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Editor’s Preface 

The main purpose of this series is to make available to teacher and 

student alike developments in a field of history that has become 

increasingly specialised with the sheer volume of new research 

and literature now produced. These studies are designed to pre¬ 

sent the state of the debate on important themes and episodes in 

European history since the sixteenth century, presented in a clear 

and critical way by someone who is closely concerned with the 

debate in question. 

The studies are not intended to be read as extended biblio¬ 

graphical essays, though each will contain a detailed guide to fur¬ 

ther reading which will lead students and the general reader 

quickly to key publications. Each book carries its own interpreta¬ 

tion and conclusions, while locating the discussion firmly in the 

centre of the current issues as historians see them. It is intended 

that the series will introduce students to historical approaches 
which are in some cases very new and which, in the normal course 

of things, would take many years to filter down into the textbooks 

and school histories. I hope it will demonstrate some of the excite¬ 

ment historians, like scientists, feel as they work away in the van¬ 

guard of their subject. 
The format of the series conforms closely with that of the com¬ 

panion volumes of studies in economic and social history which 

has already established a major reputation since its inception in 

1968. Both series have an important contribution to make in pub¬ 

licising what it is that historians are doing and in making history 

more open and accessible. It is vital for history to communicate if 

it is to survive. 

R.J. OVERY 
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Introduction 

Few if any inaugural lectures can have had the enduring impact of 

‘The myth of the French Revoludon’, delivered by the late Alfred 

Cobban to University College, London, in 1954 [145 (b)]. It 

marked the beginning of a controversy about the origins, nature 

and consequences of the French Revoludon which has dominated 

wridng on the subject ever since and which shows no signs of flag¬ 

ging. So voluminous has the literature become, that this short 

book can do no more than oudine the present state of hosdlides 

and suggest how further reading might add substance to the 

sketch offered. 

After thirty years of vigorous argument, consensus is as far away 

as ever. For the supporters of the ‘myth’ that Cobban was attack¬ 

ing, the old view sdll stands like a rocher de bronze, despite all the 

revisionist cridcism which has washed around it. In the defiant 

first words of a recent general history of post-revoludonary 
France: ‘Despite recent attempts by French, Bridsh and American 

writers to reinterpret the French Revolution, the only plausible, 

coherent analysis remains that of scholars who, in the tradidon of 

the great French historian Georges Lefebvre, see it as a “bourgeois 

Revoludon”’ [180]. Compare that with the equally confident, and 

even more recent, pronouncement in the volume in the same 

series which deals with the revoludonary-Napoleonic period: 

‘Research and reflecdve cridcism over the past twenty years have 

rendered the classical [Marxist] view of the origins of the 

Revoludon utterly untenable’ [12]. As the firmness - not to say 

trenchancy - of these and a host of other similar verdicts suggests, 

the controversy has been a dialogue of the deaf. 

If scholars who have devoted their lives to the study of French 

history in the period cannot reach even a modicum of agreement, 

passing each other unhailed like ships in the night, one might 

wonder what mere amateurs can hope to make of it all. As we shall 
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see, in fact it is a game we all can play, for ‘solutions’ depend less 

on factual knowledge than on presuppositions about such impre¬ 

cise matters as the course of modern history, social relationships 

and human nature. One man’s ‘fundamental insight’ turns out to 

be another man’s ‘out-dated shibboleth’ - and vice versa. 

Our point of entry must be the ‘myth’ which Cobban was attack¬ 

ing in his inaugural lecture. His target can be termed ‘the Marxist 

interpretation’, although - as we shall see later - that convenient 

label covers several different shades of meaning. Its most succinct 

formulation can be found in a short but penetrating book by 

Georges Lefebvre: The Coming of the French Revolution [17]. The 

essential cause of the Revolution he located in a growing discrep¬ 

ancy between public pretension and economic reality. In legal 

terms, the old regfime was dominated by the first two estates: the 

clergy and the nobility. It was they who occupied the commanding 

heights of state and society, it was they who enjoyed all the pres¬ 

tige. In feudal society, when land had been virtually the only form 

of wealth, their privileged position had had a secure economic 

base, but by the late eighteenth century it had become an 

anachronism. For by then the development of commerce and 
industry had created a new class, the bourgeoisie. Increasingly 

numerous, prosperous and self-confident, their sense of frustra¬ 

tion sharpened by the growing exclusiveness of their social supe¬ 

riors (‘the aristocratic reaction’), the bourgeois would not toler¬ 

ate indefinitely their subordinate position: ‘Such a discrepancy 

never lasts for ever. The Revolution of 1789 restored the harmony 

between fact and law’ [17]. Ironically, it was the nobles who thrust 

the first battering-ram against the old regime, with their suicidal 

attack on the absolute monarchy in 1787, thus opening the 

breach through which the bourgeois poured. As Chateaubriand 

commented: ‘The patricians began the Revolution, the plebeians 
completed it’. 

In other words, the French Revolution represented the decisive 

stage in the progression from feudalism to capitalism and thus to 

the modern world. Every country in Europe, of course, made this 

transition at some stage. What made the French version so special 

- the greatest revolution in the history of the world, in Marx’s view 

- was its speed, violence and completeness. This radicalism it 

owed to two interrelated developments. Firstly, there was the 
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determined rearguard action fought by the privileged orders and 

their foreign allies, in the form of counter-revolution at home and 

war abroad. Secondly, there was the crucial assistance the essen¬ 

tially dmid bourgeois received from the urban masses and the 

peasants. If the bourgeois had had their way, the Revoludon 

would have been closed down by 1791 at the latest. It was only 

insistent pressure from below which drove them on to destroy feu¬ 

dalism in its endrety [26]. 

Yet although separate social strands can be idendfied, they were 

not discrete enddes but were woven into the seamless whole. Like 

the acts of a play or the movements of a symphony, the peasant or 

urban revoludons acquired meaning only when seen as parts of 

the one and indivisible Revoludon. As Albert Soboul, Lefebvre’s 

successor as professor of French revoludonary studies at the 

Sorbonne, wrote: ‘There were not three revoludons in 1789, but 

just the one alone, bourgeois and liberal, with popular support 

and especially with peasant support’ [25]. Although in a subjec- 

dve sense the masses may have appeared at dmes and-capitalist 

and at odds with the bourgeois leadership, objecdvely their par- 

dcipadon drove the Revoludon on to its goal - the eliminadon of 

feudalism. 

This was no quick or easy process. The bourgeoisie may have 

claimed to speak in the name of all humanity, proclaiming uni¬ 

versal and eternal truths in the Declaradon of the Rights of Man 
and the Cidzen in 1789, for example, but in reality their objecdves 

were narrowly circumscribed. Always prone to compromise with 

the old order, always seeking to frustrate the genuinely egalitarian 

and democradc aspiradons of the masses, as dme passed they 

allowed their naked class-interests to show through the increas¬ 

ingly revealing garb of revoludonary rhetoric. One crucial stage in 

this ideological striptease was reached with the coup d’etat of 

Thermidor in July 1794, when the revoludonary dictatorship of 

the Committee of Public Safety was overthrown. Another was the 

recourse to a military saviour in the shape of General Bonaparte 

in 1799. Neither of those solutions proved permanent. It was not 

undl 1830 and the July Revoludon which toppled the last 

Bourbon that the French bourgeoisie reached safety, by now not 

even bothering to pretend that they represented anyone but 

themselves. 
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Against this ‘classic interpretation’, as Soboul called it, the revi¬ 

sionists have launched a series of attacks. At the outset it must be 

stressed that not all revisionists would subscribe to every individ¬ 

ual point of the summary which follows, necessarily painted with 

broad brush-strokes. Chronologically, the first target has been the 

nature of social and economic change during the eighteenth cen¬ 

tury. That the economy expanded is not questioned; that it inten¬ 

sified class<onflict between the nobility and the bourgeoisie most 

certainly is. The expansion of capitalist enterprise was not the 

exclusive achievement of the bourgeoisie; on the contrary, many 

of the most progressive entrepreneurs were nobles [52]. Most 

bourgeois proved to be positively timid, preferring to invest their 

capital in land, seigneuries, venal office and government stock 

[39]. Low in risk - and low in returns - such investments could 

open the way to the realisation of every bourgeois’ dream: the 

acquisition of noble status. Far from seeking to fight the nobles, 

the most earnest wish of the bourgeois gentilhomme was to join 

them. It was not difficult to do so. So many ennobling offices were 

for sale, that anyone with sufficient funds could make the transi¬ 

tion [49]. The result was that the French nobility was very numer¬ 

ous; even if the lowest of many possible estimates is taken, the fig¬ 
ure (c. 25,000 families) is more than one hundred times larger 

than that yielded by the British peerage (220 peers in 1790). Far 

from being an increasingly closed caste, the French nobility was 

an open elite' - too open for its own good, indeed. The ‘aristo¬ 
cratic reaction’ was a myth [33]. 

The revisionists have also stressed the heterogeneity of the 

nobility and the bourgeoisie. So diverse were the members of each 

group in terms of wealth, position and outlook that neither con¬ 

stituted a class. On the contrary, the upper echelons of each came 

together to form a single elite - ‘the notables’ - united by wealth 

and talent [36]. As an alternative label - Vdite des lumieres - sug¬ 

gests, this fusion found ideological expression in the 

Enlightenment, not the creed or creation of the bourgeoisie but 

in large measure the work of the liberal nobility. 

If relative harmony ruled among the commanding heights of 

the old regime, why then did it fall? The answer lies in the fortu¬ 

itous coincidence of two separate crises at the end of the 1780s. 

They were not ‘discrete’ in the sense that each was self-sufficient, 

for they interacted one with the other, but they were essentially 

4 



separate [38]. The first crisis was political, deriving from the 

financial bankruptcy of the monarchy following French participa¬ 

tion in the American War of Independence. It brought the virtu¬ 

al collapse of royal government by the summer of 1788 and with 

it the decision to convene the Estates General. The second crisis 

was economic, stemming most immediately from the general har¬ 

vest failure of 1788 but with longer-term origins in population 

pressure and the recession which had begun in the 1770s [1]. It 

was the fusion of these two crises in the spring and summer of 

1789 which allowed the mass of discontents to become critical and 
to turn a crisis into a revolution. 

What then followed was no class struggle between nobility and 

bourgeoisie, despite the emotive rhetoric of the Revolution’s sup¬ 

porters, but a political contest for power. There were relatively few 

representatives of the financial, commercial and industrial bour¬ 

geoisie at the Estates General: the great majority of the Third 

Estate’s deputies were local officials, professional men and, above 

all, lawyers [145 (b)]. Moreover, the leaders of the National 

Assembly - which the Estates General became at the end of June 

- were nobles, not only in 1789 but throughout the most con¬ 

structive phase of the Revolution. The sort of France they tried to 

create was certainly tailored to suit the needs of the bourgeoisie, 

but would have provided an equally snug fit for the enterprising 

and wealthy nobles too. In short, it was to be a France created by 

the notables for the notables. 
There are several possible explanations for their failure - in the 

short term, at least - to achieve this goal. There was the artificial 

division between noble and commoner created by the manner in 

which the Estates General were organised [36]. There was the 

unforeseen and unwanted intervention by the masses, which 

prompted the bourgeoisie to save their own skins by diverting 

popular fury against the aristocratic scapegoats [30]. There was 

the temporary inability of both nobles and bourgeois to look 

beyond rhetoric to their true interests [151]. There were the per¬ 

sistent economic difficulties which kept the pot of social unrest on 

the boil. Most crucially perhaps, there was the refusal of the king 

to play the role allocated to him by the notables, which in turn 

allowed a group of political radicals to take France into a foreign 

war [142, 143]. 
None of these explanations are mutually exclusive. Whatever 

permutation is preferred, the upshot was that the Revolution was 
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‘blown off course’ between 1792 and 1794 [6]. With the compass 

spinning crazily, this sudden squall brought the abolition of the 

monarchy, the execution of the king and queen, the attack on 

Catholicism, counter-revolution, both civil and foreign war, revo¬ 

lutionary dictatorship and the Terror. But the coup d’etat of 

Thermidor put the notables back on the bridge, this time for 

good; political forms may have come and gone, but they stayed on 

for ever [177]. 
The France they ruled was a country whose economy had 

changed astonishingly little as a result of the Revolution. The agri¬ 

culture of the old regime had been characterised by small units, 

cultivated by peasants aiming only at subsistence; the agriculture 

of post-revolutionary France was just the same. The manufacturing 

sector of the old regime had been characterised by small units, 

staffed by artisans aiming only at local markets; the manufacturing 

sector of post-revolutionary France was Just the same. Indeed, the 

changes introduced by the Revolution had been retrograde rather 

than progressive. The land settlement and the laws of inheritance 

encouraged fragmentation and kept the peasantry on the land. 

The monetary chaos of the 1790s, the embargo on British tech¬ 

nology and the loss of overseas markets slowed industrialisation. 
The ‘expansion’ of the first decade of Napoleon’s rule represent¬ 

ed only recovery, not a new advance. Most damaging of all, the col¬ 

lapse of overseas trade and the loss of overseas colonies brought 

poverty to the ports of the Atlantic seaboard and deindustrialisa¬ 
tion to their hinterlands [146]. ‘Economically’, William Doyle has 

commented, ‘the Revolution was a disaster for France’ [57]. 

Certainly France did experience, in due course, a process of 

modernisation which in certain respects can be termed bourgeois 

- the creation of a national market, urbanisation, industrialisa¬ 

tion, mass literacy, and so on - but it did so in spite of, not because 

of, the revolutionary legacy. The real destroyer of the old regime 

was not the Revolution but the railway network constructed more 

than half a century later [57, 184]. Indeed, one influential histo¬ 

rian of rural France has dated its transformation to the very end 

of the nineteenth century [188]. 

It has been much easier to identify what the French Revolution 

was not than what it actually was. Not unreasonably, Marxists and 

their sympathisers reacted to their critics by pointing to the essen- 
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dally negadve nature of the revisionist project. If the Revolution 

was not caused by the tension between the ossified old regime and 

progfressive forces of production, then where did it come from? If 

the Revolution did not represent the victory of the bourgeoisie 

over the monarchy and the aristocracy, then what did it mean? In 

answer to those questions, some revisionists maintained a prudent 

silence, while others offered answers as hesitant and qualified as 

their critiques had been confident and dismissive. It was a major 

step forward in revisionist historiography, therefore, when 

Franfois Furet published Penser la Revolution frangaise in 1978, 

translated into English as Interpreting the French Revolution two 

years later [35]. Although this collection of essays included one of 

the more intemperate (and effective) attacks on Soboul, it also 

opened the way towards an alternative interpretation which was 

cultural rather than social. In the last two decades, a growing host 

of other scholars has followed Furet’s example, spurred on by the 

bicentenary of the fall of the Bastille and the attendant explosion 

of conferences and publications (no fewer than 170 conferences 

were held across the world to mark the event in 1988-9). This 

post-revisionist group concentrates on what has now become a 

very well-worn concept: ‘political culture’. Led by Furet himself, 

Mona Ozouf, Arlette Farge, Keith Michael Baker, Lynn Hunt, 

Dena Goodman, Jack Censer, Jeremy Popkin, and Joan Landes - 

just to mention a few - it has produced myriad studies of the old 
regime and Revolution whose distinction, originality and sophisti¬ 

cation are not always, alas, matched by corresponding clarity and 
cogency. In particular, one sometimes wonders whether the gor¬ 

geous verbiage with which their findings are decked out is sup>- 

ported by an equally muscular body of meaning. 
It was doubly unfortunate for the Marxists that just as their intel¬ 

lectual citadel crumbled, so did their contemporary focus of loy¬ 

alty - the Soviet Union and its empire - collapse. As we shall see, 

much of the writing about the French Revolution was inspired by 

the need to seek a historical pedigree for what was thought to be 

the even greater revolution of 1917. So, once the state created by 

the Bolsheviks was revealed in all its unpopularity, criminality and 

impotence, there was less need to cram what evidence could be 

found of a ‘bourgeois revolution’ in 1789 into anachronistic cate¬ 

gories. But did the cortege which bore Bolshevism to the ‘rubbish- 

tip of history’ (to employ one of Lenin’s favourite images when 
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describing the destinadon of anyone who disagreed with him) 

also take with it the controversy over the bourgeois nature of the 

French Revolution? This has certainly been the verdict of some 

historians, who have dismissed it as ‘an old debate, which is not 

worth pursuing’ [8]. But this sort of dismissal fails to take account 

of what Hegel called ‘the cunning of history’. In the same way that 

1789 did not usher in a new millennium of liberty, equality and 

fraternity, 1989 was followed not by the universal acceptance of 

liberal democracy and thus the end of history, but by waves of 

crime, impoverishment, ethnic cleansing, neo-fascism and civil 

war. It can only be a matter of time before a de-bolshevised form 

of Marxism regains its intellectual credibility, not least because of 

its inherent force. 

Moreover, if there is more than one way of killing a cat, there is 

more than one way of identifying the French Revolution as bour¬ 

geois. If the revisionists have had the best of the argument over 

the past two decades, the social interpretation is resting rather 

than dying, as the occasional twitch of its limbs indicates [13, 16, 

161]. Fortunately for Marxists and others who look to society for 

the driving forces of history, the course of historiography is not 

dialectical but cyclical and it will not be long before cultural 
explanations of the decline and fall of the old regime begin to 

seem old hat in their turn. There is every reason, therefore, to go 

on analysing and arguing about the social character of the French 

Revolution, nbt least because it is a debate which addresses the 

fundamentals of the history of France and Europe and indeed of 

historical debatese. On the other hand, this is not to deny that 

Furet and his followers have greatly enhanced our understanding 

of the period. Their arguments deserve to be taken seriously, espe¬ 

cially now that they have reached maturity. In what follows, there¬ 

fore, the rise and fall of the social interpretation will be charted 

and a friendly but critical eye will be cast at the alternatives 

offered by the exponents of ‘political culture’. 
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1 Origins: the Old Regime 

(i) Economic Growth and Economic Problems 

‘The essential cause of the Revolution’, wrote Albert Soboul, ‘was 

the power of a bourgeoisie arrived at its maturity and confronted 

by a decadent aristocracy holding tenaciously to its privileges’ 

[23]. Bom in the first stirrings of a market economy in the mid¬ 

dle ages, passing through a troubled adolescence with the over¬ 

seas discoveries and colonial expansion of the sixteenth and sev¬ 

enteenth centuries, the French bourgeoisie certainly grew in 

numbers and in wealth in the course of the eighteenth century. 

The interrelated phenomena of more favourable meteorological 

conditions, increasing agricultural producdon and population 

growth created the necessary conditions for sustained economic 

expansion. 

Beneficent nature was given a helping hand by the state. By pro¬ 
viding France with the best network of arterial roads in Europe, so 

that the time taken to travel from Paris to Lyon, for example, was 

halved in the course of the eighteenth century, it contributed 

towards the formation of a national market. By dismantling the 

restrictive practices of the guilds, it opened the way for capitalist 

entrepreneurs to exploit growing market opportunities. The 

rapid expansion of rural industry on a putting-out basis achieved 

rates of growth comparable to those of Great Britain, even in cot¬ 

tons [54]. Iron production and coal extraction also recorded 

spectacular percentage increases. Evidence of the international 

hegemony of the luxury industries of Paris can still be found in 

every stately home and museum in Europe. 

But the real success story of the French economy in the eigh¬ 

teenth century was overseas commerce. In the Mediterranean, 

French merchants established a near-monopoly of the lucrative 

trade with the Levant, to such an extent that in 1780 an official 
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memorandum estimated that it sustained between 500,000 and 

600,000 people. Even that paled by comparison with the mush¬ 

rooming colonial sector. From the Atlantic ports, notably 

Bordeaux, Nantes and Le Havre-Rouen, an ever-increasing mer¬ 

chant marine sailed a triangular route, first to Africa for slaves, 

and thence to the Caribbean for the colonial produce which fed 

the apparently insatiable appetites of the rest of Europe. Between 

the end of the War of the Spanish Succession and the Revolution, 

French overseas trade at least quadrupled in value, and may have 

quintupled [54]. Even when the increase in prices, reduction in 

tariffs and decline in smuggling are taken into account, it can be 

said that the volume of foreign trade doubled during the same 

period. Moreover, the expansion of colonial trade was maintained 

right up until 1789: in 1773 510 ships left eleven French ports for 

Santo Domingo (by far the most important of the French 

Caribbean possessions), Martinique, Guadeloupe and Guyana; by 

1788 that figure had increased to 686. 

But behind these impressive quantitative increases, little if any 

qualitative change had occurred. Old regime France was a tale of 

two economies - the prosperous, expanding maritime coasts, 

together with their shallow hinterlands, and the great mass of the 
interior, backward, traditionalist and subdivided into largely 

autarkic local markets [57]. Even the most glamorous sectors, like 

the colonial re-export trade, did not have sufficient power to draw 
the rest of the economy into self-sustained growth. 

A major obstacle to capital and enterprise flowing from one sec¬ 

tor to another was the primitive nature of the financial institu¬ 

tions. For some reason which has never been explained ade¬ 

quately, such modern techniques as bills of exchange, discounting 

and even double-entry book-keeping came very late to France. 

More easily explicable, but no less damaging, was the tenacious 

aversion to banks in the irake of John Law’s spectacular bank¬ 

ruptcy in 1720. The old regime knew no state bank, no private 

bank independent of commerce, no stock exchange and virtually 
no joint-stock companies [61]. 

Also structurally backward was the manufacturing sector, whose 

growth statistics look much less impressive when the low base 

from which they are calculated is taken into account. And when 

the techniques of production are examined, the qualitative back¬ 

wardness of French industry is clearly revealed. By 1789, for exam- 
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pie, Great Britain had well over 20,000 spinning jennies, 9,000 of 

the newer mule Jennies and 200 mills on the Arkwright model. 

The equivalent figures for France were: fewer than a thousand, 

none and eight. Moreover, the great majority of the French 

machines had been built under the auspices of the royal govern¬ 

ment and only for the purposes of attracting the special subsidy on 

offer [70]. In short, the French economy of 1789 was essentially 

the same as the French economy of 1715 - it was just producing 

more [54]. Nor was it a story of consistent success even in a pure¬ 

ly quandtative sense. Increasing competidon from Britain and 

Central Emrope (especially Silesia and Saxony), the protecdonist 

policies adopted by old customers such as Spain and the domesdc 

recession beginning in the 1770s all conspired to send the French 

texdle industry into the Revoludon in a debilitated state [48]. 

Given that some 85 per cent of the French populadon lived in 

the countryside, more important was the backward state of agri¬ 

culture. As the most authoritadve esdmate suggests that the total 

populadon increased from around 22 million in 1700 to around 

28 million in 1789 [58] it is evident that there must have been 

some increase in producdon. At one dme it was argued that this 

increase was in the order of 60 per cent - about double the rate 

of populadon growth - but more recent esdmates (and the lack of 

reliable statisdcs make them largely a matter of guesswork) place 

it very much lower [60]. Great or small, most of it was due to an 
expansion of the acreage culdvated, to previously waste land 

being put under the plough, not to any rise \n productivity. Most of 

French agriculture remained locked in the ‘infernal circle of the 

fallow’ (land left fallow = low producdvity = high percentage of 

arable = low percentage of pasture = insufficient livestock = insuf¬ 

ficient manure = need for fallow). In 1760 the agronomist 

Duhamel de Monceau complained that ‘almost half the land in 

this kingdom lies fallow, the other half is generally so badly culd¬ 

vated that it would bring in at least twice as much if it were prop¬ 

erly exploited’ [138]. 
Any landowner or culdvator with sufficient knowledge, capital 

and enterprise to break out of the circle by the introduction of 

new crops and new rotadons found his way barred by two formi¬ 

dable obstacles. The first was the servitudes collectives, the obliga- 

don to plant, dll, harvest and graze as a community, which 

ensured that it moved at the pace of its slowest member, i.e. not at 
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all. Sporadic attempts by the government to encourage innova¬ 

tion made little impression [50]. The other obstacle - the inade¬ 

quacy of communications - was, if anything, more serious and 

more intractable. Before the railways came, the only cost-efiFicient 

way to move grain was by navigable waterways, an asset the French 

interior notably lacked. It has been estimated that food could not 

be moved overland further than fifteen kilometres before trans¬ 

port costs devoured the profit margin [184]. The result was waste¬ 

ful polyculture and an inability to specialise in those crops best 

suited to a region’s soil and climate: for example, in 1789 wine was 

produced in all but three of the thirty-two generalites into which 

the country was divided [184]. 

Within this unpromising framework, there was little opportuni¬ 

ty and less incentive to engage in the agricultural modernisation 

needed to allow industrialisation. This picture of rural stagnation 

should not be overdrawn. In parts of the South-West the intro¬ 

duction of maize allowed yields to be increased; in the North and 

East - and especially around large towns - new crops were intro¬ 

duced and the fallow eliminated [57]. Not for the first or last 

time, it is necessary to remind oneself that France was an aggre¬ 

gate of many different economies. Nevertheless, even when the 
last exception has been noted, the contrast with the agriculture of 

the Low Countries and Great Britain is very striking. 

For the purposes of our present concern, the most important 

difference lay in the attitude of the landowners. Although improv¬ 

ing landlords were to be found, appreciating that a rich tenant 

meant a rich proprietor, the rate of long-term reinvestment of 

rural incomes appears to have been low [57]. With market oppor¬ 

tunities limited by the inhibiting factors discussed earlier, and 

with population pressure creating an ever-lengthening queue of 

would-be tenants and share<roppers, the easy way to extra 

income was through smaller plots and higher rents [62]. 

So the French economy in the eighteenth century remained 

predominantly traditional and it is difficult to see how ‘the power 

of a bourgeoisie arrived at its maturity’ (see above, p. 9) could be 

identified within it. It proves even more difficult when the actual 

aspirations of the bourgeois are considered. It was not the capi¬ 

talist sectors of the economy which attracted them but the essen¬ 

tially non<apitalist forms of ‘proprietary wealth’ - land, urban 

property, venal offices and government stock. It was the first of 
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those - land - which appealed most, partly for its security but 

mainly for the prestige it conveyed. The bourgeois used their 

money to buy land which would yield just 1 or 2 per cent, instead 

of depositing it with merchants who would pay 5 per cent; and 

they borrowed at 5 per cent to buy land ... which would yield only 

1 or 2 per cent [39]. It has been estimated that at least 80 per cent 

of the private wealth of France was proprietary in character. Even 

in the most commercialised of cities it was preponderant: at 

Bordeaux, for example, there were 700 merchants, brokers and 

manufacturers, but 1,100 officials, rentiers and property-owners - 

and many of the merchants held much of their wealth in propri¬ 

etary form [39]. 

The other side of the coin was a striking number" of enterpris¬ 

ing, innovative noble capitalists. Especially from the 1770s they 

became ‘massively involved’ in overseas trading companies and 

heavy industry [52]. Far from being feudal relics chained to tradi¬ 

tional forms of wealth, it was they who were setting the pace in 

promoting economic change: ‘in its most modernising aspects, 

commercial capitalism was more in the hands of nobles than of 

bourgeois’ [30]. 

(ii) Social Conflict and Social Fusion 

With so many bourgeois behaving like nobles and so many nobles 

behaving like bourgeois, it is difficult to find much evidence of 

class conflict between the two. Indeed it is difficult to identify 

them as classes at all, whether one adopts a Marxist definition of 

class based on economic function and class consciousness or a 

more general definition such as that proposed by Marc Bloch, 

who wrote that he would consider those people to be of the same 

class ‘whose ways of life were sufficiently similar and whose mate¬ 

rial circumstances were sufficiently close not to create any conflict 

of interest’ [47]. No one knows Just how many nobles there were, 

estimates ranging from as low as 100,000 to as high as 400,000. As 

the apparently endless variety unfolds - among other differences, 

French nobles could be as poor as church-mice and as rich as 

Croesus - one can answer in the affirmative Robert Forster’s ques¬ 

tion: ‘should we not go a step further and abandon “nobility” alto¬ 

gether as a social category?’ [177]. 
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Also ripe for rejection is the notion that the nobility engaged in 

an ‘aristocratic reaction’ in the eighteenth century, thus sharpen¬ 

ing the bourgeoisie’s sense of frustradon. Certainly nobles domi¬ 

nated government, administradon, the church and the most 

important social insdtudons - but they had always done so [33]. If 

anything, the trend was towards preferring nobles of more recent 

origin. Where it occurred - and it was not general - the upward 

revision of seigneurial dues owed more to commercialisadon 

(new investments) than to any feudal inidadve [31]. Measures 

which at first sight betray noble exclusiveness turn out to have 

been aimed not at non-nobles but at other nobles. A classic case 

was the notorious ‘Segur ordinance’ of 1781 which confined 

admission to the officer corps to nobles with four generadons of 

noble status behind them. This represented a move on behalf of 

the poor provincial nobility, for whom the army was the chief 

source of employment, against well-heeled anoblis who bought 

their way up the promodon ladder [49]. 

This episode highlighted the most corrosive social conflict with¬ 

in the old regime and the most damaging failure of the monarchy. 

The two most successful and stable states of eighteenth-century 

Europe - Great Britain and Prussia - owed their success and sta¬ 
bility to the integradon of their elites, albeit achieved in two very 

different ways. The task had been facilitated by those elites’ rela- 

dve homogeneity. In France, Louis XIV’s creation of an exclusive 

court, imposidon of centralisadon and massive expansion of 
ennobling venal office had saddled the monarchy with a nobility 

which was too numerous, too diverse and too unintegrated. 

Languishing in provincial penujy and obscurity, the lesser nobili¬ 

ty harboured intense resentment of the magnates of the court. 

Many of them - perhaps as many as a quarter - were too poor even 

to raise the modest sums required for entry to military service. 

Their chances of gaining admission to the charmed circles of the 

magnates were negligible (it was far easier for the daughter of a 

wealthy anobli to marry into a great family than for the daughter 

of a country squire, however ancient his lineage) [52]. 

Together with the demoralisadon resuldng from the monar¬ 

chy’s failures in the course of the eighteenth century, most 

notably in the all-important fields of war and foreign policy, this 

growing resentment left the regime friendless when disaster 

struck at the end of the 1780s. When Louis XVI reached for what 
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should have been his most loyal and most potent weapon - the 
army - in the summer of 1789, it fell apart in his hands [143]. 

If anything, the bourgeoisie was even more fissiparous. If it is 
thought to have been growing rapidly - it may have trebled 
between 1660 and 1789 [57] - this is due in part to its portman¬ 
teau character. For contemporaries, a ‘bourgeois’ could be a 
town-dweller, a rentier, a member of the Third Estate, an anobli, 
an economically active and independent commoner, or just a 
‘boss’ [2]. Far from being identified with economically progres¬ 
sive groups, the term was often associated with a person of inde¬ 
pendent means, as opposed to an active entrepreneur [59]. Of 
course Marxists are well aware of this diversity: Georges Eefebvre 
identified five groups (rentiers; officials and lawyers; financiers, 
shipowners, merchants and manufacturers; artisans and trades¬ 
men; intellectuals, journalists, musicians, artists, etc.); Albert 
Soboul found four (rentiers; the liberal professions; artisans and 
shopkeepers; businessmen) [18, 24]. Nevertheless, they are insis¬ 
tent that essendally all these groups constituted a single class: 

Without doubt the bourgeoisie was diverse and manifold: a 
social class is rarely homogeneous. But the bourgeoisie was also 
one ... Top of the list of bourgeois criteria was without any doubt 
fortune, not so much by virtue of its size as by virtue of its ori¬ 
gins, its form, the manner in which it was administered and 
spent: ‘to live like a bourgeois’. There can be no doubt that a 
Frenchman of the eighteenth century could tell without diffi¬ 
culty whether such and such a person belonged to the aristoc¬ 
racy or stemmed from the bourgeoisie [25]. 

But even if Soboul’s own criteria are adopted, it is difficult to see 
how his four categories can be made to form a single class - for 
the origin, form, management and spending of the fortunes of 
rentiers, the liberal professions, artisans, shopkeepers and busi¬ 
nessmen patently were not 'one' but very different. The fact of the 
matter is that the ‘bourgeoisie’ is a convenient - not to say indis¬ 
pensable - term to designate those commoners who were neither 
peasants nor labourers, but it did not constitute a class. 

Soboul's insistence on the modernity of the leading sector of the 
bourgeoisie and the confrontational nature of its relationship 
with the nobility has been criticised by other Marxist historians 
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with a more subtle approach. Regine Robin, for example, has 

argued that there is more than one way to kill a cat - and more 

than one route from feudalism to capitalism. More convincing 

than the class-war model advocated by Soboul and his followers, 

she suggests, is to see the transition as a process of ‘intermingling’ 

{intrication). Before 1789 the relations of production were being 

transformed in ‘the Prussian way’, as feudal exploitation made 

way for capitalist exploitation with the old elites still in place. Such 

a pattern is entirely compatible with Marxist theory and, ironical¬ 

ly, can accommodate without strain the empirical research of revi¬ 

sionists seeking to deny the validity of that theory. It was Soboul’s 

mistake to try to keep the Revolution as the centre of the transi¬ 

tion from feudalism to capitalism and thus to distort its signifi¬ 

cance [15]. 

From a rather different - but also Marxist - perspective, Louis 

Althusser also sought to account for the lack of antagonism 

between nobility and bourgeoisie during the old regime. He 

argued that the industrial bourgeoisie - ‘the true modem bour¬ 

geoisie, which transformed the previous economic and social 

orders from top to bottom’ - was unknown to the eighteenth cen¬ 

tury. Then the most advanced sector was a bourgeoisie which 

depended on the mercantile economy and which consequently was 

a well-integrated part of the feudal order, with no ambition to 

fight it. On the contrary, when it acquired wealth, it used it for the 

purchase of land, venal office, government stock - and noble sta¬ 

tus. So the order of battle pitched not absolute monarchy against 

nobles, or nobles against bourgeois, but the feudal regime in its 

entirety against the masses it exploited. There was a theoretical 

dispute between king, nobility and bourgeoisie, but a social con¬ 

flict between the regime and the masses [92]. In fact, as we shall 

see later, this emphasis on the revolutionary role of the masses 

accords well with anotherbf Soboul’s central arguments. 

Whatever one’s theoretical point of departure, it is clear that far 

from fighting the nobles, the bourgeois sought to join them. It 

was easy to do so - provided the aspirant had enough money. The 

quickest route was through the purchase of the position of ‘King’s 

Secretary’, a venal sinecure which conferred immediate and 

hereditary nobility on the purchaser and his family. Despite the 

cost - as high as 150,000 livres by the end of the old regime - 

there were around 2,500 takers (including Voltaire and 
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Beaumarchais) in the course of the eighteenth century [52, 74]. 

There was a host of other venal offices conferring nobility, 

although most of them did so only after a period of time. It has 

been estimated that at least 6,500 families acquired nobility in the 

course of the century; in other words, about a quarter of the total 

French nobility was of very recent origin. Significantly, the largest 

group of these anoblis consisted of great merchants, financiers and 

manufacturers [52]. Neither was there any sign that the urge to 

social advancement was fading, for between the accession of Louis 

XVI in 1774 and 1789, 2,477 individuals (including 878 who 

bought King’s Secretaryships) made the leap [49]. 

These statistics constitute relatively ‘hard’ evidence of the eager¬ 

ness of the upper echelons of the bourgeoisie to amalgamate with 

the nobility. More elusive is the evidence of the reverse process. 

Revisionists such as Chaussinand-Nogaret insist that it was not just 

a case of the aristocratisation of the bourgeoisie, but also of the 

embourgeoisement of the nobility: 

From 1760 onward the notions of worthiness and honour, which 

until then had defined what was special about nobles, were over¬ 

taken by a new notion: merit, a middle class value, typical of the 

third order, which nobility took over, made its own, accepted 

and officially recognised as a criterion of nobility. From that 

moment on there was no longer any significant difference 
between nobility and middle classes. A noble was now nothing 

but a commoner who had made it [52]. 

Such a broad generalisation about such a large number of people 

is necessarily difficult to substantiate. As we shall see later, the 

most convincing evidence is retrospective, stemming from the 

remarkable similarity of the cahiers de doleances compiled by the 

nobility and the Third Estate for the Estates General in 1789. 

Before that episode can be considered, it is necessary to turn to 

their joint participation in the progressive cultural movement of 

the eighteenth century, to the Enlightenment. 

(iii) The Enlightenment 

In the context of this study, two main questions concern us: can 

the Enlightenment be termed ‘bourgeois’? and what was the rela- 
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tionship between the Enlightenment and the French Revolution? 

Most Marxist historians give an unequivocal answer to the first: ‘In 

the perspective of social history, the Enlightenment is a histori¬ 

cally important stage in the development of western bourgeois 

thought’. The central ideas of the Enlightenment are identified 

and are found to correspond to the essential characteristics of the 

market economy which produced the bourgeoisie. So, for Lucien 

Goldmann, for example, the principal mental categories needed 

in a society based on exchange are individualism, contract, equal¬ 

ity, universality, toleration, freedom and property, and ‘anyone 

who knows the eighteenth century in France will see that this list 

(and it is no coincidence) is identical with the fundamental cate¬ 

gories of the thought of the Enlightenment’. 

This sort of bird’s-eye view, sub specie aeternitatis, can accommo¬ 

date - on its own terms, at least - all the awkward irregularities in 

the terrain revealed when the focus of vision shifts closer to 

ground-level. No matter that the philosophes were heterogeneous 

both ideologically and socially, no matter that large sections of the 

bourgeoisie were indifferent of hostile to the Enlightenment, 

essentially ‘the history of social thought in France in the eigh¬ 

teenth century is above all the history of the development and dif¬ 
fusion of bourgeois ideology and the history of the ideological 

preparation of the bourgeois revolution’ [29]. Not for the first or 

last time, we reach a point at which mere argument can make no 

further progress - it becomes a matter of faith. All that can be 

done is to draw attention to the most important qualifications 

which suggest that the French Enlightenment did not have a sin¬ 

gle social identity. v 

The first place to look, clearly, is at the background of the 

philosophes. Of course, an examination of a man’s social origins 

provides an inadequate guide to the social nature of his thoughts 

- the fact that Lenin, for example, came from the nobility hardly 

justifies labelling Marxism-Leninism as aristocratic. But it does 

help somewhat. If all the philosophes had been bourgeois, the 

sweeping generalisations such as those by Goldmann and 

Volguine quoted earlier would be easier to swallow. In the event, 

one has to choke on discovering that so many of them - 

Montesquieu, Mably, Jaucourt, Condorcet, Condillac, 

Vauvenargues, Buffon, Helvetius, Lavoisier, Quesnay, Turgot, 

Mirabeau (among others) - were nobles. Others turned their 
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backs on their origins by buying their way into the nobility [74]. 

The list of contributors to the most important single work of the 

French Enlightenment - LEncyclopedie - includes a high propor¬ 

tion of nobles old and new, a surprising number of clergymen (12 

per cent) and in general reveals a cross-section of the upper and 

middle classes [113]. Moreover, it has been argued that by the 

1780s all the leading lights had been safely assimilated into the 

high society of the old regfime. 

If the producers did not form a coherent bloc, neither did the 

consumers. The Encyclopedic did not appeal to the economically 

progressive sectors of French society, but to the traditional elites - 

nobles, officials, lawyers and clergymen. Besanfon, an old-fash¬ 

ioned provincial capital, with a population of 28,000, provided 

338 subscribers to the quarto edition; Lille, an expanding manu¬ 

facturing centre, with a population of 61,000, provided just twen¬ 

ty-eight. As Robert Darnton concludes: ‘The readers of the book 

came from the sectors of society that were to crumble quickest in 

1789, from the world of parlements and bailliages, from the 

Bourbon bureaucracy and the army and the church’ [97]. 

Similar results have been yielded by quantitative studies of two 

of the main institutional centres of enlightened activity - the 

provincial academies and the masonic lodges. In the former, 20 

per cent of the members were clergymen, 37 per cent nobles and 

43 per cent bourgeois. Most of the bourgeois, moreover, were 
medical men, lawyers, 'writers and teachers; merchants and busi¬ 

nessmen were notably under-represented. The Freemasons were 

certainly more bourgeois in character, the share of the clergy 

dropping to 4 per cent and that of the nobility to 15 per cent (22 

per cent in Paris). And here, at last, some capitalist bourgeois are 

to be found, for 36 per cent of the masons in the provinces (17 

per cent in Paris) were from banking, commerce or manufactur¬ 

ing. Much work of this kind remains to be done, but it seems 

unlikely that the revised picture of a socially diverse 

Enlightenment will be repainted. At the moment we can only con¬ 

clude with Peter Gay that: ‘Our information is too fragmentary 

and our statistics are too inconclusive to permit any generalisation 

except one: the consumers of the Enlightenment were distributed 

across educated society, unevenly but very widely’ [107]. 

More informal but of major importance for the formation and 

diffusion of enlightened opinion were the salons of the capital. 
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Here more than anywhere was displayed the nobles’ adoption of 

merit as the prime criterion of social value, as both noble and 

bourgeois intellectuals met to form one like-minded elite. It was a 

fusion given graphic expression by Lemonnier’s justly celebrated 

paindng of Madame de Geoffrin’s salon, in which the intellectual 

elite of the day - Buffon, D’Alembert, Helvetius, Diderot, 

Montesquieu, Quesnay, Rousseau, Raynal, etc. - sit side by side 

with great aristocrats such as the Prince de Conti, the Due de 

Nivernais, the Duchesse d’Anville and the Marechal de Richelieu. 

This was a relatively early development. From at least the 1730s, 

admission to the salons was being based more on merit than rank, 

and progfressive nobles - Montesquieu, for example - were engag¬ 

ing freely in social and intellectual intercourse with commoners. 

It was a process assisted by an education common to the upper 

echelons of both nobles and bourgeois. In the increasingly meri¬ 

tocratic and competitive world of the eighteenth century, a good 

education was increasingly prized. As Chaussinand-Nogaret has 

pointed out: 

To have access to this education was not strictly a privilege of 

birth, but rather one of wealth. The rich middle classes also 
took advantage of it, and in the best schools the sons of tax- 

farmers rubbed shoulders with the sons of dukes and princes of 

the blood. In this way a cultural elite emerged in which old stock 

mingled with new blood and magistrates-to-be with officers-to- 
be [52]. 

Even if it is established, however, that the soil from which enlight¬ 

ened ideas grew was a mixture of sand and loam, it does not fol¬ 

low necessarily that those ideas lacked all social character. It is pos¬ 

sible, at least, that for reasons of fashion and/or stupidity the 

nobles espoused ideas inimical to their interests. Two problems 

confront us here: determining the essential ideas of the 

Enlightenment, and determining the essential interests of the 

nobility. The first is the easier of the two. If the French 

Enlightenment was a broad enough church to include within its 

congregation members as different as Montesquieu and 

Rousseau, at least some sort of list of Unitarian articles can be 

found. It seems reasonable to conclude, with Peter Gay, that the 

philosophes wanted a social and political order which would be 
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secular, reasonable, humane, pacific, open and free - free in the 

sense of ‘freedom from arbitrary power, freedom of speech, free¬ 

dom of trade, freedom to realise one’s talents, freedom of aes¬ 

thetic response, freedom, in a word, of moral man to make his 

own way in the world’ [105]. 

Conspicuous by its absence from this list is ‘equal’, for the 

philosophes were not egalitarian, but meritocratic. Even that 

should have made them hostile to privileges sanctioned only by 

birth, but - with a few exceptions - they proved to be remarkably 

tender towards aristocratic sensibilities. Although unequivocally 

hostile to such manifest abuses as the game laws, they did not call 

for the total abolition of the noble order to which so many of 

them belonged [115]. Real radicalism they reserved for revealed 

religion. 

If it then be asked whether the Enlightenment was hostile to the 

interests of the nobility, the answer must be conditional on the 

nature of the noble in question. If he were an intolerant Catholic 

who set great store by inherited privilege and believed that all was 

for the best in this the best of all possible feudal worlds, then the 

new society envisaged by the philosophes was not for him. But if 

he were confident in his own abilities, and eager to employ them 

unimpeded by current restrictions, he had every reason to give it 

a warm welcome. It was a clash of cultures comparable to that 

depicted by Fielding in the persons of Squire Western and Mr 

Allworthy. 

It is difficult to see the Enlightenment as unequivocally hostile 

to the old regime as a whole. The fundamental characteristics of 

the latter can be summarised as absolutist. Catholic, privileged, 

hierarchical, particularist (in the sense that loyalties beyond the 

local community were felt to a province or to the king rather than 

to an abstraction such as the nation) and agrarian [46]. Of course, 

only the second can be said to have been rejected axiomatically by 

the philosophes. Catholicism as an ideology was rejected for its 

irrationalism, the Catholic Church as an institution was rejected 

for its wealth, power, corruption and intolerance. Such causes 

celebres as the Calas and the Chevalier de la Barre affairs periodi¬ 

cally gave Voltaire’s slogan ‘ecrasez I’infdme’ fresh urgency [106]. 

Yet in other departments, hostility was directed less towards the 

essence of the old regime than to its abuses. The only coherent 

economic theory developed by the French Enlightenment - by 
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the physiocrats - was positively favourable towards agriculture and 

the land, deemed the only true source of wealth. Their political 

theories ranged from left to right, from the aristocratic constitu¬ 

tionalism of Montesquieu to the plebeian democracy of Rousseau: 

‘they all agreed about decency: they were for it. And they all 

agfreed about religion: they were against it. But their political 

ideas and ideals covered a wide spectrum of possibilities’ [107]. If 

few were as pragmatic as Voltaire, who managed to advocate 

almost every form of government, depending on which European 

state he was discussing at the dme, no clear programme for polit¬ 

ical change inimical to the existing political system of France 

emerged. 

In social terms, the story of the philosophes in the eighteenth 

century is the story of assimilation and integration, not alienation. 

Their progress is neatly symbolised by two contrasting vignettes: 

the thrashing Voltaire received in 1726 from the lackeys of the 

Chevalier de Rohan for poking fun at their master, and Voltaire’s 

triumphant return to Paris in 1778 just before his death, when 

Parisian high society gathered to celebrate his apotheosis. During 

the intervening half-century, Voltaire and his colleagues had first 

infiltrated and then taken over the old regime’s cultural institu¬ 
tions, including the Academie Franfaise in 1772, which they 

turned into ‘a sort of clubhouse’ [102]. They had been aided and 

abetted by a growing number of sympatlietic ministers and civil 

servants, who also ensured that the philosophes’ material needs 

were met by the liberal distribution of pensions. By the late 1770s 

the philosophes had been comfortably assimilated into old regime 

society, as was demonstrated by**Voltaire’s apotheosis on his last 

visit to the capital in 1778. 

The French Enlightenment was a movement of the educated 

elites for the educated elites. With the eternal exception of 

Rousseau, its most infiuehtial representatives did not believe the 

enlightenment of the masses to be either possible or desirable. 

Popular education should be confined to the ‘three Rs’ and a 

measure of physical, occupational and moral training, for its pri¬ 

mary purpose was to promote economic utility and social stability, 

nothing more. In Voltaire’s opinion: ‘the enlightened times will 

only enlighten a small number of right-thinking people {honnetes 

gens). The common people will always be fanatics’ - by which he 

meant attached to religion. Voltaire, of course, was very much a 

22 



member of the older generation of philosophes - he was born in 

1694 - and by the time he made that remark (1759) was very 

much an establishment figure, but his patrician views were repre¬ 

sentative of later generations too. Baron Holbach, who lived to see 

the outbreak of the Revolution and is sometimes described as a 

democrat, was always careful to distinguish between property-own¬ 

ers and ‘the imbecilic masses who, lacking all enlightenment and 

good sense, can become at any moment the tool and accomplice 

of subversive demagogues who seek to disrupt society’ and 

demanded ‘let us never protest against that inequality which has 

always been necessary’. 

(iv) The Public Sphere and Public Opinion 

Views such as these did not prevent many contemporaries express¬ 

ing the belief that the French Revolution was the result of a con¬ 

spiracy hatched by the philosophes. As Edmund Burke observed 

in 1790 in his Reflections on the Revolution in France: ‘I hear on all 

hands that a cabal, calling itself philosophic, receives the glory of 

many of the late proceedings; and that their opinions and systems 

are the true actuating spirit of the whole of them.’ As the growing 

radicalism of the Revolution polarised European opinion into left 

and right, conspiracy theories mushroomed. If these paranoid 

fancies could not survive scholarly analysis, the notion that the 

Revolution must have had its origins in the Enlightenment proved 

to have a very long life ahead of it [117]. Recently, however, it has 

been challenged, not only on the g^rounds that the philosophes 

were anything but radical opponents of the old regime but also 
for methodological reasons. To assume that the Revolution was 

‘caused’ by the Enlightenment just because it followed chrono¬ 

logically, it is argued, is to make the popular but fallacious 

assumption of post hoc ergo propter hoc, a notorious trap for the ana¬ 

lyst in a hurry. Indeed, some bold spirits have turned the connec¬ 

tion on its head, arguing that it was the Revolution which made 

the Enlightenment, not the other way round [96]. That is less per¬ 

verse than it sounds, for once the revolutionaries had claimed the 

philosophes as their own, they ensured that we would view their 

apparent predecessors through a distorted lens. 

Post-revisionist scholars have also rejected the very idea that the 
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French Revolution could have had intellectual origins [94], 

Instead, they advance a cultural interpretation. If we are to under¬ 

stand what is distinctive about their approach and findings, then 

we need first to understand their vocabulary. In particular, we 

need to understand certain key words which are frequently used 

but rarely explained, especially ‘culture’, ‘political culture’ and 

‘discourse’. These look straightforward enough, having none of 

the unfamiliarity of other favourites among historians seeking a 

veneer of sophistication such as ‘hermeneutics’ or ‘reification’, 

but this turns out to be one linguistic area where common sense 

is not enough. 

The most slippery but also the most important of these 'faux 

amis' is ‘culture’. This does not mean ‘culture’ in the commonly 

accepted sense, as in ‘You can lead a whore to culture but you 

can’t make her think’ (Dorothy Parker) or ‘When I hear the word 

“culture” I reach for my revolver’ (Hermann Goering). This sense 

of ‘culture’ as painting, literature or music is of relatively recent 

origin, coming into general use only in the late nineteenth cen¬ 

tury. What the post-revisionist historians mean by ‘culture’ is the 

definition which derives from anthropology. Significantly, it was in 

the eighteenth century that it entered most European languages. 
First used as a synonym for ‘civilisation’ in general and as the 

antonym of ‘barbarism’, it was refined by the German theorist 

Johann Gottfried Herder (1744—1803) to apply to specific soci¬ 

eties in specific places at specific times. Herder believed that every 
people (Volk) had its own customs, institutions, values and identi¬ 

ty and that each was as valid as any other. So he also believed that 

every culture should be viewed sympathetically, from the inside 
and on its own terms. 

We cannot follow the further development of the concept in any 

detail. It must suffice to say that by the late nineteenth century, 

‘culture’ had acquired its^modern anthropological meaning, best 

expressed by Sir Edward Tylor in Primitive Culture (1871) as ‘that 

complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, 

custom and any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as 

a member of society’. That would seem to be such a capacious cat¬ 

egory that it can accommodate almost anything. It acquires 

greater and more precise meaning when its autonomous status is 

established. The ‘complex whole’ known as culture is not deter¬ 

mined by the material conditions of society, nor is it the super- 
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structure which rises on the foundations provided by the eco¬ 

nomic forces of production, rather it enjoys its oAvn independent 

existence. Of course it is influenced by such environmental forces 

as climate or geography but its dynamic is self-generated and it is 

‘self-referential’, that is to say its component parts acquire mean¬ 

ing in relation to each other, not to some extraneous and alleged¬ 

ly more fundamental phenomenon. Of course, this places those 

who subscribe to this definition of culture at odds with Marxists 

who must view it as determined by class identity. Even such a sen¬ 

sitive and undogmatic Marxist as Raymond Williams insisted that 

economic structure must be seen as ‘the guiding string on which 

culture is woven’ [134]. 

Culture also acquires a firmer outline when the common cur¬ 

rency which holds together its disparate ingredients is identified. 

This is language: ‘Man is unique in that he alone possesses the 

ability to symbol, i.e. to bestow, freely and arbitrarily, meaning 

upon things and events, objects and acts. Articulate speech is the 

most characteristic and important form of symboling. All culture 

was produced and has been perpetuated by symboling in general 

and by articulate speech in particular’ [133]. But just as any cul¬ 

ture has a specific identity in space and time, so does its language. 

Words may be spelt the same way at different times and in differ¬ 

ent places, but they change their meaning according to who is say¬ 

ing what to whom, where, when and why. Language in this total 
context is termed ‘discourse’, as in ‘the discourse of the old 

regime’ or ‘the discourse of the French Revolution’. To under¬ 

stand what is happening in a culture, therefore, it is not enough 

to read the main texts of the great thinkers; the whole ‘ideologi¬ 

cal context’ must be investigated [131]. 
This is particularly true of political culture. To suppose that the 

origins of the French Revolution can be found in a textual analy¬ 

sis of Diderot and D’Alembert’s Encyclopedic or Rousseau’s Social 

Contract reveals a woefully limited understanding of the political 

process. What is needed is an examination of the whole culture. 

Perhaps the best definition of this approach has been offered by 

Keith Michael Baker. ‘The definition offered here [of political 

culture] is more linguistic. It sees politics as about making claims; 

as the activity through which individuals and groups in society 

articulate, negotiate, implement, and enforce the competing 

claims they make upon one another and upon the whole. Political 
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culture is, in this sense, the set of discourses or symbolic practices 

by which these claims are made’ [94]. In other words, the histori¬ 

an should not be looking at abstract concepts such as ‘constitu¬ 

tion’, ‘natural rights’, ‘despodsm’ or ‘liberty’ but at the language, 

symbols and rituals actually employed by those actively involved in 

political action. Moreover, these discursive forms should not be 

regarded as mere reflections of underlying interests; they were 

themselves real. The significance of this apparently mystifying 

observation will become apparent later. 

Before we can turn from methodology to actual substance, how¬ 

ever, one further ingredient needs to be added. The post-revi¬ 

sionist historians took their theory from anthropologists such as 

Clifford Geertz, philosophers such as Jacques Derrida and intel¬ 

lectual historians as various as Quentin Skinner and Michel 

Foucault. So far as their perception of the old regime was con¬ 

cerned, however, the dominant influence has been the German 

philosopher and social theorist Jurgen Habermas. It is from 

Habermas that has come a clutch of concepts qualified by the 

adjective ‘public’ - ‘public sphere’, ‘public space’, ‘public opin¬ 

ion’, ‘publicness’ [126]. So great has his influence been that a 

word or two about his theories are needed. They were advanced 
in a dissertation published more than 30 years ago, but - given the 
notorious linguistic limitations of historians of the French 

Revolution — could make no impact outside the German-reading 

world until translated into French in 1978 and English in 1989. 

Habermas is not a historian. His main purpose in The Structural 

Transformation of the Public Sphere is to expose the fraudulent 

nature of allegedly free institutions in contemporary society. It is 

as part of this critique that he sketches the transition from old 

regime to bourgeois society. The culture of the former he identi¬ 

fies as essentially ‘representational’ , that is to say it was based on 

the need to ‘represent’ (in the sense of ‘making present’) the 

authority of the patron to a suitably admiring and awestruck audi¬ 

ence. Louis XIV’s cultural complex at Versailles, where all the arts 

combined to sing the praises of the Sun King, can be taken as a 

paradigm. This representational culture was gradually eroded by 

the development of capitalism, the consequent acceleration in the 

exchange of goods and information, the growth of literacy and a 

change in the nature of the family. In the course of the eighteenth 

century there developed a new kind of social space beyond the 
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control of the government, in which private individuals could 

communicate informadon and opinions. They could do so in 

many different ways, most notably through the newspapers and 

periodicals which expanded so rapidly in numbers and circula¬ 

tion, in the coffee-houses which mushroomed in every major 

European city or in the voluntary associations such as masonic 

lodges or reading clubs which were also creations of the period. 

This new social space Habermas calls the ‘public sphere’ 

{Offentlichkeit in German). Its essential characteristic was that it 

was ‘critical’. Whereas the audience of representational culture 

had been entirely passive, the members of the public sphere who 

gathered to socialise, read and converse, asked questions, 

demanded answers and offered their own comments. The objects 

of their deliberation were initially cultural, that is to say they crit¬ 

icised and argued about operas, plays and novels - but sooner or 

later they were bound to turn their attention to politics. 

As England was the most advanced country in Europe, it was 

natural that it was there that the public sphere formed earliest. 

Habermas believed that its main features could be identified by 

1700, including public political involvement. On the Continent, 

where representational culture had deeper roots, progress was 

much slower. It is here, of course, at long last that we begin to 

approach the origins of the French Revolution. That is not 

Habermas’ main concern, for his sights are fixed on the nefarious 

‘culture industry’ of the late twentieth century, but the opportu¬ 

nity was eventually seized by historians of eighteenth-century 

France when they gained access to his work in translation. They 

dropped his neo-Marxist terminology and assumptions about the 

socio-economic origins of the public sphere and brought to bear 

the conceptual tools provided by the cultural approach discussed 

earlier. 

In the public sphere which developed in the course of the eigh¬ 

teenth century there emerged a new political culture to rival offi¬ 

cial absolutism. It began with a shift in cultural leadership from 

Versailles to Paris, a process which had begun even before the end 

of Louis XIV’s reign. In the flaccid hands of his two successors, the 

representational culture of the court came to seem increasingly 

outdated and irrelevant. Its obituary was written by Louis- 

Sebastien Mercier in 1782: ‘The word court no longer inspires 

awe amongst us as in the time of Louis XIV. Reigning opinions are 
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no longer received from the court; it no longer decides on repu- 

tadons of any sort. .. The court’s judgments are countermanded; 

one says openly that it understands nothing; it has no ideas on the 

subject [and] could have none . . . The court has thus lost the 

ascendancy that it had regarding the fine arts, literature, and 

everything pertaining to them today’ [96]. This was more than the 

exchange of one gilded aristocradc frame for another, for both 

the size and nature of the Parisian audience was changing. Not 

only was the capital expanding rapidly in population, it was also 

becoming much more literate. The evidence may be fragmentary 

but it all points in the same direction - towards mass literacy. By 

1789, 90 per cent of male Parisians and 80 per cent of females 

could sign their wills (although of course only owners of property 

made wills) and 66 per cent of men and 62 per cent of women sur¬ 

viving their marriage partners were able to sign the inventory of 

their inheritance. According to Mercier, ‘ten times’ more 

Parisians were reading in 1788 than a hundred years earlier. The 

result was the formation of a literary market to meet growing 

demand, the production of many more titles in much larger and 

cheaper editions and so a change in the way in which people read. 

Whereas in the past most of those who could read did so ‘inten¬ 
sively’, that is to say they read a few texts (mainly religious) again 

and again, now a growing number did so ‘extensively’, that is to 

say they read many more titles, often borrowing them from the 

lending libraries which proliferated, but only once. 

The crucial consequence of this cultural diffusion was a sea- 

change in the criterion of cultural value. In the past it had been 

the royal academies which had decided what was good and to be 

encouraged and what was bad and to be suppressed. Increasingly 

it was now the consumers - the public - who pronounced the ver¬ 

dict. This was an early development and moreover one which 

affected all branches of the arts. The decision of the Royal 

Academy of Painting to resume its biennial public exhibitions in 

1737, for example, was greeted by the Mercure de France in the fol¬ 
lowing suggestive terms: 

The Academy does well to render a sort of accounting to the 

public of its work and to make known the progress achieved in 

the arts it nurtures by bringing to light the work of its most dis¬ 

tinguished members in the diverse genres it embraces, so that 
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each thereby submits himself to the judgment of informed per¬ 

sons gathered in the greatest possible number and receives the 

praise or blame due to him [124]. 

Ten years later, La Font de Saint-Yenne (usually regarded as the 

first modem art critic) wrote in 1747: Tt is only in the mouths of 

those firm and equitable men who compose the Public, who have 

no links whatever with the artists ... that we can find the language 

of truth.’ The rise to pre-eminence of this new arbiter was repeat¬ 

ed in other branches of the arts. During the 'querelle des bouffons' 

over the relative merits of French and Italian music during the 

early 1750s, appeal was made by both sides to the public, ‘because 

it alone has the right to decide whether a work will be preserved 

for posterity or will be used by grocers as wrapping-paper’ and 

because the subjecdvism of the individual in aesthetic matters can 

only be corrected ‘by the verdict of the public, which is always gov¬ 

erned by true feelings and rational opinions’, as one pamphlet 

put it. There is also plenty of evidence that contemporaries made 

the connection between the right of the public to judge aesthetics 

and the right to judge politics. Avery good example was supplied 

by D’Alembert in an essay published in 1759; 

I am amazed that in a century when so many pens write about 

the liberty of commerce, the liberty of marriages, the liberty of 
the press, or the liberty of painting, no one has yet written about 

THE LIBERTY OF MUSIC . . . Our great statesmen reply: ‘You 

are being short-sighted, for all liberties are interrelated and are 

all equally dangerous. The liberty of music assumes that of feel¬ 

ing, the liberty of feeling leads on to that of thinking, and the 

liberty of thinking to that of action, and the liberty of action is 

the ruination of states. So let us keep the opera as it is, if we wish 

to preserve the kingdom; and let us put a brake on the liberty of 

singing if we don’t wish to see the liberty of talking following 

hard on its heels ... It may be difficult to believe, but it is liter¬ 

ally true that in the vocabulary of certain people, the work 

‘Bouffonist’ [a supporter of Italian opera buffa], ‘republican’, 

‘rebel’, ‘atheist’ (I almost forgot to add ‘materialist’) are pretty 

well synonymous. 

Just when the public turned to expressing its ‘true feelings and 

rational opinions’ about politics is a matter for debate. It has been 
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argued that the process began much earlier than is usually 

thought and that Habermas’ chronology is mistaken [95]. 

However, there seems litUe doubt that it was around mid-century 

that contemporaries began to perceive a change. In an address to 

the Academie Franfaise delivered in 1787, Claude-Carloman de 

Rulhiere dated the birth of public opinion to the years between 

the conclusion of the War of the Austrian Succession (1748) and 

the outbreak of the Seven Years War (1756). He also echoed the 

verdict of Mercier cited earlier that the capital had abandoned its 

deferential attitude to the court and ‘it was then that there arose 

among us what we have called the empire of public opinion’ 

[130]. Although he could not have known it when he spoke, it was 

also in 1749 that the Marquis d’Argenson anticipated his assess¬ 

ment by recording in his journal: ‘Fifty years ago, members of the 

general public had no interest in political news, but today every¬ 

one reads his Gazette de Paris, even in the provinces. And although 

their opinions are quite misgfuided, they do take an interest in 

political matters.’ Two years later he wrote with extraordinary pre¬ 

science: 

There is a philosophical wind blowing towards us from England 
in favour of free, anti-monarchical government; it is entering 

minds and one knows how opinion governs the world. It could 

be that this government is already accomplished in people’s 

heads, to be implemented at the first chance; and the revolution 

might occur with less conflict than one thinks. All the orders of 

society are discontented together ... a disturbance could turn 
into a revolt, and a revolt into^a total revolution [96]. 

But why was this wind so ‘anti-monarchical’? As the English 

example showed, there was no reason why the growth of public 

opinion in the public sphere should lead to violent revolution. On 

the contrary, the English monarchy was stronger in 1800 than it 

had been in 1700. Several explanations have been advanced, none 

of them mutually exclusive. The most cogent points to the par- 

lements as the main agents in the discrediting of the monarchy. In 

1713, as part of his campaign against religious dissent, Louis XIV 

had obtained from Rome a bull known as ‘Unigenitus’, which 

condemned the Jansenist movement for religious renewal within 

the Catholic Church as heretical. By thus permitting - indeed 
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soliciting - foreign interference in the domestic affairs of his king¬ 

dom, he touched one of the most sensitive nerves in the French 

body politic. When his successors decided to continue the anti- 

Jansenist campaign, they also placed the monarchy at odds with 

what was perceived as national integrity. To the fore in organising 
opposition were the parlements, which on Louis XIV’s death in 

1715 regained their right to remonstrate before registering royal 

edicts. In a series of bruising disputes over the Jansenist issue in 

the 1730s and 1750s, they presented themselves as representatives 

of the national interest: ‘The Parlement never speaks to the 

nation except in the name of the King, and equally it never speaks 

to the King except in the name of the nation’ was how the 

Parlement of Rennes neatly put it in 1757. Increasingly, and with 

growing success, they sought to mobilise public opinion by pub¬ 

lishing their remonstrances. Louis XV and his minister proved 

unable to compete in this new arena, veering from attempts at 

coercion to craven capitulation. 

The monarchy sustained two terrible wounds in the course of 

this dispute. Firstly, its periodic attempts to strong-arm the par¬ 

lements attracted accusations of ‘despotism’, the great term of 

abuse in eighteenth<entury politics (comparable in its hateful 

associations with ‘racism’ today). In the past, French constitution¬ 

al theorists had liked to draw a distinction between two forms of 

authoritarian government — ‘absolutism’ (good) and ‘despotism’ 
(bad) — but the mid-century disputes put paid to that. Now all 

forms of absolutist government were deemed illegfitimate [78]. As 

William Doyle has written: ‘Above all, despotism was a charge 

hurled with ever-increasing frequency at the government and its 

agents. By the 1780s it almost seemed as if government and despo¬ 

tism were synonyms in the public mind. And this suggests that the 

old order had lost the confidence of those who lived under it’ [1]. 

Secondly, the monarchy allowed to slip from its grasp what was 

potentially its strongest card - its embodiment of national unity 

and the national interest If the king could not defend national 

interests, indeed acted against them, then sovereignty would have 

to be sought elsewhere. It was found in the principle of ‘national 

sovereignty’ and for the time being at least, it was the parlements 

which had the best claim to be its depository. As J. S. Bromley 

wrote in an old but still important article: ‘national sovereignty 

was the most dynamic concept that was crystallised out of the par- 
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liamentary struggle .. . parliamentary Jansenism, and with it what 

d’Argenson called Jansenist nationalism, did more to shake the 

fabric of French absolutism, in its theory and its practice, than the 

philosophers . . . perhaps they {the parlements] were the real edu¬ 

cators of the sans-culottes' [77]. That verdict has been confirmed 

by one of the leading present-day historians of xht parlements. Dale 

van Kley, who has identified the Jansenist disputes as ‘major land¬ 

marks on a polemical road which gradually bifurcated toward 

both Revolution and counter-Revolution’ [89]. 

Of all the milestones on that road, the most prominent was the 

‘Brittany affair’ which began in November 1763 and reached a cli¬ 

max in January 1771 when Louis XV’s chief minister, Maupeou, 

launched a coup d’etat from above to deal with parlementary oppo¬ 

sition once and for all. This protracted but fascinating dispute has 

been ably recounted and analysed elsewhere [87]; here we need 

only to identify the outcome. First and foremost, it confirmed the 

association of absolutism with despotism. On 3 March 1766 Louis 

XV went in person to the Parlement of Paris to issue a stinging 

reprimand. In what became aptly known as the seance de la flagel¬ 

lation, he made the following unequivocal statement on the per¬ 

sonal and unlimited nature of his power: 

It is in my person alone that sovereign authority resides ... It is 

from me alone that my courts owe their existence and their 

authority. The plenitude of that authority, which they exercise 

only in my name, remains always in me, and can never be turned 

against me. It is to me alone that legislative power belongs with¬ 

out dependence and without any division . . . The whole public 

order derives from me, and the rights and interests of the 

nation . . . are necessarily joined with mine and rest only in my 
hands. 

To most contemporaries, it seemed that the king was as despotic 

in action as he was in rhetoric, for he abused his power by inter¬ 

fering with the due process of the law, to persecute his opponents 

and to annul court action against his own agents. This reached a 

climax in January 1771 when the parlements were purged of dissi¬ 

dents and remodelled to allow royal control. Paradoxically, the 

chief danger for the monarchy lay in the fact that this exercise suc¬ 

ceeded. Other more pliable judges were found to carry on the 
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king’s business and the troublesome parlements became a thing of 

the past. But the victory was illusory. Although stemming primari¬ 

ly from a (successful) manoeuvre to discredit the Due de Choiseul 

[81], Maupeou’s coup d’etat caused a tremendous furore, inspiring 

a fierce, widespread and sustained debate about the political prin¬ 

ciples underlying the old regime. Although the government 

found some support (most notably from Voltaire), the majority of 

enlightened opinion, both noble and bourgeois, condemned its 

action as despotic. It was particularly ominous that a significant 

number of critics found neither royalist absolutism nor par- 

lementary aristocracy attractive and looked forward to liberal con¬ 

stitutionalism. In the words of the episode’s most recent historian, 

Durand Echeverria, it ‘contributed to a profound and lasting 

transformation in the way in which the French thought about 

their government and their society’ [83]. 

In other words, by the time Louis XVI came to the throne in 

1774 the political system he had inherited had lost its legitimacy. 

On the one hand, public opinion had replaced the king as the 

source of authority, on the other hand the actions of Louis XV 

had given the monarchy an anti-national and despotic image. 

Unlike his near<ontemporary, Frederick the Great (die self-styled 

‘first servant of the state’), Louis XV had failed to modernise the 

ideological foundations of his legitimacy by associating his person 

with an abstraction such as the state or nation and thus ‘objec- 

tivising’ his authority. As the Abbe de Veri commented: ‘Today, 

hardly anyone dare say in Parisian society, I serve the king . . . 

You’d be taken for one of the chief valets at Versailles. I serve the 

state is the expression most commonly used’. The best summary of 

the new political culture which had emerged has been provided 

by Keith Michael Baker, the most cogent and influential of the 

post-revisionist historians: 

The political culture of absolutism had already been trans¬ 

formed in its last decades by changes that brought a new politi¬ 

cal space into existence well before 1789. If the press was the 

medium of this political space, ‘public opinion’ was its ultimate 

principle of authority ... ‘Public opinion’ had become the artic¬ 

ulating concept of a new political space with a legitimacy and 

authority apart from that of the crown: a public space in which 

the nation could reclaim its rights against the crown. Within this 

space, the French Revolution became thinkable [94]. 
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But why was Louis XVI unable to repair the damage? Soon after 

his accession, he took the advice of his de facto chief minister, the 

Comte de Maurepas, dismissed Maupeou and restored the par- 

lements. Suitably chastened, the latter made one or two angry nois¬ 

es to announce their return but then relapsed into relative quies¬ 

cence for more than a decade. It would be tempting to argue that 

the political culture of the old regime had changed so profound¬ 

ly by this stage that no amount of concessions could work the 

absolute monarchy’s passage back into the goodwill of the nation. 

Only a systemic change would suffice. There is certainly some¬ 

thing in this, but it may well be too determinist for most tastes. 

One serious problem which Louis XVI might have solved if he 

had possessed greater resources of character and judgment was 

the factionalism of his court. The system created by Louis XTV at 

Versailles was desig;ned to direct the energies and ambitions of his 

nobles away from conspiracy and towards an elaborate ritual 

designed to elevate the monarch. By suppmrdng his personal 

charisma with hard work, Louis made it work remarkably well, set- 

dng a pattern of absolute kingship and representadonal culture 

which was imitated across Europe. Faltering even before 1715, it 

fell apart under his successor. Louis XV |x>ssessed certain assets 
which should have stood him in good stead as king of France: he 

was intelligent (the most intelligent of all the Bourbons according 

to his admiring biographer [73]), tall, strong, good-looking and 

virile. Alas, he was also dmid, secredve, evasive, indecisive and 

cursed with a poor speaking voice. So he could not make Louis 

XTV’s court-system operate. Increasingly he withdrew from the 

public life of the court into his private apartments or away from 

Versailles altogether to one of his smaller chateaux. In 1750, for 

example, he spent only 52 nights at Versailles [90]. But when he 

was away the court was dead and the courders moved back to 

Paris. His successor was equally lacking in the skills needed to 

make the court work. Although ‘not a total cretin’, as his brother- 

in-law Joseph II conceded grudgingly, he was also singularly unim¬ 

pressive, perhaps his most damaging failing being his indecisive¬ 

ness: ‘trying to comprehend the king’s ideas is like trying to hold 

on to greased billiard balls’ was the unkind verdict of his brother, 

the Comte de Provence. The chronic indecision and consequent 

instability which afflicted the reigns of both Louis XV and Louis 

XVI enhanced the general sense of decay which hung about the 
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monarchy. This was revealed by the increasingly rapid turnover of 

personnel in two of the most important offices of state: the secre¬ 

tary of state for war and the controller-general of finance. 

Between 1715 and 1789 there were 18 different secretaries of state 

for war; during a similar period in the previous century there had 

been just five. In the all-important department of finance, the sit¬ 

uation was even more fluid: between 1715 and 1789 there were no 

fewer than 25 controUers-general of finance, giving an average life 

expectancy of rather less than three years. Here too, the pace of 

change was accelerating -17 of those 25 served between 1754 and 

1789, enjoying an average tenure of just over two years. During 

the last desperate 18 months of the old regime, six controllers- 

general were tried, so by then the average was down to just two 

and a half months! 

Louis XVI proved no better than his grandfather in making the 

court work, taking refuge in hunting or in his workshop from the 

public life he hated. On only two occasions did he stir his pon¬ 

derous hulk into leaving the Versailles-Paris region: in 1786 when 

he travelled to Cherbourg to inspect the new harbour installations 

- and in 1791 when he tried to run away from the Revolution. 

Symbolic of the musty, old-fashioned flavour of his kingship was 

the way in which he chose to be crowned. It was his personal deci¬ 

sion to insist on the full sacramental panoply, including anoint¬ 

ment with the sacred oil of Clovis (originally brought down from 
heaven by the Holy Ghost, or so it was believed). Going out of his 

way to dramatise the extent to which the clock was going back, he 

revived the ceremony of ‘touching for the King’s evil’ (not per¬ 

formed since 1738), laying hands on 2,400 scrofulous invalids 

assembled specially in a park and thus claiming semi-divine status 

as roi thaumaturge [91, 93]. The contrast between pretension and 

reality left a yawning credibility gap: where once the Sun King had 

stood in all his awe-inspiring glory there was now a vacuum. 

Into the vacuum moved the factions, seeking both political 

influence and patronage. There are good modem accounts of the 

politics of the Versailles court in its dying years [84, 86], so only 

the broadest of outlines is needed here. Essentially, the court 

divided between a ‘King’s Party’, which championed the tradi¬ 

tional values of royal authority, orthodox Catholicism and the old 

system of foreign alliances, and a ‘Queen’s Party’, which was sym¬ 

pathetic to the parlemerUs, had close links with the philosophes 
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and supported the Austrian alliance. As the name suggests, the lat¬ 

ter was centred on Marie Antoinette, who used her strong per¬ 

sonality and physical attraction to exert an influence on Louis XVI 

which was never total but was always injurious: ‘the crucial ingre¬ 

dient in the reign of Louis XVI was the personal ascendancy of 

Marie Antoinette . . . The split between the king’s ministers and 

the queen brought about by this situation cannot be overestimat¬ 

ed as a cause of the ultimate fall of the monarchy’ [86]. Courts 

have always had their factions; what made the situation in the 

1770s and 1780s so dangerous was Louis XVl’s inability to bang 

heads together and force them in a single direction. Experience 

had shown again and again that an absolute monarchy could be 

ruled effectively only if the king took charge himself (Louis XTV) 

or delegated his authority to a first minister (Richelieu). Louis 

XVI did neither. Although Maurepas never enjoyed the title or 

substance of first minister, at least he had provided some sort of 

cohesion, but when he died in 1781 what was already a soft centre 

began to implode. 

To make matters worse, the political cost of this dereliction was 

intensified by a public campaign of vilification directed at the sex¬ 

ual life of the royal family. This had begun in the previous reign 

when Louis XV’s notorious libertinism was both advertised and 

greatly exaggerated in a wave of political pornography [75]. The 
immorality of Bourbon monarchs was legendary of course, but 

whereas Louis XIV had been presented as a virile gallant, flaunt¬ 

ing the potency which made him the rightful head of the herd, 

the Louis XV pictured in the libelles was a seedy decadent, seeking 

to revive his flagging powers with common prostitutes. That his 

last official mistress - Madame du Barry - had indeed been a cour¬ 

tesan lent credence to these stories. That his successor’s conduct 

was unimpeachable did nothing to turn the tide. On the contrary, 

the fact that Louis XVI was able to consummate his marriage only 

seven years after the event injected a further and probably fatal 

ingredient into the unsavoury stew - contempt. It also switched 
attention to his consort. 

When Marie Antoinette arrived in France in 1770 to marry the 

dauphin, she was young (fifteen), tall, blonde and beautiful. She 

was also headstrong, fun-loving, self-centred and stupid. It was a 

combination certain to attract the attention of the libellistes, the 

ancestors of tabloid journalists. If she could not help one cause of 
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her unpopularity - her Austrian birth - she could certainly have 

been more prudent in her behaviour at court. By gathering 

around her a favoured few, by exploiting her hold on her husband 

to make and unmake appointments, and by indulging in reckless 

extravagance, she provided the gossipmongers with an embarras de 

richesses. Among many other things, it was alleged that Louis XVI 

was not the father of the children she eventually bore him; that 

she was wildly promiscuous, her lovers including her brother-in- 

law, the Comte d’Artois; that she had infected the court with vene¬ 

real disease; and that she engaged in lesbian orgies with her close 

friends the Princesse de Lamballe and the Duchesse de Polignac 

[101]. Steadily gathering momentum between 1774 and 1788, 

political pornography really took off after 1789, with the queen as 

the central target. Typical of many pamphlets was IlAutrichienne en 

goguettes [‘The Austrian bitch on the spree’] in which Louis XVI 

passes out after drinking too much champagne, allowing Marie 

Antoinette to engage in an obscene threesome with the Duchesse 

de Polignac and the Comte d’Artois [156]. 

The strong element of sexual psychopathology which surfaced 

time and again during the course of the Revolution suggests that 

this socio-political pornography made a deep impression on the 

revolutionary crowd’s image of the privileged orders and, in par¬ 

ticular, of the royal family. When, for example, the Princesse de 

Lamballe, one of the queen’s alleged lovers, was butchered during 
the September Massacres of 1792, a crowd set out for the Temple 

prison bearing her head on a pike, dragging her body behind and 

with her bowels carried separately, chanting that Marie Antoinette 

should be made to kiss the lips of her whore. This reputation for 

depravity pursued her to the end. At her trial in October 1793, 

Marie Antoinette was accused not only of treason but also of 
committing incest with her eight-year-old son and at her public 

execution the latest libelles were on sale, including Les Adieux de la 

Reine d ses mignons et mignonnes. 

How much impact this torrent of filth had on the fate of the 

monarchy is difficult to assess. An emphatic view has come from 

the historian who has made this dark comer very much his own - 

Robert Damton. During the past twenty-five years he has con¬ 

stantly repeated his belief that the really corrosive force gnawing 

away at the foundations of the old regime was not the ‘High 

Enlightenment’, represented by Montesquieu, Voltaire, Diderot 
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and company, but the gutter press of the libellistes. As the eigh¬ 

teenth century progressed, he states, the philosophes had lost 

their cutting edge and had been absorbed into the establishment: 

‘By 1778, when all of Paris was salaaming before Voltaire, the last 

generation of philosophes had become pensioned, petted and 

completely integrated in high society’ [98]. The libellistes, on the 

other hand, were angry young men who had come to Paris to 

make their fortunes, had failed to break into the charmed circles 

of the High Enlightenment and so vented their fhistration in truly 

radical attacks on the establishment [102]. Although of course 

banned, the libelles in fact circulated freely, especially in Paris, 

allowing their poison to sink deep into the roots of the old 

regime. Damton concludes: ‘Forbidden books moulded public 

opinion in two ways: by fixing disaffection in print (preserving 

and spreading the word), and by fitting it into narratives (trans¬ 

forming loose talk into coherent discourse)’ [99]. 

The fluency of Damton’s writing, together with the titillating 

nature of his material, have given his interpretation wide curren¬ 

cy and a long life. There are now increasing signs, however, of a 

reaction. In particular, it has been argued, his contempt for what 

he calls ‘the great-man, great-book variety of literary history’ 
[101] has made him blind to what really eroded the old regime’s 

legitimacy. Just as, pace Bentham, pushpin is not as good as poetry, 

Voltaire or Diderot were more destructive than Damton’s anony¬ 

mous pomographers. It has been pointed out that to recognise 

the importance of the philosophes does not necessarily involve a 

return to the ‘ideas without people’ approach of old-fashioned 

intellectual historians. In Sarah Maza’s judicious assessment: ‘we 

need not necessarily throw out the baby of Great Works along with 

the bathwater of teleological distortion. But only if we trace the 

connections between canonical texts and lesser-luiown works will 

we be able to reconstitute the linguistic and broader cultural con¬ 

texts within which the Revolution became “thinkable”’ [128]. It 

has also been suggested that Damton has exaggerated the con¬ 

trast between the allegedly integrated philosophes and the 

allegedly alienated libellistes [110]. Voltaire or Diderot certainly 

never saw themselves as part of any establishment Together with 

ail the other philosophes, ‘high’ and ‘low’, they suffered through¬ 

out their careers from government censorship. Here, as so often, 

the regime contrived to have the worst of both worlds. On the one 
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hand, the ever-growing army of censors (76 in 1741, 178 by 1789) 

and ever-multiplying censorship reguladons (1757, 1764, 1767, 

1783, 1785) made life difficult and even dangerous for any author 

straying beyond the narrow limits of orthodox ideology. Many 

philosophes (including Diderot and Voltaire) spent time in 
prison, all of them lived under its shadow. On the other hand, the 

attempt at repression was woefully inefficient. Sabotaged from 

within - by courtiers such as Madame de Pompadour, no less, and 

ministers such as Malesherbes, who intervened to protect the 

philosophes - it only served to stimulate appetites for illicit litera¬ 

ture. When Morellet was sent to the Bastille after falling foul of 

the censors, his friends consoled him by pointing out that impris¬ 

onment would make his fortune [117]. 

So, however much the philosophes may have been assimilated 

into high society, they necessarily remained alienated from govern¬ 

ment. They took its pensions but remained on the outside, looking 

in - with an increasingly critical eye. Although Louis XVI’s minis¬ 

ters did in fact initiate important reform programmes [10], they 

failed to persuade public opinion that this was a regime moving 

with the times towards liberal constitutionalism and modernity. In 

short, the monarchy had a serious ‘image problem’, appearing 

both weak and oppressive. The point has been well made by 

Norman Hampson in an illuminating comparison of Burke and 

Montesquieu and of Dr Johnson and Voltaire. In terms of actual 
ideas and attitudes, little divided one from the other. What made 

the Frenchmen so much more hostile to their regime was the fact 

that they were forced to see themselves ‘as a kind of p>erpetual 

opposition, with the tendency towards generalised and abstract 

criticism that the role usually implies’ [111]. 
On the other hand, radical journalists such as Brissot or Marat 

would have been horrified to find themselves classed as part of a 

literary proletariat. The latter group did not vilify the representa¬ 

tive figures of the ‘High Enlightenment’ when they entered into 

their ^ngdom after 1789, on the contrary, they heaped them with 

praise and organised their formal apotheosis [110]. The nature of 

the illicit book trade has also been misrepresented. In the Judg¬ 

ment of John Lough, it is nothing less than a ‘wild exaggeration’ 

to equate all clandestine publications with sedition. In fact the 

truly subversive publications constituted only a ‘small minority’ of 

the titles smuggled in, most being quite innocuous reprints of 

works already published quite legally in France [116]. 
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Louis XVI’s well-advertised shortcomings as a husband no doubt 
tarnished his image and made it easier for contemptuous mem¬ 
bers of the court to abandon the royal cause when the terminal 
crisis of the absolute monarchy began at the end of the 1780s. %t 
on many occasions during the early stages of the Revolution he 
still proved capable of inspiring fervent demonstrations of loyalty 
from both legislators and general public, as spontaneous as they 
were patently sincere. On 14 December 1791, for example, he 
went to the National Assembly to announce that he had ordered 
the German princes to disperse the counter-revolutionary emigres 
in their territories, to give a pledge to uphold the new revolution¬ 
ary constitution and to make a ringing appeal for future coopera¬ 
tion to show that the king and nadon were united. This unleashed 
a great wave of enthusiasm, recorded by the secretary of the 
Assembly as follows: ‘The applause lasted for several minutes. 
From several members the shout resounded through the 
Assembly; Long live the King of the French! This shout was repeat¬ 
ed by the public galleries and the large number of cidzens who 
had found their way into the chamber in the wake of the King’ 
[142]. 

This episode is revealing. Here the king stood forth as the 
defender of the nadonal interest against foreign intervendon and 
at once struck a deeply resonant chord in his audience. In doing 
so, he was performing the first of the two essendal funcdons of the 
monarch. With very few excepdons, historians of the origins of 
the Revoludon have concentrated exclusively on the other 
attribute of kingship - the maintenance of law - and how it was 
eroded in theory and pracdce. This historiographical oversight is 
no more excusable for being easy to understand. The marginali- 
sadon of France as a great power in the twendeth century, made 
only more obvious by periodic Gaullist attempts to tell the dde to 
turn, has put domesdc cdncems at the head of historians’ agen¬ 
das and has influenced their reading of the past. The French 
polidcal nadon of the late eighteenth century had a different per- 
specdve. They believed that France was potendally the greatest 
power on earth, by virtue of its wealth, populadon, locadon and 
history. Indeed, it had been just that in the recent past, under 
Louis XIV, ‘when not a dog barked in Europe without the leave of 
the King of France’. 

But how things had changed since those glory days! With the 
advantage of hindsight, we can see that the hegemony France 
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briefly enjoyed in the last quarter of the seventeenth century was 

bound to be short-lived. As the rest of Europe caught up and as 

the British opened up a second front overseas, French resources 

became relatively smaller but had to be stretched much further. 

Most contemporaries were not inclined to take this structural view 

and, when French power began to wilt, preferred to look for 

human culprits and specific actions to blame. Top of their list was 

the ‘diplomatic revolution’ brought about by the Treaty of 

Versailles of 1 May 1756, when France abandoned nearly three 

centuries of hostility to the house of Habsburg and allied with 

Austria. So sudden and so drastic was this change that only imme¬ 

diate and dazzling success could have made it palatable.' In the 

event, it was followed by catastrophe, as in the Seven Years War 

which followed, France was defeated by the British overseas and 

by the Prussians in Europe. 

This was a truly world-historical moment, when among other 

things the decision was taken that eventually English would 

become the world’s language. It was also the moment when the 

French absolute monarchy was stripped of a major part of its legit¬ 

imacy. It was not so much that Louis XV had failed to defend his 

country’s position in the world - even Louis XIV had lost wars - it 

was rather that he had created an alliance system which was per¬ 

ceived to be against the national interest. That Madame de 

Pompadour was believed to have played a major role in its cre¬ 
ation only served to make it seem the more disgraceful. Far from 

cutting his losses after 1763, Louis XV maintained the alliance 

through thick and thin. It was to secure its long-term future that 

he married his heir to the Austrian archduchess Marie Antoinette 

in 1770 and it was the fact that she personified the hated rela¬ 

tionship that accounted for much of her unpopularity. Not only 

was she accused of sexual excess, it was also claimed that she was 

acting as Joseph II’s agent at Versailles (which was true) and was 

diverting huge amounts of French gold to her brother’s coffers 

(which was not true). 

After 1763 the French monarchy was spared such military 

humiliations as the battle of Rossbach on 5 November 1757, when 

Frederick the Great and 22,000 men had routed a French force 

twice that size in half an hour, but there were constant diplomat¬ 

ic reminders of how low France had come in the world. The bru¬ 

tal partition of Poland, one of France’s oldest allies, in 1772 by the 
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three eastern powers was deeply shaming, especially given the 

involvement of her supposed ally, Austria. Victory over the British 

in America after 1778 was spoilt by the failures of the last year of 

the war, which obliged French negotiators to accept much less 

than had been expected. The Russian annexation of the Crimea 

in 1783, Frederick the Great’s formation of the League of Princes 

in 1785 and, above all, the failure to prevent the Prussians invad¬ 

ing the Dutch Republic in 1787 all helped to confirm that France 

had ceased to be a great power [143]. In an age when the state did 

relatively little at home and so much more importance was 

attached to foreign policy, these failures cut very deep. From the 

rich range of similar verdicts available, the following observation 

by the Comte de Segur is representative: 

Thus soon [after the Austrian alliance of 1756] the government 

no longer possessed any dignity, the finances any order and the 

conduct of policy any consistency. France lost its influence in 

Europe; England ruled the seas effortlessly and conquered the 

Indies unopposed. The powers of the North partitioned Poland. 

The balance of power established by the Peace of Westphalia 

was broken. The French monarchy ceased to be a first-rank 
power. 

As we shall see, the disaffection this sense of degradation aroused 

in the officer corps of the royal army was to prove decisive when 

the final crisis erupted. Not for the first or last dme, the similari¬ 

ties between events in France before 1789 and Russia before 1917 
is very striking. \ 

i 
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2 Impact: the Revolution 

(i) The Crisis of 1786-9 

$ 

By themselves, neither the philosophes of the High 

Enlightenment nor the muck-rakers of Grub Street could have 

toppled the old regime. Once the regime had begun to totter for 

other reasons, however, they did get the chance to make their 

presence felt. It came at the end of the 1780s. On 20 August 1786 

the luckless controller-general of finances of the day, Calonne, 

went to tell Louis XVI that the financial situadon was cridcal. 

There was an annual deficit of about a hundred million livres on 

a total revenue of just 475 million; the third vingdeme, established 

with considerable difficulty in 1782, was due to expire in 1787; 

1,250 million livres had been borrowed since 1776 and it had 

become very difficult to raise more, even at prohibidve rates of 

interest. Only radical reform could stave off total collapse [135]. 
Thus began a sequence of events which led to the meedng of the 

Estates General at Versailles on 5 May 1789: the fiscal history of the 

Ancien Regime led direcdy to the Revoludon [45]. What occurred 

during the intervening three years has been described in many 

accounts and there is no need to add to the list here. What does 

concern us is the social character of the terminal phase of the old 

regime and, in pardcular, the part played in it by the bourgeoisie. 

The tradidonal interpretadon finds the essence of the crisis in 

the old contradicdon between the reforms the monarchy needed 

for its survival and ^e interests of the privileged orders on which 

it depended. The latter were simply irreconcilable with the for¬ 

mer, so ‘every dme a reforming minister wanted to modernise the 

State, the aristocracy rose in defence of its privileges’ (Albert 

Soboul) [24]. But this dme the crown’s financial problems were so 

serious, in the aftermath of the American war, that it had to per¬ 

severe. That only served to provoke a reacdon from the aristocra- 
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cy even stronger than usual, a full-blooded revolt indeed, which 

opened the way for the bourgeoisie to move in like infantry behind 

tanks and to turn a squabble among feudal elites into a revolution. 

There is something to be said for this scheme, but not every¬ 

thing. At least three important qualifications need to be made. In 

the first place, there was no simple confrontation between would- 

be modernising monarchy and reactionary privileged orders. As 

Jean Egret has shown, the Assembly of Notables - summoned in 

February 1787 to discuss the reforms proposed by Calonne - was 

not dominated by diehard defenders of the status quo. There was 

general agreement that fiscal privileges should be abolished, for 

example. Where they differed from the king and his advisers was 

over method. Far from seeking to create a more efficient and 

more soundly based royal absolutism, the Notables intended to 

make the most of this golden opportunity to dismantle it. So they 

made their co-operation conditional on a guarantee that there 

would be no return to the old mixture of despotism and incom¬ 

petence [135]. Their dogged resistance, which led to the dismissal 

of Calonne in April 1787, was not a reactionary move; in the neat 

formulation of Denis Richet: ‘The fall of Calonne was the fall of 

authoritarian reformism. The hour of liberalism had come’. It 

should be noted that Marie Antoinette played an important role 

in the disgrace of Calonne and the appointment of her protege, 

Brienne. As one of the latter’s first and worst decisions was to veto 

intervention against Prussia in the Dutch Republic, it proved to be 

catastrophic interference. Even she herself later recognised it to 
have been a terrible mistake [84]. 

It was the same liberal determination not to let the absolute 

monarchy off the hook until permanent structural reforms had 

been conceded that led to the trials and tribuladons of Calonne’s 

successor, Brienne, at the hands oi the parlements. Of course it is 

impossible to be sure when ascribing motives, but it seems clear 

that when the parlements called for the convocation of the Estates 

General or proclaimed that the right to consent to taxation was a 

fundamental law of the kingdom, they were not just defending 

narrow class-interests but were also advancing principles which 

they believed to be essential to the national interest. 

Needless to say, not all French nobles and clergy marched 

around in one great Gladstonian army of earnest liberals. There 

were enough reactionaries among them of the ‘never-give-an- 
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inch’ variety to give some semblance of reality to the sort of aris¬ 

tocrat who appears in Jacobin rhetoric, Charles Dickens’ A Tale of 

Two Cities and Albert Soboul’s History of the French Revolution. Even 

so, the number of nobles in the vanguard of radical agitation dur¬ 

ing this period is very striking. During the winter of 1788-9 a 

group known as the ‘Society of Thirty’ met regularly to co-ordi¬ 

nate the opposition’s campaign in the elections to the Estates 

General. Its leaders were almost all nobles - among them, the Due 

d’Aiguillon, the Due de la Rochefoucauld, the Due de Lauzun, 

the Marquis de Lafayette, the Marquis de Condorcet, the three 

Comtes de Lameth, the Comte de Mirabeau and the Vicomte de 

Noailles. Of the fifty-five members whose identity has been estab¬ 

lished, only five were commoners [139]. 

A further - and very important - qualification has to be made 

about the nature of noble aspirations in 1789, as revealed by the 

cahiers de doleances, the remonstrances drawn up nation-wide in 

each bailliage for consideration by the Estates General. A crucial 

issue was whether voting at the latter should be by order (which 

would have gfiven a built-in majority to the clergy and nobility) or 

by head (which would have done the same for the Third Estate). 

Far from forming a united bloc against the Third Estate, the 

nobility divided. Only 41.04 per cent of the cahiers supported 

mandatory voting by order, results achieved often only after fierce 

debate and by small majorities. That figure was almost matched by 
the 38.76 per cent of the cahiers which actively supported or at 

least were prepared to accept voting by head. The remaining 

cahiers opted for voting by order, but did not make it an inflexible 

principle, or were selective (demanding voting by order for cer¬ 

tain issues, by head for others) [52]. 

Even more striking was the coincidence of the views of the 

nobility and the Third Estate on how France should be reformed. 

Taking a representative sample of liberal demands. Table 1 shows 

that, if anything, the nobles were more liberal than their bourgeois 

colleagues. Certainly it is impossible to infer any confrontation 

between two diametrically opposed classes. This sort of table pro¬ 

vides the revisionists with their best evidence of the pre-revolu¬ 

tionary fusion between noble and non-noble elites. It makes clear 

that both groups wanted the same solution to the country’s prob¬ 

lems: a moderate, peaceful change to a modernised constitution¬ 

al monarchy, for their mutual benefit [30]. 
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Table 1 
Liberal Nobles in 1789 

Cahiers de doliances 
which supported: 

of the 
nobility 
% 

of the 
3rd estate 
% 

Equality before the law 23 17 
Abolition of lettres de cachet 
Abolition of interference in the 
Judicial procedure by the 

68.65 74 

government 47 40 
Introduction of Habeas Corpus 
Giving accused legal 

40 31 

representation 
Insistence on the establishment 
of a constitution as a 
precondition of any further 

24 35 

grant of taxation 
Division of legislative power 
between the king and the 

64 57 

Estates General 
Giving legislative power to the 

52 36 

Estates General only 
Regular meetings of the Estates 

14 20 

General 90 84 
Parliamentary immunity 
Control of taxation to the 

24 16 

Estates General 81 82 
Fiscal equality 
Ministerial responsibility to the 

88 86 

Estates General 
A constitutional regime in ' 

73 74 

general 62 49 
Liberty of the Press 88 74 
Freedom of commerce 35 42 
Abolition of monoplies ^ 
More economic freedom in 

59 72 

general 45 66 
Abolition of seigneurial rights 14 64 

[30. 52] 
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What is more, these liberal words of the nobles were supported 

by action. As was pointed out earlier, it was nobles who played the 

leading part in the Society of Thirty during the winter of 1788-9. 

It was also nobles who played the leading part once the Estates 

General had met. About ninety noble deputies, a third of the 

total, can be classified as liberal, and to them should be added sev¬ 

eral more sitting in the other two Estates. They quickly made their 

mark: it was the Comte de Mirabeau who emerged as the leader 

of the National Assembly (which the Estates General became at 

the end of June 1789), it was the Marquis de Lafayette who 

became the first commander of the Paris National Guard, it was 

the Vicomte de Noailles who introduced the decrees abolishing 

‘feudalism’ on 4 August 1789, it was Talleyrand (a bishop as well 

as a noble) who proposed the secularisation of church land, it was 

the Comtes de Lameth who helped to found the Jacobin Club, 

and so on and so forth. 

All this is well known. What is more often overlooked is the cru¬ 

cial role played by nobles in the collapse of the monarchy’s last 

line of defence - the army. Demoralised by the catastrophes of the 

Seven Years War, disaffected with a foreign policy at odds with 

what they conceived to be the national interest, exasperated by 

the constant chopping and changing of military regulations, bit¬ 

terly resenting the venal system which allowed wealthy young men 

to buy their way up the promotion ladder, the officer corps was in 
a thoroughly alienated frame of mind by the late 1780s [140]. 

They were made positively mutinous by yet another attempt to 

revamp the system beginning in 1787, under the direction of the 

Comte de Guibert, the most unpopular man in the French army. 

To the fore in the demonstrative sabotage of this exercise were 

men like the Lameth brothers, Lafayette and Lauzun, soon to 

make their mark as revolutionary politicians. Indeed, it is striking 

just how many liberal nobles were also army officers: in addition 

to the names just listed, there were Clermont-Tonnerre, La 

Rochefoucauld-Liancourt, La Rochefoucauld-Enville, Noailles, 

Aiguillon, Dillon, Mirabeau, and many more [79]. So when the 

king tried to use his army to suppress disorder in 1788-9, too 

many officers were too unreliable for his attempt at coercion to 

succeed. As Lafayette observed, it was the officers ‘who gave their 

soldiers the first lessons in insubordination’ [79]. When it is also 

recalled that more than three-quarters of the noble deputies at 
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Versailles - 221 out of 278 - were army officers and that eleven 

more noble officers sat with the Third Estate, it could be argued 

that the French Revolution was in part a military putsch. As 

Antoine Rivarol observed: ‘the defection of the army is not one of 

the causes of the Revolution, it is the Revolution itself [79]. 

If the nobility and the upper echelons of the bourgeoisie were 

so united in their wish to see a moderate and peaceful transfor¬ 

mation of the old regime, it must now be asked why the leaders of 

the Third Estate employed such hostile language against the 

nobility and how it was possible for Mallet du Pan, for example, to 

make the often-quoted remark early in 1789: ‘The public debate 

has changed. Now the King, despotism, the constitution are mere¬ 

ly secondary: it is a war between the Third Estate and the other 

two orders’. The answer lies in the conflict created by the decision 

of the Parlement of Paris that the Estates General should meet in 

the form current when it last convened - in 1614. This led to 

many nobles of recent origin - the anoblis - being depressed into 

the Third Estate, and bitterly resenting the fact [36]. It also led 

the liberal nobles of the Society of Thirty to agitate for abolition 

of the ‘forms of 1614’, a campaign which proved counter-produc¬ 

tive, for it only served to provoke the more conservative members 
of the privileged orders to take up entrenched positions under 

the banner of ‘no concessions’ [1]. It was an artificial conflict 

which was thus created, not a true conflict of interest, but it was to 

be many years before the rift could be healed and the noble-bour¬ 

geois elite reassembled in the shape of the post-revolutionary 

notables. 

The delay was occasioned by the same force which made the 

Revolution so radical and so violent. It was the sudden eruption 

on to the national scene of the masses. Although their grievances 

were social and economic in character, their campaign to secure 

redress was to have profound political consequences. Its manifold 

long- and short-term origins have been examined in great detail 

by scores of scholars, and here only the briefest of outlines can be 
given. 

If the single most important cause of the socio-economic crisis 

of the old regime has to be identified, then population pressure 

has the best credentials. The growth rate in the eighteenth centu¬ 

ry of rather less than 30 per cent was actually rather modest by 

contemporary standards (Great Britain’s figure, for example, was 
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more than double that) but France was, relatively speaking, a 

densely populated country even before the eighteenth-century 

increase began [61]. While there was sdll waste land to be put 

under the plough, while the harvests remained good, while the 

commercial and manufacturing sector remained buoyant - as was 

generally the case during the middle decades of the century, 

despite occasional hiccoughs - the surplus could be absorbed 

without too much difficulty. Even so, the trend was towards pau¬ 

perisation, as both the number and proportion of peasants with 

midget plots or no land at all constandy grew. For everyone 

unable to grow all the food he and his family required - for the 

great majority, in other words - the standard of living was deteri- 

oradng, for the law of supply and demand sent up the price of 

food at the same time as it depressed the reward for labour: 

between the 1730s and 1789 prices increased three dmes faster 

than wages. 

This secular trend was intensified from the late 1770s by a reces¬ 

sion which affected all sectors of the economy except colonial 

trade. It had been a difficult decade altogether, with a subsistence 

crisis sparking off the ‘flour war’ in 1775, the most serious peasant 

rising before the Revoludon. But it was the collapse of wine prices 

three years later, due to over-producdon and over-abundant har¬ 

vests, which heralded a period of prolonged misery for the peas¬ 

antry. Wine was so important a cash crop for so many peasants 
that this disaster had serious repercussions for the rest of the 

economy. 
In the mid-l780s this enduring problem was intensified by bad 

weather which variously decimated forage crops together with the 
animals which depended on them, and ravaged industrial crops 

together with the manufacturers who depended on them. In this 

pre-industrial economy the interacdon between the dominant 

agricultural sector and manufacturing was automadc and swift. A 

sudden increase in the price of food brought an equally sudden 

collapse in the demand for manufactured goods; that led neces¬ 

sarily to an equally sharp contraction in the demand for labour - 

just at a dme when both peasants and urban labourers needed 

employment more than ever to cope with the higher prices. It was 

only those lucky peasants able to grow more than they needed for 

survival who flourished in such condidons - but they were in a 

small minority. As if this were not enough, there were some spe- 
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cial problems afflicting the economy in the late 1780s, among 

them the Eden Treaty of 1786 which exposed French markets to 

British competition, a damaging trade dispute with Spain, and the 

war in the Baltic between Russia and Sweden which shut off the 

granaries of Prussia and Poland just when they were needed most. 

Contemporaries were convinced that poverty and its associated 

problems were getting worse in the 1780s and all the evidence sug¬ 

gests that they were right. The most visible and alarming sig^n was 

the galloping expansion of groups on the margin of society, of 

foundlings, prostitutes, beggars, vagrants and criminals. Gangs of 

bandits more numerous, larger and more violent than anything 

seen in the past, terrorised the countryside with highway-robbery, 

burglary and extortion [64]. In the Parisian basin the problem 

was especially acute, for the large numbers of seasonal migrant 

labourers could change so easily from day labourers into beggars 

and criminals in times of crisis [144]. 

So it was an old regime both debilitated by deprivation and 

accustomed to social violence that the final disaster struck in the 

summer of 1788. In twenty-seven of thirty-two generalites the har¬ 

vest failed, thus creating a subsistence crisis of unprecedented 

scope and severity. The result was that prices began to rise just 
when they should have been coming down and went on rising 

throughout the autumn and winter of 1788-9. It has been esti¬ 

mated that a working man in Paris could keep his family above the 

breadline only If the price of bread kept below two sous a pound; 

by July 1789 it had reached four sous a pound [17]. Perhaps even 

more inflammatory was the commonly held belief in a pacte de 

famine, a monstrous conspiracy by government and grain-dealers 

to make their fortunes at the expense of the people. 

The news that the Estates General were to meet, the agitation 

surrounding the election of deputies and the discussion of griev¬ 

ances to be included iil the cahiers all helped to raise the temper¬ 

ature even higher. All over France, both urban and rural violence 

increased, reaching a climax in July 1789 with the ‘Great Fear’ in 

the countryside and the storming of the Bastille at Paris. It was at 

this point that the catastrophic consequences of the unreliability 

of the army made their full impact. If Louis XVI had been able to 

disperse the Esutes General (or the ‘National Assembly’, as it 

styled itself after 17 June 1789) and to restore order in Paris, he 

might well have been able to prevent what turned out to be the 
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fatal fusion of the political crisis with the socio-economic crisis. Of 

course a coercive exercise could not have solved the financial 

problems of the monarchy but it would have won a vital breathing- 

space, for once the new harvest had been brought in, the social 
temperature would have dropped. 

That is speculation. In the event, the 17,000-odd troops which 

could be moved from the frontier (characterisdcally, they were in 

the wrong place at the wrong time) only made matters worse. On 

the one hand, news of their assembly sent the temperature past 

boiling-point; on the other, they could not be used for fear that 

they would mutiny [136]. When the revolutionary crowd attacked 

the Bastille, they were not seeking to liberate political prisoners or 

to destroy a symbol of the old regime, they were looking for arms 

and ammunition with which to equip their new para-military force 

- the National Guard. That is the true importance of 14 July 1789 

- it marked the collapse of the regime’s most valuable asset: its 

monopoly of disciplined armed force. Once that monopoly had 

been broken, the Revolution had come to stay [143]. 

(ii) The Revolution and the New Order 

‘By their fruits ye shall know them’ (Matthew, vii. 20): on the face 

of it, an obvious test for the identification of the social character 
of the French Revolution would be an analysis of what the revolu¬ 

tionaries did when they came to power. That, surely, would shed 

light on the nature of their grievances and aspirations under the 

old regime. Unfortunately, it seems clear - to revisionist histori¬ 

ans, at least - that the ideology of the revolutionaries was actually 

forged during the revolutionary crisis itself and that a sharp break 

occurred in 1789. The evidence of the cahiers de doleances suggests 

that the Enlightenment had not created a revolutionary mentali¬ 

ty, that most people wanted moderate reform and that very few 

had any idea just how radical the Revolution would turn out to be. 

As George Taylor has argued: ‘the revolutionary state of mind 

expressed in the Declaration of the Rights of Man and the decrees 

of 1789-91 was a product - and not a cause - of a crisis that began 

in 1787’ [137]. In short, it was not the revolutionaries who made 

the Revolution but the Revolution which made the revolutionar¬ 

ies [1]. 
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Nevertheless, even if it was the case, in the words of Francois 

Furet, that ‘the revolutionary event, from the very outset, totally 

transformed the existing situation and created a new mode of his¬ 

torical action that was not intrinsically a part of that situation’ 

[35], it is both legitimate and necessary to look at what the 

Revolution actually did. As soon as one does, one cannot help but 

be struck by the extent to which it furthered the interests of the 

bourgeois. At both a national and a local level it was they who ben¬ 

efited most from the new political arrangements. The electorate 

was divided into three - ‘passive citizens’, ‘active citizens’ and ‘eli¬ 

gible electors’ - on a sliding scale of wealth which in effect gave 

political power to the prosperous. Theoretically, a simple materi¬ 

al criterion should have favoured nobles just as much, but in prac¬ 

tice they dropped out of sight in the political life of most of the 

eighty-three departments into which France was now divided [12]. 

The great number of regional studies, which in most respects have 

stressed the heterogeneity of revolutionary France, have con¬ 

firmed in detail that in one community after another it was the 

bourgeois who took control. This was not a fixed group, of course. 

On the contrary, the new men were in turn replaced by newer 

men, with the result that a large number acquired some kind of 
direct political experience in the course of the 1790s [154]. 

This new political class can be defined as ‘bourgeois’ in a loose¬ 

ly Marxist sense, both in terms of social position and class con¬ 

sciousness. Although various in terms of economic function, its 

members did own the means of production, whether in the form 

of capital, skills, tools or land. Although various in terms of polit¬ 

ical opinion, its members did uni^e in their rejection of feud^ism, 

aristocracy and absolutism. Unfortunately, to use ‘bourgeois’ in 

this way does not take us very far. Such a capacious category can¬ 

not distinguish between militant republicans and moderate royal¬ 

ists. Neither can it accon^modate the awkward fact that the most 

advanced parts of France, economically speaking, were often 

right-wing, while radical republicanism was most intense in the 
least capitalist regions [154]. 

Nevertheless, the social and economic policies of the National 

Assembly were also manifestly favourable to the bourgeoisie. In 

the meritocratic society they created, it was men of means and 

education who enjoyed a head start. The revolutionaries may have 

used universalistic rhetoric - may even have believed that they 
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were acting in the interests of all - but it was clear who stood to 

benefit most. Even the Declaration of the Rights of Man and the 

Citizen, the most self-consciously universalist of all the revolution¬ 

ary documents, declared private property to be a natural and 

inalienable right (a principle of little relevance to the great m^or- 

ity of Frenchmen who owned no property and had no prospect of 

doing so) [24]. The abolition of internal customs barriers, the 

abolition of privileged trading monopolies, the introduction of a 

uniform system of weights and measures, the method adopted for 

the sale of the biens nationaux, the Allarde law which abolished 

guilds, and the Le Chapelier law which outlawed workers’ associ¬ 

ations, all promoted bourgeois interests. On a more syinbolic 

level, the abolition of noble titles and such honorific noble privi¬ 

leges as the right to bear arms and to sport heraldic devices, the 

introduction of ‘citizen’ as the approved form of address, and 

many more changes of the same stamp combined to elevate the 

bourgeoisie’s social status. 

But did these changes promote only bourgeois interests? Were 

not the enterprising nobles equally - or even additionally - 

favoured by the dismantling of the old regime’s restrictions? The 

nobles were also men of means and education, indeed men of 

more means and better education than most of their bourgeois 

competitors. In exchange for abandoning a number of honorific 

privileges, to which many of them attached no importance any¬ 
way, they were now offered limitless opportunities for political and 

material advancement. Of course many nobles regarded the 

Revolution as the devil’s work and could not even bring them¬ 

selves to live in France while it lasted, but for every Comte d’Artois 
who demonstratively emigrated, there were a dozen who stayed at 

home and quietly got on with making the best of it. Only between 

7 and 8 per cent of French nobles emigrated and not even all of 

them can be classified as unequivocally reactionary [151]. 

Attention is usually drawn to the number of nobles who emi¬ 

grated, but more striking is the number of nobles who gave their 

active support to the Revolution, even during its most terrorist 

phase. The experience of the officer corps, the body most self¬ 

consciously devoted to old-regime values, is instructive. It is cer¬ 

tainly the case that about 60 per cent of the officers had emigrat¬ 

ed by the time war broke out - but what is more impressive is the 

fact that 3,000 remained. The revolutionary armies which gained 
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the first great victories and conquests in 1792 were commanded 

by former nobles: Dumouriez, Montesquiou and Custine [136]. 

Despite repeated purges, there were still 900 noble officers serv¬ 

ing in September 1793, a figure which was depleted during the 

Terror of year II (1793-4) but which rose again in 1795 to over a 

thousand, a hundred of whom were generals [151]. 

In the civilian sphere too, the degree of continuity is striking. Of 

the fifty-eight presidents elected by the Constituent Assembly, thir¬ 

ty-one were nobles [30]. And if noble representation was apprecia¬ 

bly smaller in subsequent legislatures, it was still there. Even after 

the abolition of the monarchy, there were still forty nobles in the 

National Convention, many of them very radical and many of them 

leading lights (Condorcet, Kersaint, Barras, Herault de Sechelles, 

Soubrany, Le Peletier de Saint-Fargeau [151]. One can even call on 

the experience of coun/^r-revolutionaries to show how tenacious 

was noble support for the Revolution. The Comte de Puisaye, for 

example, the leading counter-revolutionary commander in the 

West of France in 1794-5, gave the Revolution his active support 

until as late as the summer of 1793, distributing trees from his 

estate to serve as totems of liberty, standing as godfather to the chil¬ 

dren of local patriots, playing a leading role in the local National 
Guard and standing for election to the National Convention. 

By the time the Comte de Puisaye abandoned the Revolution, 

France had been plunged into the Terror of year II (1793-4). It 

was an episode which continues to generate intense controversy 

and a huge literature. It has been seen by Marxists such as Albert 

Soboul as the natural and inevitable climax of the Revolution, a 

time when the masses - led by the sans-culoUes - drove the timid 

bourgeois on to complete the destruction of the feudal order 

[24]. For the post-revisionists, however, the Terror was not gener¬ 

ated by social pressure but was the inevitable outcome of the 

Revolution’s political culture. No part of their critique has been 

more controversial than this claim. It marked an abrupt change of 

heart on the part of Francois Furet. In his general history of the 

French Revolution, which he wrote in collaboration with Denis 

Richet and published in French in 1965 and in English translation 

in 1970, he presented the Terror as essentially an aberration, an 

exceptional reaction to an exceptional emergency. The military 

defeats of the spring of 1793, the consequent threat of foreign 

invasion, the sharply deteriorating economic situation and the 
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counter-revolutionary insurrections all conspired to unleash a 

campaign of state terror to mobilise every last national resource, 

both human and material, in defence of the Revolution. Once 

that objective had been achieved, by the summer of 1794, the way 

was clear for a return to normality. As Furet and Richet wrote: ‘Far 

from being an inevitable part of the revolutionary process, the dic¬ 

tatorship of Year II bears all the marks of contingency, of a nation 

that had found itself in dire straits’ [6]. 

Compare that with Furet’s verdict in his Revolutionary France 

published in 1988; ‘the political culture which could lead to the 

Terror was present in the French Revolution right from the sum¬ 

mer of 1789’ [7]. The Terror developed inexorably, he argues, as 

part of a dialectic between the Revolution’s primal demand for 

unity and its equally insistent belief in the existence of an aristo¬ 

cratic conspiracy. Its political culture was fundamentally non-plu- 

ralist, that is to say it could not contemplate the existence of hon¬ 

est disagreement: if there were divisions among the revolutionar¬ 

ies (as there patently always were), then this could only be the 

result of lies spread by counter-revolutionaries. Only by extirpat¬ 

ing the enemy within could natural unanimity be restored. A sim¬ 

ilar if more direct interpretation of the Terror was offered by 

Simon Schama, who stressed that violence was at the heart of the 

Revolution right from the start: ‘it was what made the Revolution 

revolutionary’. So the mass slaughter of year II was no aberration, 
rather it ‘was merely 1789 with a higher body count’ [10]. 

There is clearly much to be said for this post-revisionist analysis 

of the Terror. To assume that the Terror was just a knee-jerk reac¬ 

tion to a critical situation (and so can be excused on the grounds 

that desperate times require desperate measures) overlooks the 
awkward chronological fact that the Terror reached its height 

long after the military situation had been restored. The lack of 

pluralism in the political culture of the French Revolution did 

indeed clearly distinguish it from the British or American experi¬ 

ence. The readiness of revolutionary politicians to condone or 

even encourage atrocities, if they appeared to further their aims, 

did give violence the status of normality. On the other hand, there 

was clearly a difference between the politics of 1789 and those of 

1793-4. A recent examination of the judicial procedures of 

1789-90 has found that the revolutionary authorities treated their 

opponents of both left and right with restraint and even leniency. 
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If there were indeed signs that pluralism was under strain, it did 

exist and there was a liberal phase of the Revolution [167]. It is 

also difficult to read - for example - Schama’s brilliantly evocative 

if harrowing account of the Terror without feeling that this was a 

qualitatively as well as quantitatively different experience from 

that of 1789. 

Part of the problem can be resolved if it is appreciated that the 

‘French Revolutionary Wars’ did not begin in 1792 but in 1787. It 

was in August 1787 that a great systemic upheaval in the European 

states-system began, with the declaration of war on Russia by 

Turkey [11]. The French Revolution began as part of that 

upheaval and was decisively influenced by it from the start 

[Blanning in 9, 143]. For example, the ‘Great Fear’ or wave of vio¬ 

lence which swept through the French countryside in the last two 

weeks of July 1789 and led to the abolition of the ‘feudal regime’ 

by the National Assembly was fuelled by the conviction that the 

war was about to come to France - that the Austrians would be 

invading from the north, the Swedes led by the Comte d’Artois 

from the north-east, the emigres supported by German princes 

from the east, the Savoyards from the south-east, the Spanish from 

the south-west and the British from the sea [10]. This particular 

panic proved groundless, but conspiracy theories continued to 

grip the revolutionary imagination, not least because there were 

conspiracies afqot. In particular, the unashamedly counter-revolu¬ 

tionary activities of the emigres ensured that the baleful interac¬ 

tion between domestic and international conflict would continue. 

As a result, revolutionary political culture was studded with refer¬ 

ences to the foreigfn situationy as for example in one of the most 

popular songs, ‘Qz ira': 

The Austrian slave will also die out. 

Ah ga ira i 

And all their infernal gangs 

Will fly off to the devil. 

Ah ga ira. 

Whether we regard the Terror as a temporary aberration or as 

an integral part of the Revolution’s political culture, it is clear that 

its chief victims were bourgeois merchants and manufacturers. 

Indeed, further doubts about the bourgeois nature of the 
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Revolution are aroused when the beneficiaries are examined. 

They are difficult to find. Taking 1799 as one’s vantage point, the 

only groups that can be said to have benefited in a material sense 

from the Revolution were purchasers of biens nationaux and the 

army (or, rather, those members of it who had won promotion 

and had survived). Certainly the bourgeois were to the fore in the 

former group. The original regulations were designed to favour 

small proprietors - purchasers had to find only 12 per cent of the 

price immediately and could pay off the rest in twelve annual 

instalments at 5 per cent interest. Subsequent changes increased 

the deposit, reduced the repayment period and increased the 

interest rate, with the result that only the richer peasants and, 

above all, the bourgeois were in a position to take advantage of 

the system [62]. As Denis Woronoff has pointed out, when the 

dust settled at the end of the 1790s: ‘it was the merchants, indus¬ 

trialists, solicitors and lawyers who emerged victorious from this 

contest, with the not-disinterested help of the administrators of 

the departements' [169]. Yet, paradoxically, this bonanza only con¬ 

firmed the French bourgeoisie’s conservative predilection for pro¬ 

prietary wealth. The combination of the abolition of venal office 

and the availability of vast tracts of land only served to make land 

- rather than manufacturing, finance or commerce - even more 

popular for bourgeois investors. 

Indeed, the economic conditions created by the Revolution 

were singularly unconducive to capitalist investment. Prominent 

on the long list of those who lost as a result of the Revolution were 

bourgeois capitalists, for whom the 1790s were years of gfreat dif¬ 

ficulty. A particular and enduring problem was the new regime’s 

monetary policy. Galloping inflation, caused by the reckless print¬ 

ing of money, reached a climax in 1796 when it was costing more 

to print the assignats than they were worth. But the abandoning of 

paper money was followed by sharp <f^flation, a collapse of agri¬ 

cultural prices, a shortage of cash and high interest rates, causing 

problems for the business community which were different but 

just as intense [51]. 
The need to resort to paper money had been magnified greatly 

by the war, and it was the war which was mainly responsible for 

plunging the manufacturing sector into recession, by disrupting 

the supply of raw materials and by blocking access to foreign mar¬ 

kets. From one textile manufacturing centre after another came 
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the cry that output had fallen precipitously: Lyon had had 12,000 

looms in 1789, but only 6,500 in 1802; Carcassonne’s production 

had fallen from 60,000 rolls of cloth to just 17,000 or 18,000; by 

1801 Le Mans had only 100 metiers battants left, compared with 274 

in 1788, and production had declined in proportion; in the linen- 

producing regions of Brittany, production had fallen by at least a 

third in the course of the decade; the value of industrial produc¬ 

tion at Marseille fell by three-quarters after 1789, and so on [174]. 

The most recent historian of French textiles sums up as follows: 

The Revolution brought disaster to the French textile trade in 

every imaginable form: currency disorder, radical changes of 

fashion in clothing, loss of foreign customers, severe raw mater¬ 

ial shortages. Hundreds of thousands of cottagers were forced 

to abandon the trade; bankruptcy swallowed up hundreds of 

merchant houses [70]. 

That catalogue of disasters could be matched, and even added to, 

by merchants engaged in overseas trade. Once Great Britain had 

entered the war in February 1793, French ports were blockaded 

by the Royal Navy. The statistics illustrating the consequences are 
even more devastating than those relating to manufacturing: by 

1797 there were only 200 ocean-going vessels left, a tenth of the 

1789 total; by 1799 French exports amounted to 272 million 

francs, just half of the 1789 figure, even though in the meantime 

Belgium and its relatively advanced economy had been annexed; 

in 1789 foreign trade accounted for 25 per cent of the country’s 

gross physical product, by I7964t had fallen to 9 per cent; and so 

on [18, 163]. 

This sharp decline of manufacturing and commerce led to two 

phenomena known inelegantly as deindustrialisation and deur¬ 

banisation. Particularly iti the industrial hinterland of those ports 

which had boomed during the eighteenth century there was a 

pronounced shift in the economic balance away from manufac¬ 

turing [146]. The difficulty in finding alternative means of liveli¬ 

hood, especially at a time when the Revolution had eliminated so 

many forms of proprietary wealth, was reflected in the declining 

populations of major cities. Between 1789 and 1806 the popula¬ 

tion of Paris fell from more than 650,000 to 581,000, of Marseille 

from 110,000 to 99,000 and of Bordeaux from 110,000 to 93,000 
[58]. 
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It seems an odd sort of bourgeois revolution that can inflict such 

damage on the most advanced sector, economically speaking, of 

the bourgeoisie. This is an argument, however, which must be 

treated with caution. The revolutionaries who destroyed the old 

regime and erected the new did not know that in April 1792 they 

would become involved in a war which would last for the best part 

of a quarter of a century. On the contrary, the early pronounce¬ 

ments by the revolutionaries on the subject of foreign policy were 

entirely pacific. It was not until the autumn of 1791 that the pos¬ 

sibility of war arose, thanks to the ambition of the Brissotins, the 

treachery of the Court and the miscalculations of the Austrians 

and the Prussians [142]. Once they found themselves ‘trying to 

run a twentieth-century war effort with means available to a pre¬ 

industrial society’ [150], as Norman Hampson has put it, the over¬ 

exertion involved inevitably wreaked havoc with the economy. In 

short, one should not infer motives from consequences. 

For post-revisionist historians such as Francois Furet or Lynn 

Hunt, to ask whether or not the Revolution promoted a bourgeois 

society and economy is 'une question mal posee'. Now it is time to 

return to a remark made earlier, namely that the ‘discursive 

forms’ investigated by historians of political culture should not be 

regarded as mere reflections of underlying interests, but should 

be seen as real in themselves [see above p. 26]. Reacting against 

the Marxist dichotomy of socio-economic substructure and politi¬ 
cal (or cultural) superstructure, Furet and his followers have pro¬ 

claimed the autonomy of politics. Their approach is not to follow 

the development of social classes or economic trends but to chart 

‘the importance of symbols, language, and ritual in inventing and 

transmitting a tradition of revolutionary action’ [155]. The new 

political culture created so quickly in the crucible of the inciner¬ 

ating old regime was not driven by class conflict or even by a con¬ 

flict between interest groups. Its extraordinary dynamism derived 

from a competition to appropriate the symbols of revolutionary 

legitimacy. On the one hand the revolutionaries believed with 

Rousseau that the power of the people could not be compromised 

by indirect representation through deputies. On the other hand, 

they had to recognise that in a country the size of France, direct 

democracy was impossible. The only way out of this dilemma was 

for the political leadership to present itself in such a way that its 

rhetoric embodied the popular will. That is why so much attention 
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should be paid to the language, symbols and rituals - in a word, 

‘discourse’ - of the Revolution, for that is where the secret of its 

development is to be found. In other words, the language and rit¬ 

ual of political struggle were not just the external symptoms of 

some deeper social reality, they themselves were real: 

The Revolution . . . ushered in a world where mental represen¬ 

tations of power governed all actions, and where a network of 

signs completely dominated political life. Politics was a matter of 

establishing Just who represented the people, or equality, or the 

nation: victory was in the hands of those who were capable of 

occupying and keeping that symbolic posidon. The history of 

the Revolution between 1789 and 1794, in its period of devel¬ 

opment, can therefore be seen as the rapid drift from a com¬ 

promise with the principle of representation toward the uncon¬ 

ditional triumph of rule by opinion. It was a logical evolution, 

considering that the Revolution had from the outset made 

power out of opinion [35]. 

So revolutionary politics was a never-ending and mortal struggle 

over who was to interpret and express the people’s will and it was 
this competition for discursive legitimacy which made the 

Revolution inherently unstable [132]. This has the appeal of 

inevitability but, once again, seems too determinist. In particular, 

it fails to take account of the destabilising force of the war. Most 

of the major upheavals of the 1790s - the rise of the Brissotins, the 

fall of the Brissotins, the fall of the monarchy, the coup d’etat of 

Fructidor and the coup d’etat of ^rumaire - were caused in large 

measure by events at the front [143]. 

If politics can be given autonomy, so can gender. This is an 

approach to the Revolution which is still in its infancy, but has 

already yielded interesting if controversial results. One powerful 

line of argument holds that women were well on the way to eman¬ 

cipation during the closing years of the old regime, a process 

exemplified by their control of the salons. The decline of the lat¬ 

ter in the 1780s and the emergence of exclusively male forms of 

sociability signalled a deterioration: ‘The revolt against the 

monarchy in 1789 was prefigured by the revolt against salon gov¬ 

ernance in the 1780s, when the young male citizens of the 

Republic of Letters formed their own societies based on a fantasy 
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of masculine self-governance which displaced women from their 

central governing role and restituted them as the objects of male 

desire and male learning’ [108]. The Revoludon then followed 

this masculine counter-attack through relegating women to sec- 

ond<lass citizenship and suppressing any attempts they made to 

organise [156]. Napoleon then completed the process of subjuga¬ 

tion with his notoriously sexist legal codes. There is much to be 

said for this gloomy scenario, although it is too neat to accommo¬ 

date adequately the rich diversity of female experience in the 

1790s. Women did find a way to intervene actively in revolutionary 

politics, never more so than during the October Days of 1789. 

They also benefited from the general expansion of the political 

space which the Revolution brought, often taking the lead in 

counter-revolutionary agfitation, especially when it came to restor¬ 

ing traditional forms of religious worship [149]. 
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3 Aftermath: Napoleon and 

Beyond 

The development of France in the post-revolutionary period is 

characterised by what Georges Lefebvre described as a ‘gigantic 

paradox’. Although the country had experienced ‘the greatest 

revolution in the history of the world’ (Karl Marx), in economic 

terms nothing seemed to have changed much. The political and 

social institutions of the old regime - the absolute monarchy, 

noble privileges, the established church - had been torn up by the 

roots, but the economy trundled along on its ponderous path 

more or less unaffected. It was all very well to blame the delay on 

the inevitable birth-pains of a new order or on the effects of the 

war, but such excuses were wearing thin a hundred years later, for 
- as Clive Trebilcock has written — ‘by 1900 France was clearly the 

economic laggard among the powers and not even the unusually 

energetic progress of the belle epoque could erase the languid and 

spasmodic growth pattern of the preceding century and a half 

[186]. 

If the French bourgeoisie really had entered into their kingdom 

in 1789, then they took their^time about exploiting their eco¬ 

nomic advantages, as the rates of growth achieved in France dur¬ 

ing the nineteenth century were substandally below those of other 

industrialising countries. Every attempt to argue that the French 

economy was not so backward after all [173] founders on the rock 

of relativity. In the course of the nineteenth century France fell 

behind the USA, Germany, Austria-Hungary and Russia in terms 

of population; in terms of total industrial production, France was 

overtaken by the USA, Germany and Great Britain and in terms of 

real income per capita by Switzerland, the Netherlands, Belgium, 

Scandinavia and several parts of the British Empire as well [68, 

172]. Contemplation of the superior growth rates achieved by the 

economies of Great Britain and Germany, where so many features 

of the old regime survived, suggests that when it came to indus- 
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trialisation, a revolution of the French variety was at best an irrel¬ 

evance and at worst a handicap. 

The temptation to view the Revolution as anti<apitalist in its 

consequences must be tempered by the consideration that the 

pace of industrialisation in France might have been even more 

lethargic without it. Great Britain and Germany, after all, enjoyed 

superior natural communications and superior natural resources. 

Nevertheless, it does seem clear that, from being roughly on a par 

economically on the eve of the Revolution, France and Great 

Britain had diverged appreciably by 1815. The economic recovery 

of the Napoleonic Empire had been just that - recovery to the old 

regime’s levels of output after a decade of deprivation [ 184]. Many 

of the industries which flourished - notably textiles - could do so 

only in the artiflcial conditions created by protective tariffs and 

the economic domination of the rest of the continent that went 

with French military hegemony. When the rest of Europe regained 

its independence and when British goods regained access to 

French markets, the hothouse flowers (already nipped back by the 

sharp recessions of 1810-11 and 1813-14) withered accordingly. 

As Francois Crouzet has concluded: ‘France was not disastrously 
behind [in the 1780s], and the Industrial Revolution might have 

taken off there with only a few years’ delay in relation to England. 

But the “national catastrophe” which the French Revolution and 

the twenty years war meant to the French economy would intensi¬ 
fy the discrepancy and make it irremediable’ [54]. 

The negative effects of the ‘national catastrophe’ were endur¬ 

ing. The 1,300,000 Frenchmen lost as a result of the wars between 

1792 and 1815 left the country with a low male/female ratio 

(down from 0.992 in 1790 to 0.857 in 1815) and a falling share of 

Europe’s population [58]. The agrarian policies of the Revolution 

only served to confirm and consolidate the predominance of peas¬ 

ant proprietors aiming just at subsistence agriculture [45]. The 

bitter legacy of political and social polarisation, which brought 

repeated violent changes of regime and a persistent sense of insta¬ 

bility, almost certainly helps to explain the fabled and fatal reluc¬ 

tance of Frenchmen to invest in domestic enterprise. The contrast 

in this regard with Great Britain (or even Germany) in the same 

period is both striking and instructive. 

It is just this constant reference to the contrasting experience of 

the British economy which has attracted the criticism of a group 
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of Marxist-Leninist historians. The most influential of them has 

been Anatoly Ado, whose magnum opus - a study of peasant move¬ 

ments in France between 1789 and 1794 published in 1971 [42] - 

has not been translated from its original Russian but has been 

immensely influential. It was Ado’s invaluable service to his 

Marxist-Leninist colleagues to demonstrate how the ‘gigantic 

paradox’ which had troubled Georges Lefebvre could be over¬ 

come. Indeed, he was sharply critical of certain important aspects 

of Lefebvre’s work on the peasants. In particular, he argued that 

Lefebvre had been quite wrong to conclude that the peasant rev¬ 

olution was not an integral part of the bourgeois revolution. In 

Ado’s view, that fundamental error had led Lefebvre to the equal¬ 

ly mistaken conclusion that the peasants’ programme was in many 

respects hostile to economic progress and that therefore the peas¬ 

ant revolution had been - and this was the ‘gigantic paradox’, of 

course - both revolutionary and conservative [42]. 

Ado resolved the problem by distinguishing between the sub¬ 

jective and the objective roles of the peasantry. In a subjective 

sense, the peasants’ deeds and words may have appeared to have 

been anti-capitalist, backward-looking, designed to protect their 

traditional communal rights and structures. But objectively, by 
demanding, fighting for and eventually achieving the total 

destruction of feudalism, the peasants opened the way for the tri¬ 

umph of capitalism. It was the democratic, egalitarian way, but it 

was the way to capitalism just the same. Their creation of free 

peasant property led to a differentiation between propertyowners 

and labourers and the possibility of capital accumulation. Ado was 

also at pains to stress the crucial importance of the peasant move¬ 

ment. It was no separate epiphenomenon but the true motor of 

the Revolution, right from the very start: ‘the popular movements 

played the most decisive, dynamic role in bringing about the 

development of the revolutionary crisis [in 1788-9] and its trans¬ 

formation into a revolution’ [42]. 

So, far from being a conservative force, the peasant movements 

in France were as radical as it was possible to be. The English rev¬ 

olution of the seventeenth century had abolished only the feudal 

ties of the great magnates, leaving those of the peasants intact. 

Copyhold was not recognised as the peasants’ property and so the 

basis was laid for their later expropriation and ‘landlordism’. The 

French Revolution of 1789, on the other hand, decisively 
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destroyed the entire feudal structure and unleashed violence, not 
against the peasantry (as in England) but against the feudal - i.e. 
seigneurial - aristocrats. And not only did it liberate the peasants 
from all feudal ties, but it also expanded their total holdings by 
the division of commons and the sale of the biens nationaux [43]. 

This ingenious theoretical exercise, which had the outstanding 
merit of both confirming the French Revolution as a bourgeois 
revolution at the same time as it elevated the role of the masses at 
the expense of the bourgeoisie itself, was eagerly taken up by 
Albert Soboul and his pupils. Soboul’s own methodological 
odyssey, at each stage along the way according more importance 
to the peasants, has been chronicled by Christof Dipper: in his 
general history of the Revolution, published in 1962, Soboul just 
remarked that within the general framework of the Revolution 
there developed a peasant current; in 1969 he was still writing 
only of a ‘bourgeois revolution’ in which ‘popular classes have 
been the motor’; but in 1971 he stated that ‘peasants and the pop¬ 
ular revolution in fact stood at the centre of the bourgeois revo¬ 
lution and drove it forwards’; in his review of Ado’s book he went 
so far as to abandon the phrase ‘bourgeois revolution’ in favour 
of ‘peasant-bourgeois revolution’; finally, in 1978, he went the 
whole hog and called it a ‘peasant revolution’ which had forced a 
bourgeois revolution in the countryside and thus opened the way 
for capitalism [55]. 

No gfreat acumen is required to spot that Ado and his French 
supporters have 1917 just as much as 1789 in view. That is why 
Lenin rather than Marx has proved so much more helpful as a 
source of supportive theoretical quotations. Ado does his gallant 
best to enlist the support of the master and Soboul has exclaimed 
testily: ‘For my part, I have never considered Das Kapital to be the 
Bible nor Marx to be a prophet. One will always find quotations of 
Marx, Engels, Lenin and - why not? - Stalin and Mao, to oppose 
to other quotations’ [27]. Significantly, Soboul made that obser¬ 
vation in the course of berating Marxist heresy. 

But no matter how much ingenuity is exercised in selecting what 
to quote and what to explain away, the obstinate fact remains that 
Marx had a very low opinion of peasants. In his view, the peasant 
was doomed just because he was a peasant, his imminent demise 
an inevitable consequence of progress and not to be regretted, for 
the peasant was engaged in ‘the most primitive and irrational 
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form of exploitation*. An economy based on peasants was bound 

to make the people chained to it ‘a class of barbarians’, ‘uniting 

in itself all the crudeness of primitive social forms with all the tor¬ 

tures and all the misery of modern society*. No amount of planing 

and smoothing can make observations by Marx such as the fol¬ 

lowing fit the Ado-Soboul version of the French Revolution: ‘The 

evil to which the French peasant is succumbing is just his dwarf¬ 

holding, the partition of the soil, the form of tenure which 

Napoleon consolidated in France* [20]. 

As Soboul observed, Marxist scripture should not be treated as 

if it were Holy Writ, least of all by an agnostic. However, there are 

more substantive objections to be raised against the notion of a 

peasant revolution that was really bourgeois. So much of the peas¬ 

ant activity after 1789 was explicitly coun^gr-revolutionary in char¬ 

acter that the gap between subjective perceptions and objective 

roles is stretched much too far to be credible. Significantly, 

Soboul and his followers have paid virtually no attention to the 

counter-revolution, which has been placed by revisionists at the 

very centre of the stage, a mass movement comparable in scope to 

the Revolution itself [12]. 

The Marxists have a fair point when they stress that what really 
matters about late-eighteenth-century ‘feudalism* is the meaning 

attached to it by contemporary peasants and not its actual (and 

minimal) relationship to its medieval ancestor [22]. But they then 

infiate its scope and meaning well beyond anything those peasants 

would have recognised. As one regional study after another has 

demonstrated, the insurgents wer^ not just revolting against feu¬ 

dalism (or rather the seigneurial system) and even where they did 

so, it was not so much the seigneurial dues themselves to which 

they took exception as their commercial exploitation. They rose 

not against a reactionary feudal aristocracy but in defence of a 

pre-capitalist economic system based on small peasant holdings 

and against the tendency towards agrarian capit^ism displayed by 

their seigneurs, an increasing number of whom were urban bour¬ 

geois [62, 67]. In short, the peasant revolution was not for capi¬ 

talism but against it. 

Against the seductive argument that this last conclusion is valid 

only on a subjective level and that ‘objectively* - in spite of them¬ 

selves - the peasants were on the side of progress, it is necessary 

only to consider the actual development of French agriculture in 
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the following century. What Ado and his followers fail to take into 

account is the inescapable fact that the peasants freed from the 

fetters of feudalism wanted nothing more than self-subsistence 

and sought to avoid the risks involved in commercial farming. 

Moreover, and objectively, the opportunities for most of them were 

stricdy limited by the old obstacle of poor communications. It was 

not until the transport revolution, which began in the middle of 

the nineteenth century with the construction of the railways, that 

the opportunity to specialise and the incentive to produce a mar¬ 

ketable surplus were created. Agricultural production was proba¬ 

bly lower in 1820 than it had been in the 1780s. 

As Maurice Garden has observed, until the Second Empire the 

agrarian history of France in the nineteenth century was largely a 

repetition of the eighteenth century: only the railways and the 

concentration of population in towns brought change. They, not 

the Revolution of 1789, were the real destroyers of the old regime 

in the country [60]. The legislation of the Revolution had 

changed the legal status of the peasants - and may even have 

improved the material status of the minority lucky enough to own 

their own land - but on the way of life and way of thinking of the 

great mass of the rural population, it had had no effect. 

If the Revolution neither established nor accelerated but prob¬ 

ably delayed the development of capitalism in France [31], a clos¬ 

er look at the social dimension also raises doubts about its radi¬ 
calism. On the face of it, the abolition of the nobility, the abolition 

of the seigneurial regime, the abolition of venality, the expropria¬ 

tion of the emigres, the introduction of egalitarian legal codes and 

the establishment of a meritocracy should have led to a change of 

elites. In the event, once the turmoil of the mid-1790s had died 

down, it turned out that there had been little change. When, in 

1802, Napoleon’s prefects compiled the electoral lists which in 

effect were surveys of local notables, they established that most of 

the wealthiest landowners in France were still the nobles of the 

old regime [170]. Recanting an earlier view, Robert Forster has 

commented: ‘large landlords of the Old Regime, noble or not, 

were not destroyed - nor even permanently hurt - by the 

Revolution’ [177]. Napoleon may have talked about a field-mar¬ 

shal’s baton in every private’s knapsack, but in practice he pre¬ 

ferred to rely on men of independent and well-established means. 

The only major change he made to the traditional structure was 
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to increase the number and improve the status of civil servants. 

The result was that the mixed elite of nobles and commoners 

which had been in the process of formation during the eighteenth 

century was now firmly established. As Robert Forster has con¬ 

cluded: 

The elite that governed France after the Revolution and owed 

so much to the conscious policies of Napoleon was essentially a 

notability of landlords and hauts fonctionnaires, with smaller con¬ 

tingents of lawyers, merchants, and manufacturers - smaller in 

both number and influence. This elite was drawn from the old 

noble families as well as from newcomers, a successful amalgam 

of wealth, education, family connections, local influence, and 

political power. Without legal privileges and placing less weight 

on birth, it saw itself as a service elite, the rule of the capacites. 

Drawn from many of the same families who had administered 

France in the Old Regime, the new notables evolved a common 

set of social values and attitudes that were appropriate to their 

own time and place. They governed France, with a few brief 

interruptions, from 1800-1880 and even beyond [177]. 

One is tempted to append the comment Plus ga change, plus c’est 
la meme chose, but this would be too immobile a note on which to 

end. As it was essentially political, the French Revolution certain¬ 

ly had a tremendous impact on the politics not only of France but 

of the world. Soboul and his Marxist-Leninist colleagues felt oblig¬ 

ed to give pre-eminence to th^ Russian Revolution of 1917, but 

after the events of 1989, this status will prove difficult to sustain. 

Two centuries of tried and tested political impact surely puts the 

French Revolution in pole position. This has been argued cogent¬ 

ly by one of the most ingipressive and influential of the post-revi¬ 

sionist works, Lynn Hunt’s Politics, Culture and Class in the French 
Revolution: 

The chief accomplishment of the French Revolution was the 

institution of a dramatically new political culture ... Revolution 

in France contributed little to economic growth or to political 

stabilisation. What it did establish was the mobilising potential 

of democratic republicanism and the compelling intensity of 

revolutionary change . . . Industrial capitalism still grew at a 
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snail’s pace. In the realm of politics, in contrast, almost every¬ 

thing changed. Thousands of men and even many women 

gained firsthand experience in the political arena: they talked, 

read, and listened in new ways; they voted; they joined new 

organisations; and they marched for their polidcal goals. 

Revolution became a tradition, and republicanism an enduring 

option. Afterward, kings could not rule without assemblies, and 

noble domination of public affairs only provoked more revolu¬ 

tion. As a result, France in the nineteenth century had the most 

bourgeois polity in Europe, even though France was never the 

leading industrial power [154]. 

One reason why France never became the leading industrial 

power was the chronic instability which was part and parcel of the 

Revolution’s democratic political culture. There were abrupt 

changes of regime in 1799, 1814, 1815 (twice), 1830, 1848, 1851 

and 1870. Even the Third Republic had to overcome several exis¬ 

tential crises. It is only very recently, if at all, that the actual regime 

has ceased to be a political issue. It is doubtful whether the Fifth 

Republic will be the last, if only because 200 years of history sug¬ 

gest otherwise. This restlessness highlights the contrast between 

the non-pluralist unanimity which the Revolution demanded and 

the intense polarisation which it actually created. The only escape 

has proved to be rule by an authoritarian, charismatic leader, sup¬ 
ported by democratic rhetoric and ritual. So the main achieve¬ 

ment of the Revolution was not to make the world safe for the 

bourgeoisie but for Bonapartism. In the concluding words of what 

is both the most recent and the most penetrating analysis of post¬ 

revolutionary France: 

De Gaulle’s Fifth Republic, the first political system since the 

Revolution to have attained practically universal acceptance, is a 

new version, shorn of dynastic complications, of the Bonapartist 

formula of the ‘republican monarch’, ‘the only chance for 

French democracy’ (Michel Debre). In short, it is not the revo¬ 

lution in its ‘weak’, liberal parliamentary form - ‘the principles 

of 1789’ - that has concluded the long post-revolutionary 

ordeal, but that characteristic French combination of ‘active 

authority and passive democracy’ first exploited by Bonaparte 

[185]. 
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