal intervention was very widespread among them, as was the
will not to accept any authority of appeal against the Assembly’s decrees:
the sovereignty of the people was no more able to compromise in the
matter of its omnipotence than that of the kings. But though the Catholic
Church had been accustomed to this subordination to temporal power, it
was still dependent on Rome in spiritual matters.

Thus the political ground which was common to the Revolution and the
Church of France — the predominance of national sovereignty over Rome —
could also give rise to a conflict of principles concerning the domain of the
Catholic faith and the authority of the pope on the subject. The legal non-
existence of monastic vows had offered a foretaste of this in February.
Although French kings had frequently made laws on the religious orders
during the eighteenth century, they had not destroyed their principle: with
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the Assembly’s vote, was it or was it not a matter of unacceptable
encroachment on the spiritual by the temporal?

Two additional elements, of a different kind but both of major import-
ance, added their weight of uncertainty to the risks the Assembly was
taking on the path which was gradually leading it towards legislative
innovations regarding the Catholic Church. The first was that a section
of public opinion was beginning to be disturbed by the blows struck at
religious tradition, for instance in the Cévennes, where the Catholic popu-
lation faced strong Protestant minorities and the Revolution reawakened
old memories of the Wars of Religion. July 1789 had been celebrated on all
sides, but since November the spectre of religious confrontation had been
on the prowl, and that could offer the first piece of popular support for the
vanquished aristocracy.

The rejection of Dom Gerle’s motion, on 13 April — Dom Gerle was the
monk, ‘ardent Patriot, but nonetheless a good Catholic’ (Michelet) who
had wanted to have Catholicism declared the national religion — sparked
off trouble at Nimes and the surrounding area. A strong Protestant
bourgeoisie, cautious but also firm, was confronted by a Catholic crowd,
stirred up by demagogues; they might well have rearisen from the sixteenth
century.

The other element, of course, was the attitude of the pope. Born into the
aristocracy, a narrow-minded priest and ostentatious pontiff, Pius VI well
embodied the Roman tradition, and that implies how far distant the
Revolution was from his mental universe. He did not even have to wait for
the night of 4 August (when he lost the annates, those dues levied by Rome
on the occasion of the presentation of certain benefices) in order to
feel hostile to the new spirit. But in 1789 events in France provoked
revolutionary disturbances among his subjects in Avignon and, to a lesser
degree, in the Comtat Venaissin: the Holy See was attacked not only
through the Church of France but also within its estates. On 29 March
1790, on the advice of the French ambassador — the old Cardinal de Bernis,
disloyal to his mandate — the pope condemned the principles of the
Declaration of the Rights of Man in secret consistory. The conflict was as
yet only latent.

In Paris, it was not perceived as imminent, or even certain. Neither the
men of the Assembly’s Ecclesiastical Committee, who at the end of 1789
were considering the reorganization of the Church of France, nor yet the
prelates of that Church, who were not totally dedicated to the Roman
Curia, had any presentiment of an out-and-out conflict. Historians have
restored to that period of history what, for its contemporaries, had been
unforeseen and unexpected. The Civil Constitution of the Clergy was not
the work of anticlericals out to destroy the Catholic Church. Nor had
it rudely aroused the French episcopate to a state of holy indignation.
Although it marked the point at which the Revolution and the Church
went their separate ways to become merciless adversaries, the men of
spring 1790 were not yet aware of it. Through its decree, the Constituent
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Assembly had gradually been brought into this conflict, without ever
having desired its consequences.

From that, perhaps, comes the fact that the parliamentary debate from
which the Civil Constitution would emerge — from the end of May to mid-
July 1790 — frequently seems rather a disappointment to historians; it did
not match up to the high stakes it was dealing with, which the future
would reveal. ‘The discussion was neither powerful nor profound’, wrote
Michelet, who extracted from it only one important thought — that of the
Jansenist Armand Camus, one of the leaders in the debate: ‘We are a
national convention; assuredly we have the power to change religion;
however, we shall not do so.’

In that moment of time which the Paris deputy allows us to glimpse,
Michelet dreamed of the religion of the Revolution which, according to
him, could then have seized its opportunity but failed to do so. He read
into that claim — withdrawn almost as soon as it was put forward — the
spiritual timidity of the Assembly which, like the kings, was obsessed only
with its own sovereignty. In fact, though long and painstaking, the dis-
cussions on the bill which would produce the Civil Constitution of the
Clergy evinced a drying up of ideas when faced with the immense question
of the relations between the new principles and the old religion; they were
discussions between politicians, jurists, quibblers over procedure; between
an exhausted, subservient, almost secularized Catholicism and a Revolution
huddled over its brand-new power, which had been conceived, however,
on the absolutist model.

The bill comprised four headings. The first substituted new electoral
districts for the Church’s old constituencies, worked out on the recent
division of France into eighty-three départements. There would therefore
be only eighty-three bishoprics instead of 130, plus ten metropolitan
arrondissements. Overall appointments of clergy were rationalized and
simplified by the suppression of all traditional titles and offices — prebends,
canonries, abbacies, chapters, etc. Episcopal authority was henceforth
collective, each bishop having to be assisted by a permanent council of
curates compulsorily associated with the:exercise of his jurisdiction.

Article 5 of section I disengaged the Church from any submission to
foreign bishops or metropolitans, that is to say, in the last resort, from
Rome. Section II, still more innovatory, substituted election for the
customary canonical formulae for the nomination of ecclesiastical in-
cumbents. All electors could take part in the vote, which was equally
necessary for bishops and priests. Paid by the state, bishops and priests
must undergo the obligation of an oath of loyalty to the constitution.
Section III fixed the remuneration of members of the clergy, reducing it
noticeably. Section IV insisted on their residence, under the control of the
municipalities.

The religious order was thus brought into line with the civil order, the
edifice of the Church structured on that of the state, founded on a con-
stitutional sovereignty deriving its legitimacy from election by the people,
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its links with the papacy were severed; now it depended entirely on
temporal government.

Faced with a reform of this scope, the opposition, led by Boisgelin de
Cucé, argued the incompetence of the state in matters spiritual. A law
touching on such fundamental Christian traditions as the authority of
bishops or the choice of priests must also be approved by a national council
of the Church of France or by the head of the universal Church. The retort
came next day from Jean Baptiste Treilhard, the Paris deputy. It extended
to Church organization the curse which the Revolution had laid on the
ancien régime, condemning it as a tissue of disorders and abuses which
could be judged only by civil government: he immediately let it be clearly
understood that what was going to cost the Church so dear, in this debate,
was not religion itself, but its close involvement in the old order, its
collusion with the power of yesteryear. In any case, who had defended the
spirit of that religion better than the men of the Ecclesiastical Committee
since, by the election of priests, they wanted to restore it to rules which
were closer to its origins? There was therefore no reason at all to question
the absolute right of the sovereign over ecclesiastical discipline: the
constant tradition of the monarchy had vouched for it.

The discussion of the articles, which began on 1 June 1790, was
interminable, grim and interspersed with other bills and debates which had
also been planned for the agenda. However, the Ecclesiastical Committee
finally managed to get the essence of its plan voted in mid-June. The whole
was adopted on 12 July.

Although it overturned its entire organization, the law was not un-
acceptable to a Church which French kings had accustomed to the rough
supremacy of political power. In any case, not so long before, its Austrian
namesake had been subjected by Joseph II to reforms of comparable
brutality. The majority of bishops had shown some reservations on the
Civil Constitution, but the main body of the clergy seemed willing to
accept. Nearly all the prelates, moreover, were playing a waiting game,
uncertain about the ultimate incompatibility of reform with canon law;
meanwhile they were not over-anxious to fuel the suspicions of aristocracy
that their names aroused. On the advice of the bishops, with Champion de
Cicé at their head, Louis XIV, more hesitant than ever, signed the decree.

But it was still necessary to obtain the support of Rome and, more
importantly, once the effect of surprise had worn off, the firm and deep-
rooted adherence of Catholic opinion. The Civil Constitution of the Clergy
would not withstand the test of time.

PROGRESS OF THE REVOLUTION
Those nobles hostile to the new era had emigrated, were emigrating or

keeping a very low profile. The abdication or dispersal of the different
social groups composing the nobility is a quite surprising and relatively
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little known phenomenon. Doubtless it had its roots far back in national
history, in the humiliation accepted under Louis XIV, the political abase-
ment and the acceptance of sycophancy; and then, in the time of the
Enlightenment, in provincial isolation or the irresponsibility of salon or
court life. A great era for the nobility as regards the brilliance of the art of
living, the eighteenth century had at the same time multiplied the proofs of
the nobles’ political incapacity: emigration was their ultimate penalty.

There is additional evidence of the way the nobles were dispersed: in the
Constituent Assembly, a nobility that supported the Revolution was con-
structing the new France in company with the commoners of the old Third
Estate. In the Patriot camp, two La Rochefoucaulds, a Montmorency, a
Talleyrand-Périgord and La Fayette, at the summit of his popularity,
heading the National Guard, or in other words, Paris. Among his rivals of
the ‘triumvirate’, contesting his authority, were a member of the ‘old
nobility’, Alexandre de Lameth, and the former parlementaire Du Port,
side by side with Barnave, the non-noble barrister from Grenoble. Lastly,
there was Mirabeau, superior to all by virtue of his genius, but for that
very reason and for what was known about his past, suspected by all.

During 1790 something began to evoke an ‘English-style’ fusion between
the revolutionary great nobility, which had maintained its social prestige,
and the bourgeois revolution. The Festival of Federation, which celebrated
the ‘national’ spirit as opposed to the vanished ‘feudalism’, was the out-
standing testimony. It was the year of a very temporary — although they
were unaware of it — reign of an Enlightened society which had been
formed by the entire cultural evolution of the century, in which liberal
nobles and successful bourgeois could share ideas. Salons, clubs and
newspapers were the marvellously new means of spreading and discussing
the great topics debated by the age, which had finally become reality. Even
the Friends of the Constitution, established in December 1789 in the
former Jacobin monastery and soon known as the Jacobin Club, took care
to keep the poor at a distance by imposing a hefty subscription: here was a
France of notables and property-owners replacing that of the seigneurs.

Was this the France that innumerable reformers of ‘abuses’, philosophes
and physiocrats had so tirelessly mapped out? Was this the France that
provincial academies’ learned societies and Freemasons’ lodges had tire-
lessly — and somewhat more timidly — argued about? Yes, certainly, to
some extent: the idea of a property-owners’ monarchy was older than
the Revolution. But the way in which it had finally come to pass, in the
abstractness of principles and a social storm, enveloped its birth in the
ephemeral on both the monarchic and the property-owning side.

What had been most spectacular and profound about the event was
related to the universality of its message, which had made it resemble a
new religion. The 1789 Revolution had wanted to rebuild society and the
body politic on the idea that the essence of man, and therefore common to
all men, was liberty. It has emancipated the individual from the age-old
bondage of dependence, simultaneously destroyed the power of divine
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right and aristocratic domination, rethought society on the basis of the
rights of each contracting party, and the body politic on the free consent of
the electorate, by means of representation.

It had in fact combined two inspirational sources: liberal individualism
on the one hand, according to which the constituent element of the social
pact is the free activity of men in the pursuit of their interests and their
happiness; on the other, a very unitarian conception of the sovereignty of
the people, through the idea of the nation or ‘general will’. Those two
sources had been violently separated by French philosophical tradition,
since Rousseau’s Contrat social can be read as a criticism of the first by the
second. But the men of 1789 made a fragile synthesis of them, using
the concept of reason, which allows one to pick out in each individual the
share which he can contribute to collective sovereignty, and which, more-
over, is educable; if man’s universality was not yet quite ready for
the exercise of all political rights, at least it might be in the future.

In the Constituent Assembly’s debates and the laws it passed, one may
thus endlessly follow that tension between the universal principles on
which it prided itself and their adjustment to the current situation of the
old kingdom, which was a product of its ‘gothic’ past. The idea of ‘ancien
régime’ explained what it could not yet do; that of ‘revolution’, by contrast,
meant being torn away from that accursed past by the advent of rational
legislation. The new rights of the French had been stated negatively on 4
August, by the destruction of ‘feudal’ law, and positively, on 26 August,
by the Declaration: now it remained to define them in statutory law.

The universality of civil laws encompassed all Frenchmen without
exception. The Constituent Assembly had wavered a little before the
question of Alsatian Jews, who were less ‘assimilated’ than the Bordeaux
Sephardim and were the victims of a strong local anti-Semitism, which had
its spokesmen in the Assembly. To begin with, in integrated the second
group into civil equality before the first group, which it emancipated ‘in
extremis’ in September 1791, during the last days of its session. Even the
‘Mosaic religion’, that cement of Alsatian ghettos which seemed so strange
to this old Catholic country, was in the eyes of the law no more than a
private affair of individuals, to be absorbed into the legal equality of
citizens, which was a constituent of national unity.

Classic ground for this tension between philosophical abstractions and
political realities was the redivision of national territory. The Assembly
wanted to give a rational basis to both the representation and the admin-
istration of the old kingdom. The session of 4 August had done away with
the tangle of ‘feudal’ electoral districts. At the end of September 1789,
Thouret, for the Constitution Committee, had proposed his geometric plan
for eighty-one départements, composed of absolutely regular squares. As
each representative of the people held his mandate not from his personal
electorate but from the entire nation, the best equivalent of this wholeness
of the nation was to have each part of it exactly equal to all the others.

To that logic, history, geography and economy opposed theirs: the
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reality of national space, composed of such differing populations, traditions
and activities. Mirabeau countered the committee’s idea with one of
demographic equality, and Barnave invoked the weight of customs and
‘usages’. A debate started in those days to which, by letter and by
delegation, communities from the heartlands of France would contribute in
the name of their preferences, customs and ambitions. The final division
of the territory emerged from a compromise between rationalism and
empiricism, the spirit of unity and that of local government. The new
France was divided into départements of comparable size, mapped out by
deputies in accordance with reason and history, and baptized by their
natural elements, such as rivers and mountains; each of them was sub-
divided into districts, cantons and communes. All were provided with
elected administrations.

Elected by whom? Political citizenship is a complex affair. Its regulation
by the Assembly explains how 1789 also belonged to the bourgeois order,
even if the ideas which had inspired the Revolution burst right through
that reality to which so many historians have tried to reduce them. The
Constituent Assembly had decreed equality, but it had also learned from
the century’s books that aptitude for government and public life was born
of independence and education, and therefore from property and affluence.
Hence arose a complex stratification of political rights according to tax
thresholds, which contributed again to social inequality.

The precautions taken against the poorest acted both ways, as much
against the aristocrats as against the multitude, who would both be equally
capable of trying to exploit their ignorance. Another indication of the time:
domestics, who were particularly numerous in the service of noble families,
were excluded from the right to vote on the grounds that they were not
independent citizens. Nevertheless, right at the bottom of the pyramid,
there were still more than four million ‘active citizens’ — an enormous,
audacious figure when contrasted with the 200,000 electors in Louis-
Philippe’s France, fifty years later.

Above them came the second-degree electors, then those who were
eligible, who formed the new framework of the country. Theirs was the
new, elected administration — municipality, district, département — liberated
from the detested and centralizing intendant; theirs was the new justice,
independent of the government; theirs was the new army, the National
Guard, which had sprung from the events of 1789 and was guardian of the
new order. Enlightened society was a revolution of occupations.

Another aspect of bourgeois ascendancy was the freeing of economic
interests. The Assembly abolished monopolies, regulations, industrial and
commercial privileges. It instituted the freedom of internal trade and also,
in 1791, eliminated the democracy of corporate interests by Le Chapelier’s
law — which extended to the labour contract the equality of individuals
before the law. No one had any thought of defending the right of
employees to form a coalition; that would have been to recreate the
corporations and trade guilds.
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In the countryside the new liberal orthodoxy, learned from Frangois
Quesnay, Gournav and Adam Smith, clashed with the old community
system, the psychological and economic importance of which for the small
peasant has been demonstrated by Georges Lefebvre. The big farmer
beloved by the physiocrats had for a long time been demanding the
opening up of markets and prices, the end of village constraints, freedom
to rotate crops, the right to enclose fields and meadows and the end of
collective grazing: rural capitalism was the condition of better productivity.
In the end, the Assembly compromised. On the one hand, it instituted
freedom of prices and, on the other, authorized that of crops, for the
benefit of the needy and poverty-stricken. Similarly, Enlightenment
France gave way to popular France over international free trade: despite
the good harvest of 1790, it prohibited the export of corm: the old fear of
famine still ruled people’s minds.

Nevertheless, the important measure which welded the French peasantry
to the philosophy of the Enlightenment was the sale of the Church’s pos-
sessions: the municipalities’ action of putting them up for sale by auction
in small lots which might go as low as 500 livres, with ample facilities for
deferred payment, put the seal on what Michelet called ‘the wedding of the
peasant and the Revolution’. With the exception of regions such as a good
part of the west (with the Vendée to the forefront, of course), it also
marked the alliance of the rural world with the bourgeoisie, which derived
the greatest profit from the sale of the biens nationaux.

All the beneficiaries, both large and small, were henceforth united,
equally irreconcilable to the ancient régime. The break of 1789, which
was so potent in national imagination, had another equally deep-rooted
foundation in the private interests of innumerable families. Up until at
least the middle of the nineteenth century, the question of biens nationaux
would form one of the centres of gravity in French politics. It also played
an essential, though less spectacular, role in the country’s economic
history: by multiplying peasant ownership, which crowned and accelerated
a movement that had been going on for several centuries, the Revolution
consolidated a pre-capitalist rural France — history thumbing its nose at the
creation, at the same moment, of ‘bourgeois’ economic institutions.

However, the ordinary people of France, both peasant and bourgeois, who
had celebrated the first anniversary of 14 July in apparent unanimity, split
in 1790 over the religious question.

The Church and the king had accepted the Civil Constitution only
subject to approval by a spiritual authority. The Assembly had rejected a
national synod. There remained the pope, who was grappling with the
matter of Avignon, a papal fief which was demanding unity with the
France of 1789 and, both on principle and in the current circumstances,
was little inclined to moderate his condemnation of the Revolution by
making a fine distinction between the spiritual and the temporal. From
prudence, both because of Avignon and in order not to expose the French



90 The French Revolution

bishops too soon, he did not condemn the Civil Constitution until 10
March 1791; but his opposition was known as early as May 1790, and
widely used, chiefly through the self-interested channel of the tireless
Bernis.

In any case, Catholic France was stirring ahead of its priests, mobilized
by intolerance and intrigue, alarmed by all the novelties regarding
Protestants and Jews, and annoyed that the Assembly should have re-
fused to concede to the old religion a ‘national’ status which would have
allowed it to retain a sort of privilege. The tradition of intolerance had
resumed where it was strongest, in the towns of the Midi where Catholics
and Protestants confronted one another: Nimes, Uzés, Montauban. In
Nimes, in the middle of June, during the Assembly’s discussion on the
Civil Constitution of the Clergy, civil war raged for several days, to the
great detriment of the Catholic forces, who were beaten and massacred.

At the end of the summer, the situation hardened everywhere. The Civil
Constitution had been published in the départements, and was benefiting
from the sometimes aggressive support of the new administrations elected
in the spring. Popular clubs and societies were agitating for the immediate
application of the law. On the other side, Catholic opinion was increasingly
hostile. The bishops who were members of the Assembly broke their
silence and on 30 October published, under the title Exposition des principes
sur la Constitution civile du clergé (Exposition of principles on the Civil
Constitution of the Clergy), a formal refutation of the law passed in July.
Faced with this situation, where violence was still the exception but calm
was precarious, the Assembly chose to go ahead: a decree of 27 November
allowed practising priests two months in which to take the oath of the
Constitution, and consequently of the Civil Constitution of the Clergy
which had been included in it. This proved to be both the signal and the
start of the schism.

One third of the Assembly’s ecclesiastical members agreed to take the
oath in January 1791. Only seven bishops, three of them without dioceses,
took the oath. But the Assembly no longer counted: it was the country that
mattered. Almost everywhere, the publication of the 27 November decree,
followed by the ceremony of the oath in January 1791, gave rise to troubles
on both sides, for and against the Civil Constitution. These disturbances
were all the more serious when parts of the populace upheld or even
anticipated refusals to take the oath.

In Paris, of course, it was the opposite: organized popular pressure was
brought to bear on priests who wavered or jibbed, to force them to take the
plunge. On the Sunday planned for the swearing of the oath, a huge crowd
invaded Saint-Sulpice and threatened the recalcitrant curé, who managed
to escape, to cries of ‘Swear or swing’. But in Alsace, in the Massif Central
— notably in the Catholic highlands of the Velay and Rouergue — and in the
west — especially in what would become in 1793 the ‘military Vendée’,
the region of the armed insurrection — the crowds forcibly opposed the
ceremony of the oath: quite often it was the local authorities, the mayors
and municipal officers, who had to give in.
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These cases of resistance proved so strong and so widespread that the
Constituent Assembly had to make concessions: having chosen intransigence
on 4 January 1791, it climbed down on 21 January, authorizing refractory
priests to remain in their parishes until replaced (and in all cases
guaranteeing them a small pension). On 7 May it voted the decree known
as the ‘tolérance’ decree, giving the force of law to a measure taken in April
by the directory of the Paris département, according to which refractory
priests could celebrate mass in ‘constitutional’ churches.

This measure ‘froze’ the situation rather than sought to find a remedy
for it. It simply took note of the political and religious impasse to which
the Constitution had brought the Revolution. Indeed, at the beginning of
the summer, the pope’s hostility to the Act had become obvious to all,
and the position of the ‘public ecclesiastical officers’ was unambiguous: the
refractory priests had been replaced, or were on the point of being. But
they stayed on in the villages or suburban districts, and the Assembly, in
its desire for stability, finally had to accept the existence of two Churches,
of which only one complied with the law. The Constituent Assembly
wanted to put an end to the Revolution: it had provided counter-revolution
with its officers and troops.

The numerous efforts of the past quarter-century to find social or socio-
economic causes for rural counter-revolution have yielded only negative or
very tenuous conclusions. The regions and social groups which rose up in
1793 against the Revolution were not, in 1789, any more favourable to
the ancien régime than the rest: the cahiers de doléances of the future
insurgent areas or of the parishes in the ‘military Vendée’ were as hostile
to feudal rights as the other texts drawn up in the name of French rural
communities.

It is hardly possible, either, to attribute the peasant counter-revolution —
where it can be observed with hindsight starting from the events of 1793 —
to a particular antagonism between town and country, bourgeois and
rustics. For however spectacular that antagonism seemed to be during the
war in the Vendeé, it was fairly general and took vastly different forms: the
peasants of Quercy, for instance, well after 4 August 1789, continued
the struggle for their own claims for abolition of seigneurial dues without
compensation, defying the authority of the new urban administrations; but
Quercy did not rebel against the dictatorship of Paris and the towns in
1793. It was more to the north, in Lozeére, that an uprising began at that
time. Furthermore, the antagonism between town and country might well
have been more political than social, had not the cultural arrogance of the
new gentlemen of the chefs-lieux in regard to the country regions proved
more unbearable in practice than the seigneur’s paternalistic extortions.

In the interpretation of the factors contributing to the counter-revolution,
it does not seem that the religious element can be reduced to another level
of reality. What is clear, on the other hand, is that this religious element
was immediately transformed into a political problem, in that first the
absolute monarchy, then the Revolution, had turned the Catholic Church
into a body which was subordinate to the state. The crisis of the oath



92 The French Revolution

revived, in a more acute and infinitely more massive form, episodes from
the history of relations between the old monarchy of the seventeenth
century and the Jansenist clergy, such as the proposal to make them sign
billets de confession renouncing their Calvinist doctrines. In 1791 the entire
Catholic Church had to pay the price for its pact with the absolutist state:
Jansenist revenge, in the name of Gallicanism, had only accentuated its
political subordination. Henceforth, all its priests were obliged to choose
between Rome and Paris, the Church’s universality and French citizen-
ship, inner conviction and the authority of the state. And behind the
priests, or with them, the Catholic country’s millions of faithful under-
stood and espoused that dilemma, which was inextricably religious and
political.

If one wants to understand the depth of the conflict which started on this
dual level in 1790-1, one has only to consider how long it was destined to
last: the map showing religious practice in mid-twentieth-century France —
which, incidentally, is the least inaccurate approximation to that of the
political right wing — is also very similar to that of the refractory priests of
1791. This bears witness to the fact that the national crisis begun by the
Civil Constitution continued to dominate the nineteenth and a large part of
the twentieth century in France.

The Revolution had struggled against the Catholic Church without
breaking with Catholicism. Too close to the Jansenist and Gallican legacy
to conceive of a secularized democratic state, it was also too far removed
from it to imagine the start of a new Protestantism. Quinet was the most
profound commentator on that impasse from which, without any deliberate
intent, would arise an antireligious revolutionary culture still imbued with
the spirit of a worn-out Catholicism.

Until the clerical schism, counter-revolutionary emigration had scarcely
found an echo in France. The Comte d’Artois’s little court at Turin, where
Calonne had taken up service and gained promotion, had begun its long
career of plots and counter-plots, but it tried in vain to revive the war of
the Languedoc Catholics against the sons of the Calvinist Camisards of the
Cévennes. Before mid-1790, the ancien régime had no popular banner. The
religious affair provided them with one.

In Paris, it reactivated debates on the king, 14 July and the October
days. The Assembly, since then, had organized its own royalty. It was
sovereign itself, since Louis XVI was subordinate to it. He was no longer
anything but the nation’s first servitor, bound by the oath of fidelity to the
constitution. The holder of a provisional veto, which was more theoretical
than actual, he remained without authority over the majority of his
officers, who were elected. He retained control over his ministers, but they
were regarded with suspicion by the Assembly, where the real power lay.

There he was, subjected to the surveillance of the National Guard,
which in turn was closely watched by Parisian activists, at Jean-Paul
Marat’s command. The days of action in July and October 1789 henceforth
acted as models of revolutionary political behaviour: the king represented
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the heart of the plot, and the people the arm which broke the plot. A
powerful image which, in the name of the people, superimposed on the
legal sovereignty of the Assembly the organized or brute force of the
sovereignty of the people, plain and simple.

It is too often forgotten that the Assembly itself had to hold its sittings
under a hail of vituperation from the galleries, where every day there were
crowds of readers of Marat’s L’Ami du peuple, and vociferous extremists.
As a way of compensating for the deputies’ monopolizing of the general
will, the people themselves were supposed in this way to keep an eye on
the deliberations of their representatives: that was the double pathology of
modern ‘representation’, the inconveniences of which mounted up rather
than neutralized one another. In actual fact, the authority of the ‘nation’
tended to be exercised by two oligarchies: that of the representatives and
that of the Parisian activists.

In this France without an executive, this constitutional monarchy
without a constitutional king, a revolutionary dialectic was a quite natural
response to royal resistance; that was the role of Paris, where three powers
held sway — the municipality, the National Guard and the sections, or
administrative divisions. The first two, elected or recruited on the basis of
property qualification, were in the hands of the Assembly’s patriots, La
Fayette and Bailly. But the forty-eight sections, which in 1790 succeeded
the sixty districts, played a more popular and autonomous role: through
their primary assemblies, through their committees which enjoyed police
powers, through their petitions, their addresses, their decrees, they were
popular sovereignty in the flesh.

The unrest over corn had subsided with the good harvests of 1789 and
the following years; revolutionary vigilance roused the sections against
Marie-Antoinette, the ‘Austrian bitch’ who was hatching her intrigues in
the secrecy of the Tuileries. In the winter of 1789—90 a violent conflict had
set the Cordeliers district, presided over by Georges Jacques Danton,
against the legal jurisdiction of the Chatelet of Paris, which wanted Marat
arrested for his incendiary articles. The Assembly legislated under the
constant pressure of this demagogy, which declared itself the guardian of
the new legitimacy: that was already the revolutionary tradition.

In 1791, at the same time as the political climate worsened, urban
anticlericalism made its appearance: one would have to look for the roots of
this phenomenon, which antedated the Revolution, in the crises of Parisian
Jansenism in 1720 and 1730. The democratic movement got under way
through the creation of popular clubs and fraternal societies where, by
candelight, men joined together in the public reading of truly ‘patriotic’
leaflets. Marat and Danton ran the Cordeliers, on the left bank, and many
local societies federated in 1791 around a central committee.

The revolutionary forces, which were critical of the Assembly’s
moderation thus made ready for their coming role by organizing the
sections and the street mobs. But in order to be in the right, to win, they
needed royal treason, just as the Assembly would have need of the royal
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word in order to contain Parisian extremism and revolutionary passion.
But what if Paris and the king were in accord — even if from opposite
directions — against the Assembly?

While its commissions, filled with earnest and competent men, ac-
complished an immense amount of legislative work, the Assembly, already
in a doubly precarious position, had furthermore been continually split by
the jealousies of its leaders — none of whom had been able to gain the upper
hand. Mirabeau, the thundering orator of 1789, the bourgeois Assembly’s
déclassé aristocrat, was soon suspect in the eyes of Parisian democrats; it
was not long before he was in the king’s pay, vainly advising him to accept
the new rules of play, and he wore out his genius in a double game of
politics, dying in the spring of 1791. It was the same story for La Fayette —
though he was less venal and less of a genius: the commander of the
National Guard did not have the ear of the royal household, who could not
forgive him for the October days, and on the other side Marat continually
denounced him to the Patriots.

The ‘triumvirate’ (of Barnave, Du Port and Alexandre de Lameth) was
under suspicion. The 1791 colonial debate showed that clearly. In the
West Indies, the treasure-house of eighteenth-century France, news of the
Revolution had exploded the fragile social balance between colonists,
free mulattos and black slaves. The former wanted to take advantage of the
opportunity to free themselves from the metropolitan ‘Exclusive’ rule and
trade freely with all countries. But they had no intention of giving up
any part of their local and racial proponderance, at a time when the
mulattos were pleading the 1789 principles in order to claim political
rights. Jean Jaurés has admirably recounted and interpreted those long
debates in which the Lameths and Barnave supported the colonists, and
Robespierre the mulattos.

Backed by Parisian societies — one of which was called Friends of the
Blacks — the mulattos’ cause finished in triumph. No one in the Assembly
had really posed the problem of slavery; but the political dividing-line
which had been established went beyond the mulattos, because it was
a matter of the application of democratic universalism defined by the
Revolution. It showed that, after Mounier, after Mirabeau, it was the turn
of Barnave, Du Port and Lameth to do battle with the extremism of
Parisian societies and the little group acting as their spokesmen in the
Assembly. In truth, was Paris overstepping the mark, or was the
triumvirate retreating? The very nature of the revolutionary imbalance
explains that both were true: in this triangular debate, fear of Parisian
excess brought successive waves of quite a few Patriot deputies closer to
the king’s cause. Speaking to the Assembly, Du Port stated quite clearly:
‘The Revolution is over. It must be settled and protected by combating
excesses. We must restrain equality, reduce liberty and settle opinion. The
government must be strong, firm and stable’ (17 May 1791).
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A DEMOCRATIC MONARCHY?

After the Monarchiens, this was the second version of the need to
‘terminate the Revolution’. But like their predecessors in 1789, the
triumvirs of 1791, in order to achieve it, needed royal authority which was
both strong and frankly committed to their side — that authority which
they had destroyed two years earlier. It had resisted them then; it was no
more favourable to them because it had been broken. A secret letter exists
from Louis XVI to his cousin the king of Spain, written in October 1789,
in which the phantom king of the Tuileries protests against all the edicts
which had been wrung from him since July.

Between 1790 and 1791 there was Mirabeau’s admirable secret cor-
respondence with the court, the great man’s extraordinary monologue to a
king who paid for the advice of the genius without even being able to
understand it. The deputy from Aix argued that the Revolution had
carried away the ancien régime with no hope of return, but that it was not
by any means incompatible with a renewed monarchy: the existence of a
society composed of equal individuals, as opposed to the former corporate
society (Richelieu would have liked the idea, writes Mirabeau, looking for
illustrious sponsors), was actually favourable to a strong royal government.
Mirabeau had never felt at ease with the idea of a virtually absolute
sovereignty attributed in actual fact to representation; he had always
denounced the danger of its handing over the will of the nation to a
parliamentary oligarchy. Against a slide in that direction, the presence of a
strong king was a guarantee: in any case, was he not the personification of
national history, coming from the mists of antiquity, uniting the past and
the present, and giving modern democracy the firm anchorage of tradition?
Mirabeau was Chateaubriand thirty years in advance: it was just a question
of ‘nationalizing’ the monarchy.

The monarchy, on the contrary, chose to offer the spectacle of its
separation from the nation. Louis XVI’s reply to the policy proposed by
Mirabeau, who died in April, was attempted flight in June. It would not be
fair to ascribe sole responsibility to the king for the failed dialogue and the
untried policy: we have seen that the spirit of the Revolution left hardly
any room for even a partial retrocession of public authority.

The circumstances of spring 1791 were less accommodating than ever: in

April, Louis XVI had been prevented by the crowd from leaving the
Tuileries to perform his Easter duties at Saint-Cloud and to receive com-
munion from the hands of a priest of his choice. In the mind of the king,
who was deeply Christian, the religious schism added impiety to all the
other reasons he had for hating the Revolution. Captive in Paris, a stranger
in the midst of a people who no longer recognized him, the king had
wanted to flee, leaving in the Tuileries a solemn declaration of his hostility
towards the Revolution. He was counting on the French undergoing a
change of heart once he was out of the country; in reality, he made his own
contribution to the death of the monarchy in public opinion.
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Perhaps nothing speaks such volumes on revolutionary France as the
tocsin at Varennes, that mobilization of a remote little village on the arrival
of the strange carriage — and the silent crowds on the return trip, watching
bare-headed over the convoy: Louis XVI started to die on 21 June 1791.
He was not yet a hostage, but he was already little more than a stake in the
game. For his flight tore away the veil of that false constitutional monarchy
and once more confronted the Patriot party with the whole problem of the
Revolution’s future.

The watchword ‘republic’ was launched by small enlightened circles
gathered around the Marquis de Condorcet and Jacques-Pierre Brissot.
Robespierre mistrusted a republic which might lead to oligarchy. Together
with the Assembly’s left, and the popular societies and clubs, he contented
himself with demanding the trial and punishment of the king: he made
himself spokesman for the punitive reaction of the people faced with this
proof of an ‘aristocratic conspiracy’. The king was no longer sacred, but
the fact was that he was guilty; the father of the nation had become its
executioner.

How, then, was the Revolution to be ‘settled’? The moderate Patriots of
the Assembly tried desperately, though at the price of a fiction which
would cost them dear in the future: La Fayette, Bailly and the ‘triumvirs’
persuaded the deputies to vote on a version according to which the king
had been ‘abducted’; dominated by fear of renewed revolutionary fervour,
they pleaded the constitutional law, the king’s inviolability, respect for
what had been voted. Barnave acted with the most intelligence, explaining
that the choice must by definition remain independent of the qualities of
the monarch:

Either the constitution you have created is wrong, or he whom the chance of birth
has given you for king, and whom the law cannot touch, must not, by his
individual actions or his personal faculties, be important to the stability and
soundness of the government...I will say to those who are holding forth so
furiously against the one who has sinned: Would you be at his feet if you were
satisfied with him? (15 July 1791)

The argument had its vulnerable side, however, since it acknowledged
Louis XVDI’s faults as transformed into buttresses of the law. Paris
was more sensitive about the flight than about the constitution. A vast
campaign of petitions for the King’s punishment climaxed in a central
demonstration at the Champ de Mars on 17 July. One year after the great
misleading festival of national unanimity, and on the very spot where he
had been acclaimed, La Fayette gave the National Guard the order to shoot
into the crowd. This was an important date. For the first time, the
authorities who had emerged from the Revolution did what they had not
dared to do against the peasants in August 1789, or against Paris in
October: they turned against the ‘people’, on the side of the king. They
had booked their places on the morrow’s scaffold.
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They were temporarily the victors, but at the cost of a new and serious
split among the Patriots. Deserting the Jacobins’ club, the moderates
installed themselves in the Feuillants’ monastery, whether they were
followed by nearly all the deputies, while Robespierre went out of his way
to keep the affiliated provincial societies true to the Jacobins — they would
prove a formidable instrument for the future.

For the time being, the Feuillants seemed to be triumphant: they had
some Parisian agitators arrested, maintained order in the streets and voted
for several cautious alterations to the constitution. The property qualifi-
cation for electoral purposes was raised, the eligibility rating was decreased.
The Civil Constitution of the Clergy lost its character of constitutional law,
so that it was not unassailable.

But the crucial vote for the future had been obtained by Robespierre one
month before the flight to Varennes: the deputy from Arras, who had
already seized control of the court of public morality, had had members of
the Constituent Assembly decreed ineligible for the next Assembly. It was
a decision which it was diffult to fight, on pain of passing for a self-
interested Patriot, and which pleased a good number of tired deputies who
were keen to return home; yet it was a demagogic decree, since it instituted
a second revolutionary tabula rasa, more limited, it is true, than that of
1789, but nevertheless affecting all the parliamentary personnel who had
had two and a half years of experience in the political arena. The con-
stitution was deprived in advance of the support of those who had formed
1t.

Robespierre began his dual career of moralist and tactician. The
ineligibility of the Constituents allowed him to marginalize experienced
adversaries, like the chief Feuillants, and at the same time to give
additional weight to the militants of the Parisian Revolution, who alone
would keep the advantage of length of service: since he paid court
assiduously to the clubs, his own influence would thereby be reinforced,
including his influence over the brand-new deputies.

On 14 September 1791 Louix XVI - as in February 1790 — solemnly
swore an oath of loyalty to a revised Constitution which he accepted no
more sincerely than before, and the Constituent Assembly proudly
proclaimed before parting: “The end of the Revolution has arrived.” But its
words were firmer than its convictions. In reality, it was bequeathing to the
new men of the coming Assembly, in addition to its lasting achievements,
the ephemera it had reconstructed.

The historian who seeks to understand why can begin from the extra-
ordinary ease with which, on 4 August, the fate of old society had been
sealed and civil equality inaugurated, in order to contrast the violence and
uncertainties of political reconstruction. In fact, what had been ac-
complished in the civil sphere in 1789 was irrevocable, at the same time as,
in the political sphere, there was an end to the absolutism of divine right,
which was swept away with the whole of the ancien régime. On the other
hand, the Revolution came up against the reconstruction of public
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authority: no one could believe, in the summer following the Varennes
expedition, that this de facto republic, accompanied by a former absolute
sovereign, instituted by the constitution, could be destined for an easy
future.

Edgar Quinet put forward an interpretation of this contrast: the ‘dif-
ficulties’ — as he called them — of the Revolution were not in the civil order,
where 1789 simply accomplished, or crowned, so to speak, the work of
centuries. ‘Not a voice was raised’, he writes regarding 4 August, ‘to retain
civil inequality. There was the unanimity imposed by necessity. Men took
stock of the ruin, rather than brought it about.’? The civil Revolution was
thus almost a natural product of the ancien régime, a simple updating of
history, conceded as a necessity even by the privileged, an invention of the
time; the political Revolution, being devised by men, was infinitely more
difficult precisely because its object was the free participation of citizens in
the new sovereignty.

The strong point of Quinet’s theory is that it allows one to consider the
two faces of the same event: one looking towards the past, the other turned
to the future; one showing its determination, the other revealing its chancy
nature, in both the exact and the popular sense of the word. Basically,
when the Thermidorian successors of Robespierre, some years later, con-
trasted the good results of the Revolution with its bad development, they
would say more or less the same thing in other words: what had been
necessary in 1789 did not extend to what had followed.

Nevertheless, neither type of reality — civil or political — nor the
two successive stages of the Revolution can be separated by such fine
distinctions. History does not present, in order, first a civil society which
was immediately revealed to itself, in July—August 1789, in its modern
true form of free and equal individuals, then a state reconstituted with
great difficulty, at the cost of a flood of events which began only in that
vear and would prove uncontrollable. On the contrary, we have seen that
in 1789 everything had been put in place together in the name of the same
universal principles, and that this ambition for radical construction from
scratch was the dominant feature of the six extraordinary months of spring
and summer, in both the civil and political spheres.

Society, and that society’s government, were replaced together. By
placing the rights of man as the foundation of the social contract, the men
of 1789 had no difficulty in instituting civil equality, since they repaid in
capital most of the possessions connected with the previous aristocratic
social state. The movement of ideas and passions did the rest. But radical
philosophical individualism, which could not be divorced from the up-
rooting of orders and corporate bodies, made the construction of the new
body politic infinitely more difficult.

How, in fact, was it possible to envisage sovereignty, starting from
a society of individuals, and how could its representation be formed?

* Edgar Quinet, La Révolution.
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Imagining it presented no problem: there was a single, all-powerful,
inalienable general will. But as for its organization, in this ancient, vast,
populous nation-state . . . It was necessary to pass via the idea of delegating
the sovereignty through the representation of individuals, even if it meant
in theory leaving the nation entitled to regain its rights at any time — rights
which could not be alienated once and for all.

The year 1789 had caused the appearance, on the one hand, of homo
democraticus in his modern purity, free in all things not forbidden by
law, equal to any single one of his fellow men; and on the other, a
new sovereign power constituted from that basis, forming a general will
as absolute and autonomous as all the individual wills from which it
proceeded. The Revolution had avoided the risk of the atomization of
individuals in society by reinventing a sovereignty as indivisible and
inalienable as that of the former king, but even more powerful since it had
nothing — not even God — above it: henceforth it issued from the people, or
from the nation, where it remained latent until the moment of the con-
stituent contract.

But once ‘constituted’, in and by the National Assembly in May—June
1789, it had instituted representation: a major institution, under which the
law was not agreed directly by each citizen, as in Rousseau, but through
the mediation of representatives. These were not elected by the universality
of citizens, but chosen by the more enlightened, in accordance with a
double fiscal selection. Certainly, the electorate envisaged by the 1791
constitution was incredibly vast for the era; none the less, it rested on a
distinction between civil rights, which were universal, and political rights,
which were not: to that democratic man who was the central representation
of the Revolution it added a contradictory element, at the sensitive spot. It
was not by chance that Robespierre built his reputation as defender of the
people on criticism of the censitaire electoral system.

In the new institutions bequeathed by the Constituent Assembly, there
was therefore a dominating spirit of ‘pure democracy’: Burke had made no
mistake when he wrote using these terms in 1790. He had thus designated
the revolutionary tabula rasa, the universalist abstractness of the Rights of
Man, equality, the destruction of aristocratic bodies, the turning of royal
sovereignty to the benefit of the people. But the Assembly had preserved
the king in a republican constitution, and had placed the universality
of rights alongside representative government chosen only by a class of
citizens. The royal problem would outlast it, although that had been
decided in advance by the subordinate role given to the former sovereign in
1789.

For a time it would be a thorn in the flesh of the revolutionary move-
ment. In depth, however, it was the tension between the idea of democracy
and the extent of inequality retained by the Constituent Assembly in the
new body politic which formed the mainspring of the Revolution. Anti-
aristocratic feeling could just as easily become anti-bourgeois: it could be
transferred all the more easily from breeding to vested interests, and even
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property, since it had the more vigorously embraced the abstract idea of
equality. By the same movement, it could the better ignore representative
government because the concept of a general will and a sovereign people
inevitably evoked direct democracy. At all events, battle lines were being
drawn up; on the other side, the religious quarrel had provided possible
popular support for nostalgia for the ancien régime, and an entire ‘Feuillant’
bourgeoisie was beginning to worry about the consequences of 1789.

The Constituent Assembly had destroyed corporate society and in-
stituted civil equality in the old kingdom. It had not settled the question of
its government. The problem was to last for a hundred years.
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The Jacobin Republic: 1791-1794

THE LEGISLATIVE ASSEMBLY

Between 1787 and the autumn of 1791 the unprecedented fluctuations of
the French upheaval were due entirely to internal reasons: the legacies
of aristocratic society and absolutism, the power vacuum, the king’s
resistance, the intellectual and political daring of the deputies of the Third
Estate, Parisian and national agitation. The welcome given by Europe to
1789 — enthusiastic among intellectuals and the public of the Enlighten-
ment, somewhat lukewarm in royal courts — had not turned the Revolution
towards Europe. Furthermore, the ‘Internationale’ of the kings and the
great had in the end managed to endure the fall of French aristocracy and
the woes of Louis XVI without too much distress: they had made no move,
despite appeals from the émigrés. For the sovereigns of continental Europe
were counting on gaining territorial advantages from the disorder they saw
in France: Austria and Prussia in Poland, and Russia in the Turkish
empire. As for Britain, it was simply rejoicing in the enfeeblement of its
rival.

Several events — consequences of what was taking place within the
country — had contrived to upset this spirit of coexistence which, though
disapproving, was peaceable and cautious. Between 1789 and 1791 the
word ‘patriotism’ meant first and foremost attachment to the new France,
even if those proclaiming it went on to celebrate the progress of the great
principles of 1789 beyond French borders. As if hesitantly, and taking
pains to avoid any conflict, the Constituent Assembly had been led
gradually to proclaim a new international law extending the liberty of
citizens to other nations.

To the German princes holding possessions in Alsace, who were
demanding their feudal dues, maintaining that they were not subject to
French laws, the Assembly replied, while offering them compensation as it
had to the landowning seigneurs, that Alsace was French not by right
of conquest, in accordance with the Treaty of Westphalia, but by its
voluntary membership of the great ‘Federation’ of provinces of 1789—9o0.
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In the old papal territory of Avignon, it had waited until September 1791,
right at the end of its mandate, to declare an annexation that had been
ratified beforehand by the population who had been demanding it for two
years: it was the clash with the pope over the Civil Constitution of the
Clergy which led the deputies to confirm the right of peoples to self-
determination.

This was a formidable threat to international order and dynastic Europe,
but it was still only implicit. Although they worked hard at it, the émigrés
alone would not be able to open the road leading to war between the
Revolution and Europe. In the end, it was the king who unwittingly
showed the way, and quickly became its symbol and its chief stake. He was
constantly writing to his cousin, the king of Spain, and to his ‘brother’ in
Vienna, to whom he imparted his plans for flight. If the Parisian press,
with Marat in the forefront, so frequently denounced those plans, of which
it really knew nothing, and the sections mounted guard around the
Tuileries — as in war one guesses at enemy movements — it was because of a
presentiment that in Louis XVI they held a hostage against the European
monarchies.

In fact, the people immediately saw his attempted escape in June 1791 as
a prelude to invasion; the arrest of the king at Varennes and his return
under guard seemed a victory over the foreigner. The Patriots were
already at war before the kings gave any serious thought to coming to the
assistance of their cousin in France: after Varennes, the Emperor Leopold
and the king of Prussia limited themselves to signing the declaration of
Pillnitz, which made any intervention subject to a general agreement of the
European sovereigns. But if the Parisian clubs were mistaken about the
diplomatic reality, they correctly read the wishes of the royal couple. They
knew instinctively what the European chancelleries had not yet been able
to grasp: when war came, it would be a war between two ideas. Louis XVI
knew this too: the shared secret established a kind of complicity, an ardent
wish held in common, but in opposite directions.

In the march towards war, therefore, there was no technical calculation
or territorial ambition on the French side; none of that Machiavellian and
princely rationality, those diplomatic or military calculations which typified
war under the ancien régime; no evaluation of chances and risks. In this
period France’s strength lay in the century’s demographic growth, the
impetus given to society by the Revolution, and good technical reforms
carried out in the military field by the ancien régime’s last ministers.

At the same time, however, the army was disorganized by the emigration
of numerous officers and the subversion of discipline by democratic ideas;
the volunteers levied after Varennes were still low in number. But this
mixed balance sheet misses the essential point, which is that war with
Europe would constitute the new form and intensification of the revol-
utionary explosion with all its contradictions.

Sieyes and the men of the Revolution had conceived the nation from the
starting-point of the expulsion of the aristocracy, who were outside the
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community. When they drew, within the social body, a dividing-line which
had hitherto separated Frenchmen only from foreigners and potential
enemies, they replaced the traditional membership of all in the nation-state
built by kings with a definition of the new nation, which was both wider-
ranging yet more restricted: wider-ranging because it was rooted in
democratic universality; more restricted because it cut into the historic
community, from which the privileged were now excluded.

This idea, which was the fount of revolutionary hatred for the aristocracy
and the secret of its violence, would find a sort of natural confirmation in
war. Already the émigrés had occupied the place beyond the frontiers
marked out for them in advance by Qu’est-ce que le Tiers Etat?: they were
the perfect embodiment of the nobility according to the revolutionaries,
even before they began to fight alongside the enemies of the nation. Armed
conflict would thus superimpose internal and external enemies, civil and
foreign war, aristocracy and treason, democracy and patriotism, around
the same images, feelings and values. In this set of identifications the
historian can discover much of the secret which made war so popular with
the Revolution, and made it such a powerful instrument of political
acceleration.

For centuries, under the kings, the nation had been formed in an
antagonistic relationship with neighbouring dynasties and territories, at
the cost of long wars and shared dangers. The French were not a new
community, like the young American republic, whose citizens faced no
external threat and were united in the desire to live in peaceful happiness.
Like other European peoples, and perhaps par excellence among them, the
French were accustomed to define themselves in relation to an enemy, to
close ranks in the hour of invasion and to respond to the sovereign’s appeal
when ‘public safety’ was in jeopardy.

It was not so long since the ageing Louis XIV had appealed to the entire
nation for its aid. Now that assortment of memories, habits and emotions
could be mobilized against the monarchy which had been, for so many
centuries, both their catalyst and beneficiary. The Third Estate had only
had to brandish them against the aristocracy to bring down the king as
well. By placing Louis XVI in the émigrés’ camp, war would finish what
1789 had begun: it would strip the monarchy of its share in French
history. The Republic, already implicit in institutions, would be inscribed
in people’s minds.

How could Louis XVI possibly understand this process, and thus avoid
becoming its unwilling accomplice? He contented himself with playing his
usual part in the symphony of escalation. After Varennes, the royal couple
had hoped for war as their last chance for restoration. They imagined
France as enfeebled, torn apart by the Revolution and incapable of
resisting the professional armies of their cousins and brothers-in-law. In
fact they strengthened the forces of the Revolution, offering the latter
exclusive rights to their ancestral heritage transformed by 1789 — the
nation. This enigmatic and all-powerful word effected the devolution of the
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collective patrimony from the monarchy to revolutionary democracy. It
had defined the citizens’ sovereignty; now it would feed their patriotism
against the treason of the aristocrats and the king.

The concepts of democracy and nation, which had come together in
1789, forged around the war which began in 1792 a body of very strong
feelings, welding together classes and the Revolution itself in a common
passion. The philosophy of the Enlightenment, so cosmopolitan and
European, had won over only a limited public, aristocratic and bourgeois,
and almost entirely urban. Here, in its most democratic form, it was
penetrating the mass of the people in both town and country through
an unexpected channel: national sentiment. It was thereby simplified and
radicalized to a point where very soon the Europe of the Enlightenment no
longer recognized ‘its’ philosophy.

But what did that matter to the French revolutionaries? They gave the
peasants and sansculottes leaving for the frontiers the chance to democratize
glory — that caress of life which for so long had been reserved for the
nobility — and to win in their turn a marshal’s baton. By the precocious
synthesis — destined for such a great future — which it effected between
intellectual messianism and national feeling, the Revolution had integrated
the masses with the state, and created to its own profit the modern
sentiment of collectively belonging. In this sense, the French experience
turned that of enlightened despotism upside down: democratic nationalism
had taken up, against all the kings of Europe, the universal message of
philosophy.

From then on, the Revolution’s objectives received a new dimension,
and its rhythm added acceleration, which its partisans hoped for and
counted on: there was no foreseeable end to the war with Europe. Natural
frontiers? Albert Sorel’s brilliant and systematic book! seeks to portray
them as the French goal in the conflict: the Girondins had said so, and
Danton, and also Jean Francois Reubell, under the Directory. But Brissot,
in a letter to Joseph Servan, also spoke of ‘setting fire to the whole of
Europe’. And the Montagnard Pierre Chaumette expressed even more
vividly the almost emotional excesses of the revolutionary crusade: ‘The
land which separates Paris from Petersburg will soon be Gallicized,
municipalized, Jacobinized.’

In fact, the revolutionary war had no definite aim because it sprang from
deep within the Revolution itself, and could only end with it. That is why
even French victories could at best result only in truces; to look for peace
was as suspect as being defeated — both were betrayals of revolutionary
patriotism. This is a measure of the extraordinary power of internal
instability the war would have in all its phases — defeats and victories. It
would bring three groups in succession to that ephemeral power conferred
by a dominant role in the Revolution: the Girondins, the Montagnards and
the Thermidorians. It would provide the backdrop for two successive types

1 Albert Sorel, L’Europe et la Révolution frangaise.
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of republican regimes, on either side of 9 Thermidor 1794: dictatorship by
the Terror, also called ‘revolutionary government’, and the Thermidorian
republic, which would survive only by repeated coups d’état from start to
finish.

Since the flight to Varennes and the Declaration of Pillnitz in August
1791 (an acceptance by the Austrian and Prussian Sovereigns that the
safety of Louis XVI was a matter of concern to them), the French
Revolution had clearly become a European question. Louis XVI had set
the example by fleeing towards the frontier, towards the Germany of the
princes and his brother-in-law the Austrian emperor, where the majority
of French émigrés had already gathered on the banks of the Rhine.
The Legislative Assembly, which succeeded the Constituent in Paris,
immediately turned its attention towards these groups of ‘ci-devants’ who
had left the country uttering threats to return on the morrow as the king’s
avengers.

The Assembly was made up of men who were new to parliamentary
office, which is not to say new to revolutionary politics, since nearly all of
them came from various administrative bodies elected in 1790 and 1791,
chiefly from the districts and départements. The primary assemblies had for
the most part voted in June, before Varennes, and the major electors had
elected the deputies, in each département’s main town, in the summer
during the crisis brought on between Feuillants and Jacobins by the king’s
flight.

The two clubs, which had been rivals since the split in July 1791, could
both claim their share of the new deputies, 250 to 300 Feuillants, 140
Jacobins. These figures have only a relative significance: revolutionary
events, by definition, could not obey the laws of a parliamentary arithmetic.
Even more than the Constituent, the Legislative Assembly would have to
sit under pressure from the people in the galleries, in a constant uproar,
and amid the exaggerations of popular newspapers and societies. The
Jacobin Club, kept going by Robespierre in the summer of 1791, brought
together the most advanced Patriot leaders and formed the federating
element of the movement. The Revolution would slip rapidly towards the
government of minorities.

The most illustrious figure in this Legislative Assembly was Condorect,
who had just managed to get elected in Paris, where the Feuillants had
controlled most of the electoral choices: he was one of the few republicans
of July 1791, at the time when Barnave and his friends had rescued Louis
XVI, and was ahead of the Revolution before becoming too late for it.
Apart from him, the newly elected members were not nationally known:
minor provincial notables, they were mostly young, and were a less
homogeneous group than the 1789 Third Estate.

For example, there was Brissot, a future Girondin leader, and already a
kind of authority in the Parisian clubs, where he had been one of the
destroyers of the Feuillants, notably Barnave. The son of a Chartres
caterer, he had not succeeded, under the ancien régime, in his many
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enterprises. He had gone bankrupt in the bookselling business (hence a
short spell of imprisonment), before becoming a hired article writer,
dealing with topical subjects. He had Mirabeau’s unconventionality, with-
out Mirabeau’s genius, and was the embodiment of the kind of political
personnel through whom the Revolution would map out its course in 1792
and 1793. The men of 1789 had for, good reason, had no experience in
such matters. He had what he had learned in revolutionary activism since
1789: ultra-patriotic rhetoric, superimposed on a politico-literary culture,
the whole enveloped in daring oratory, a vigour born of confidence, a sort
of ice-cold fever, which made him one of the Assembly’s leaders in
October, when he spoke against the emigration.

In fact, the spirit of revolutionary overstatement dominated the first
debates; it led the deputies to take up the royal challenge on its own
ground: war with Europe. In November, decrees against the émigrés, who
were summoned to return, and an ultimatum to the German princelings —
the Electors of Trier and Mainz — ordered them to break up the gatherings
which had formed on their territory. That was the start of the conflict.

THE FALL OF THE MONARCHY

The royal family had painted things as black as possible. They had tried
everything to get La Fayette beaten in the municipal elections and thus to
place the Jacobin Jérome Pétion in command in Paris. They wanted war,
which they could not envisage as victorious. That was a secret calculation,
since it could not be admitted, yet it was public because it was so obvious.
In this encounter between the Revolution’s suspicious mind and the
secretive mysteries of royal policy lay a tragic complicity which led to war
as if to a test of truth.

However, the kind of unanimity in the revolutionary camp was less clear
than the wishes of the royal couple. Fresh claimants to the role of princely
advisers, pushing their men into the ministries, the Feuillants, with a
few intelligent exceptions (including Barnave), encouraged bellicosity: La
Fayette was counting on getting command of an army, and the entire
group hoped that a short and limited war would bring internal stability,
through the power it would give to the generals. But these inaccurate
calculations were secondary.

The main fact of the matter was that war was popular, advocated by the
Assembly’s left and waved like a flag in the faces of the Jacobins. The
reasoning behind Brissot’s great speeches is well known: on the one hand,
to destroy Koblenz, the home of the émigrés, would mean putting an end
to Louis XVI’s double game and forcing him to choose; on the other, the
war against the kings was won in advance, since the French army would be
welcomed as liberator of the peoples. The increasingly isolated resistance
of Robespierre in the Jacobin minority group is equally well known.
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For once, the Incorruptible not only cut himself off from the
revolutionary camp but also took a stand against excess and the relentless
pursuit of the same policy. With his genius for mistrust, he had seen right
through the objective complicity which the political situation had started
between Louis XVI and the Brissotins. The king desired war because it
would bring him allies who were much more powerful than the Revolution;
Brissot sought it as a road to power; he had uttered this extraordinary
phrase, which reveals all: “‘We have a need for great betrayals.’

Robespierre had understood this language: it was also his own; but he
turned it against his rivals. Betrayal, in fact, was already their crime if their
wishes matched those of the king. In those great debates in December
1791 and January 1792 the two principal actors played opposite roles.
Robespierre clear-sightedly denounced the perils of military messianism
(‘no one likes armed missionaries’) and the danger <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>