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SERIES EDITOR’S PREFACE

Rewriting history, or revisionism, has always followed closely in
the wake of history writing. In their efforts to re-evaluate the past,
professional as well as amateur scholars have followed many
approaches, most commonly as empiricists, uncovering new
information to challenge earlier accounts. Historians have also
revised previous versions by adopting new perspectives, usually
fortified by new research, which overturn received views.

Even though rewriting is constantly taking place, historians’
attitudes towards using new interpretations have been anything
but settled. For most, the validity of revisionism lies in providing a
stronger, more convincing account that better captures the objective
truth of the matter. Although such historians might agree that we
never finally arrive at the “truth’, they believe it exists and over
time may be better approximated. At the other extreme stand
scholars who believe that each generation or even each cultural
group or subgroup necessarily regards the past differently, each
creating for itself a more usable history. Although these latter
scholars do not reject the possibility of demonstrating empirically
that some contentions are better than others, they focus upon
generating new views based upon different life experiences.
Different truths exist for different groups. Surely such an
understanding, by emphasizing subjectivity, further encourages
rewriting history. Between these two groups are those historians
who wish to borrow from both sides. This third group, while
accepting that every congeries of individuals sees matters
differently, still wishes somewhat contradictorily to fashion a
broader history that incorporates both of these particular visions.
Revisionists who stress empiricism fall into the first of the three
camps, while others spread out across the board.
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SERIES EDITOR’S PREFACE

Today the rewriting of history seems to have accelerated to a
blinding speed as a consequence of the evolution of revisionism.
Avariety of approaches has emerged. A major factor in this process
has been the enormous increase in the number of researchers. This
explosion has reinforced and enabled the retesting of many
assertions. Significant ideological shifts have also played a major
part in the growth of revisionism. First, the crisis of Marxism,
culminating in the events in Eastern Europe in 1989, has given
rise to doubts about explicitly Marxist accounts. Such doubts have
spilled over into the entire field of social history which has been a
dominant subfield of the discipline for several decades. Focusing
on society and its class divisions implied that these are the most
important elements in historical analysis. Because Marxism was
built on the same claim, the whole basis of social history has been
questioned, despite the very many studies that directly had little
to do with Marxism. Disillusionment with social history
simultaneously opened the door to cultural and linguistic
approaches largely developed in anthropology and literature.
Multi-culturalism and feminism further generated revisionism.
By claiming that scholars had, wittingly or not, operated from a
white European/American male point of view, newer researchers
argued that other approaches had been neglected or
misunderstood. Not surprisingly, these last historians are the most
likely to envision each subgroup rewriting its own usable history,
while other scholars incline towards revisionism as part of the
search for some stable truth.

Rewriting Histories will make these new approaches available to
the student population. Often new scholarly debates take place in
the scattered issues of journals which are sometimes difficult to
find. Furthermore, in these first interactions, historians tend to
address one another, leaving out the evidence that would make
their arguments more accessible to the uninitiated. This series of
books will collect in one place a strong group of the major articles
in selected fields, adding notes and introductions conducive to
improved understanding. Editors will select articles containing
substantial historical data, so that students — at least those who
approach the subject as an objective phenomenon — can advance
not only their comprehension of debated points but also their grasp
of substantive aspects of the subject.

Few historical topics have been subjected to more
reconsideration than the French Revolution. Not so long ago a
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Marxist interpretation prevailed that employed an emphasis on
class struggle to explain both the causes and consequences of the
Revolution. Although one or another version of this view
dominated for better than half a century, it was upstaged in the
1980s by a focus upon politics and ideas — the very factors that the
revolutionaries themselves would have tended to emphasize.
Many have embraced the new concepts. But this book identifies
and defines a challenge to this recent opinion. This collection
concentrates both upon feminist criticisms as well as a retort from
aneo-Marxist view in which class interests still figure prominently.
Whatever their differences — and they are large — they oppose the
most recent view. Will one of these two views displace the others?
For now, this book of essays suggests more, rather than a
narrowing, debate.

Jack R. Censer
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INTRODUCTION
Gary Kates

“What? You have something new to say about the French
Revolution?”

That was the reaction of one of my graduate school professors
when he heard that I intended to write a doctoral dissertation
on the French Revolution. Indeed, it is a sensible reaction. After
all, whole forests have been cleared to make way for the
historical literature on the French Revolution, as a trip to any
decent college library will demonstrate. There, the casual stroller
will discover stacks and stacks of books on every conceivable
topic. Perhaps no other event in history has attracted so much
attention.

Much of the problem with studying the French Revolution
involves sorting through what others have said about it. Ever since
Edmund Burke and Thomas Paine first argued about the
Revolution’s meaning, the debate on it has seemed almost as
interesting as the event itself. That debate, of course, has spilled
over into neighboring disciplines: political scientists, philosophers,
sociologists, literary critics, and art historians have all given the
French Revolution prominent weight in their fields. The French
Revolution is perhaps the closest thing historians have developed
to a litmus test: one’s stance on the French Revolution inevitably
reveals much about one’s deepest ideological and political
convictions.

This book deals only with a small, but significant, part of that
debate: the quarrels that have captivated professional historians
since the Revolution’s 1989 bicentennial celebration. After all, since
historians devote their entire careers to developing an expertise
by way of its archives and bibliographies, they are perhaps in the

1



THE FRENCH REVOLUTION

best position to comment on the Revolution’s significance and
meaning.

The study of the French Revolution by professional historians
(as opposed to philosophers, writers, or journalists) is hardly a
century old, barely half the temporal distance from the Revolution
itself. It began with the Centennial celebration of 1889, when the
Paris City Council awarded its first chair of the History of the
French Revolution at the Sorbonne to Alphonse Aulard (1849-
1928). Since then, the holder of this chair has been acknowledged
as the dean of French Revolutionary studies.

Aulard’s writings promoted democratic republicanism
buttressing left-wing political parties of the Third Republic. Aulard
had no sympathy for the monarchy. In his view, the despotic abuses
of the Ancien Régime justified the violent uprising of 1789. Aulard
admired the courage of the Constituent Assembly deputies, but in
the end, he thought that they sheepishly balked from confronting
arecalcitrant king and treasonous queen. The Constitution of 1791,
a flawed document in Aulard’s eyes that allowed the monarchy
too much power, was weakened by the king’s flight to Varennes in
June 1791. The courage of Georges Danton and the other Paris
militant activists pushed the Revolution beyond the halfway point.
Aulard praised their efforts which culminated in the insurrection
of 10 August 1792 and the declaration of France’s first democratic
republic based upon universal male suffrage. For Aulard, the
establishment of a republic under the National Convention marked
the zenith of the Revolution.!

After World War I, Aulard was challenged by his most gifted
student, Albert Mathiez (1874-1932). Influenced both by the recent
victory of Bolshevism in Russia, as well as by the awesome legacy
of French socialist leader Jean Jaurés (himself an important
historian of the Revolution), Mathiez rejected Aulard’s beloved
Danton as a corrupt bourgeois politician and, instead, defended
wholeheartedly Robespierre’s efforts to save France through the
Terror. Mathiez’s Marxism was pragmatic; but his defense of the
Terror was nonetheless passionate and had great influence upon
a generation of historians from Europe and the United States. In
perhaps his most brilliant book, La vie chére et le movement social
sous la terreur (The Cost of Living and Popular Movements During
the Terror [1927]), Mathiez argued that the cost of living for
ordinary Parisians improved more during the Terror than at any
other time. In Mathiez’s view, Robespierre was not a dictator
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INTRODUCTION

hungry for arbitrary power, but a democratic politician
responding to popular pressures from Parisian workers.
Unfortunately, the gains of those sans-culottes were temporary;
and, while the Revolution counted on their support, its bourgeois
leaders turned against Robespierre and renounced sans-culottes
participation and demands.?

Mathiez’s influence was especially great because of the Société
des Etudes Robespierristes (Society of Robespierrist Studies), the
organization he founded that published documentary collections,
books, and most importantly, the scholarly journal Annales
historiques de la révolution frangaise. By Mathiez’s early death in 1932,
the Annales had established itself as the premier journal of record
for French Revolutionary historiography. Mathiez’s successors
closely followed the master: Georges Lefebvre (1874-1959), Albert
Soboul (1914-82), and Michel Vovelle (b. 1933) all combined the
Sorbonne’s Chair of the History of the Revolution, and the
editorship of the Annales historiques, with a commitment to Marxism
usually demonstrated by membership in the French Communist
Party. Consequently, in the century since the founding of Aulard’s
Sorbonne chair, the academy of French Revolutionary scholars has
been dominated by left-wing socialists committed to a particular
way of seeing the Revolution and to a special set of contemporary
political values.

As it solidified into its own sort of orthodoxy, this Marxist
interpretation could be summarized in the following manner: the
French Revolution was not simply a political struggle from (evil)
absolute monarchy to (good) democratic republicanism, but
represented a deeper shift from feudalism to capitalism. The
Revolution was led by an alliance between a bourgeois élite (owners
of liquid capital), and popular classes (artisans and peasants),
against the landowning nobility. The greatest success of such an
alliance occurred in 1789, but after that it began to show signs of
strains. By the summer of 1791, revolutionary events were marked
by class conflict between the capitalist bourgeoisie and the popular
classes. This struggle produced an urban political movement led
by the sans-culottes, whose vision of a truly social revolution
influenced nineteenth-century radicalism. The Terror represented
the pinnacle of the sans-culottes movement in which the Jacobins
established (albeit temporarily) the first modern democracy in a
major European state. Thus the French Revolution was essentially
a class struggle in which one class was destroyed (the nobility),

3
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one class was awakened (the sans-culottes), and one class won
control of the state (the bourgeoisie).

In England and the United States, there was less of a
commitment to Marxism among French Revolutionary scholars.
Historians such as J.M. Thompson (1878-1956) or Louis
Gottschalk (1899-1975) were not known for their political activism
or party labels. Still, it is remarkable how easily a watered-down
version of French Marxism spread throughout Anglo-American
college texts between 1930 and 1970. Just as Gottschalk
championed Mathiez’s work in the 1930s, so R.R. Palmer (1909-
) translated Lefebvre’s most accessible book into English shortly
after World War IL.*

To be sure, there were some important differences between the
Anglo-Americans and the French. During the 1930s, for example,
Harvard historian Crane Brinton (1898-1968) adopted a skeptical
position in his influential Anatomy of Revolution. In his view, the
French Revolution was achieved by “moderates” who bravely
fought the forces of the Ancien Régime, and busily tried to construct
aregime based upon the noble virtues of liberty and equality. Such
“moderates” were unable to halt the Revolution’s surge toward
war and anarchy, and the result was “the accession of the
extremists,” whereby freedom turned sour. Thrown off course by
Danton, Robespierre, and the Jacobins, the Revolution toppled from
liberty to tyranny.*

Outside of the historical academy there was a rich tradition
stemming from Edmund Burke that viewed the Revolution itself
as wholly unnecessary and, in fact, counterproductive for the
establishment of liberty. Among scholars, their voices were isolated
and ignored.

But no longer. During the past twenty-five years, there has been
a transformation of enormous magnitude in the scholarship on
the French Revolution. This change — one is tempted to call it a
revolution — has been marked by the almost total collapse of the
orthodox Marxist interpretation, and a range of sharp attacks on
virtually all of its major points and approaches. The broad teachings
of Mathiez, Lefebvre, and Soboul are today, even in France,
discredited. Considering how monolithic orthodox Marxist
interpretations of the Revolution had become since the 1920s, some
sort of challenge within academia was inevitable — but if the attack
was expected, the complete collapse of the Marxist paradigm was
a surprise.



INTRODUCTION

Alfred Cobban (1901-68), a distinguished professor at the
University of London, deserves credit for breaking the first
window (if not throwing the first stone) in the Marxist house.
During a 1954 lecture, Cobban questioned whether the Revolution
was led by a rising bourgeoisie. Analyzing those leaders of the
Third Estate who opposed king and aristocracy in the Estates-
General, Cobban noted that only 13 per cent were merchants,
manufacturers, or financiers. This revolution was not, in fact,
made by a capitalist bourgeoisie. Rather, Cobban argued that the
greatest number of leaders came from the ranks of local, petty
public officials —administrators, prosecutors, judges, and the like
—hardly capitalists, and hardly people who had no connection to
the Ancien Régime. Cobban agreed with the Marxists that the
French Revolution was a social revolution; but it was one of
“notables” not of capitalists.’

Beyond Cobban’s graduate students, few colleagues paid much
attention to his insights until his research was reworked into a book
in 1964. By that time, his efforts were helped greatly by George
Taylor of the University of North Carolina, whose important articles
in mainstream journals added much empirical ammunition to the
revisionist stockpile. Just as Cobban had robbed the Revolution of
an angry revolutionary bourgeoisie, Taylor demonstrated how the
investment patterns by bourgeois and noble families were
remarkably similar.® By the 1970s, when Colin Lucas published his
now-classic article reprinted in this volume, the Revisionist school
had become an entrenched minority among French Revolutionary
scholars.

No matter what is written about the French Revolution in
England or the United States, it is really only France that counts.
Revisionists would thus remain an iconoclastic minority until they
could mount a beachhead in France. That occurred dramatically
with the 1978 publication of Francois Furet’s Penser la Révolution
frangaise (translated into English as Interpreting the French
Revolution). Despite its turgid prose, the absence of new archival
material, and an idiosyncratic structure, no other book has shaped
the research agenda for French Revolutionary scholarship in the
1980s and 1990s more than this one.”

Furet (1927-1997) attacked the Marxist “catechisme,” but he did
much more than translate Cobbanite Revisionism for a French
audience. Until Furet’s book, most Revisionist attacks had come
from social and economic historians who disputed the Marxist
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version of class struggle. Furet, on the other hand, hoped to restore
“to the French Revolution its most obvious dimension, the political
one, and of focusing attention . . . in the ways of legitimating and
representing historical action.”® In Furet’s hands, this meant a return
to political theory and intellectual history. By studying more
carefully the meaning of revolutionary rhetoric, historians could
recapture the profound ideological change that occurred in how
Frenchmen thought about politics. Furet ignited new interest in
the cultural history of the Revolution, which had diminished into
an isolated corner by the mid-1970s. Almost overnight that oldest
of problems — the relationship of the Enlightenment to the French
Revolution — was resurrected into a burning issue for debate and
controversy.

Furet argued that advanced democratic ideas of certain
Enlightened philosophers such as Jean-Jacques Rousseau became
the heart and soul of the French Revolution. Democracy here did
not mean governing by consent, or even respecting individual
human rights. Rather, wrote Furet, the Revolution embraced a
radical ideology of popular sovereignty so that any abuse of power
could be excused so long as it was achieved in the name of the
people. In short, democracy meant the power of a national state to
defeat those who opposed its will. Consequently, Furet argued that
the trajectory of the Revolution from its first day was toward the
state using democratic ideology to rule in a despotic manner: that
is, without regard for human rights. That process culminated, of
course, in the Terror, which was the pinnacle of revolutionary
democracy and dictatorship.

Just as Furet interpreted the early years of the Revolution as a
kind of prologue to the Terror, so he viewed the Napoleonic Empire
as its epilogue. Napoleon did not so much turn against the
Revolution as consolidate its radical principles. Like the Jacobins
of the Year II, Napoleon abused the rights of the people while acting
in their name, and he continued the Revolution’s bent towards
administrative unity and political centralization. While he led the
army to new glories, the campaigns he waged and the armies he
championed had their roots in the war begun by the Jacobins in
1792 and 1793. For Furet, the Empire was but a late stage of the
Revolution, with few fundamental differences.

Furet’s attitude towards the revolutionary era is profoundly
conservative. France becoming a democracy did not mean that
its people became free: it meant that the collective French People
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was sovereign, and that each individual was subservient to it.
Politicians who thought of themselves as democratic claimed to
speak in the name of the whole people. Dissent was at best
distrusted, since it could lead to factional strife that undermined
unity. For Furet, the Terror was not an accidental phase of the
Revolution but, rather, emblematic of the entire Revolution.
Unlike Crane Brinton, who believed that circumstances had
thrown the Revolution off course after a moderate phase filled
with notable achievements, Furet argued that the Revolution was
radical from the start, and its early achievements were only a
mirage.

During the 1980s, as the bicentennial celebration approached,
Furet followed up this suggestive essay with a series of more solid
historical works. Many of them were joint projects from conferences
and colloquiums, where he and his allies presented their approach
to the Revolution in a more comprehensive but rarely systematic
fashion. By 1989 Furet had become arguably the most important
historian in the world of the French Revolution.’

Furet’s ascendancy not only furthered the demise of Marxist
historiography but also gave greater visibility in France to Anglo-
American scholarship. Furet is perhaps the first major historian of
the French Revolution to speak fluent English — and, given his
unabashed admiration for the United States, he also enjoys
speaking it at every opportunity. Furet is also perhaps the first to
accept a permanent appointment at an American university — for
much of the 1980s and early 1990s, he had a regular visiting
appointment at the University of Chicago.

It is no wonder then that many of Furet’s earliest and strongest
supporters came from scholars working in the United States.
Among them is Keith Baker, who introduced Furet to Chicago. In
a series of brilliant articles, Baker has done much to revitalize the
intellectual history of the Revolution by carefully tracing how
certain Rousseauian strands of Enlightenment political ideology
mutated into revolutionary Jacobinism. For him, as for Furet, the
key conduit was the Constituent Assembly deputy, priest, and
pamphleteer, Emmanuel-Joseph Sieyes, “the theorist who had done
more than anyone to interject Rousseauian notions of national
sovereignty into the assembly’s debates.”*

The influence of Rousseau upon the French Revolution has
been among the most heated debates in eighteenth-century
studies, and no one has discussed this problem with more
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sensitivity and erudition than Baker. In 1762, Rousseau had set
forth his theory of the general will in his small but difficult book,
The Social Contract. In contrast to other Enlightenment thinkers
such as John Locke, David Hume, or Thomas Jefferson, Rousseau
believed that politics was largely the process of discovering the
will of the nation. If a member of that nation was found in a small
minority of citizens who were dissenting from the national will,
Rousseau advised the citizen to drop such views and gladly yield
to the majority of citizens. No citizen, argued Rousseau, had a
right to go against what a nation wants for itself. Such a doctrine
may be democratic (in the sense of being populist), but it clearly
poses serious problems for protecting the civic rights of minority
groups.

According to Baker, the Revolution’s free-fall into Rousseauian
democracy was not the product of 1792-3 when the nation was
at war, but was the result of deliberate decisions made by the
National Assembly as early as the summer of 1789. At the end of
one well-known lecture delivered as part of a bicentennial
commemoration in 1989, Baker argued that by accepting
Rousseau’s theory of the general will as the basis for rejecting an
absolute royal veto in 1789, the Constituent Assembly “was opting
for the Terror.”"

Like Furet, Baker placed the Terror squarely at the center of
the revolutionary process. The Terror was not some detour away
from the Revolution’s true goal: it was the outcome of the
Constituent Assembly’s repeated adoption of Rousseauian
political principles. After reading Furet and Baker, it seemed
impossible to condemn the Terror as a temporary deviation from
some political norm. In Baker’s view, the Terror occurred not only
because of what happened in 1792 or 1793, but because of the
way in which political power and violence had been
reconceptualized in 1789.

Furet and his collaborators also differed from earlier
Revisionists in one very significant manner: they undermined
the very foundations of Liberal historiography. Since the early
nineteenth century, most historical writing was done by those
who championed the great event. Liberals, or Whigs, believed
that the French Revolution, when taken as a whole, was necessary
to move France and Europe from a pre-modern to a modern
society. For Liberals, the Old Regime had become so ossified and
paralyzed by its own internal contradictions that, by the late
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eighteenth century, only revolutionary change could resolve
France’s grave problems. By the mid-twentieth century, the notion
of the Revolution as an agent of progress, despite its great faults,
was shared by virtually all of the academic historical community,
from Cobban to Soboul. If Anglo and American historians often
accepted the views of French Marxists, it was because they shared
fundamental attitudes about the nature of the Revolution as an
agent of liberty."

At the center of the Liberal approach to the Revolution is a
periodization that separates a moderate and constructive early
phase of the Revolution (1789-92) from the more radical and
violent period that followed (1792-94). Liberal historians
typically point to the great achievements of the early phase
(passage of the Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen,
abolition of feudalism, reorganization of the judiciary and
administration, freedom for Protestants and Jews, etc.) as
demonstrating the virtues of revolutionary change.
Correspondingly, they typically explain away the excessive
violence of the Terror by noting the grave circumstances that led
to its establishment: war, economic dislocation, and counter-
revolution.

To declare that the Terror was conceptualized or originated in
1789 is to say that the Revolution never went through a “moderate”
phase: the entire political dynamic from the Tennis Court Oath
through the death of Robespierre can be viewed as one great era in
which the state wielded unprecedented authority in the name of
the people, but usually not to their benefit. Indeed, in the hands of
many recent Revisionists, the entire Revolution is viewed as one
gigantic imposition forced on the backs of the peasants, who, of
course, made up more than three-quarters of the population. “The
violence was all rather senseless,” remarks Canadian historian
Donald Sutherland.” The French Revolution wasn’t worth the
trouble.

This conclusion would have surprised Alfred Cobban, the British
historian who began revisionism forty years ago. For Cobban, the
Ancien Régime was so beset with contradictions and structural
problems that nothing short of revolution could reform the country;
nor was the Revolution itself all senseless violence. The construction
of a liberal political order, based upon respect for human rights
and religious toleration would have been impossible without the
clashes of 1789 and the achievements of the Constituent Assembly.

9



THE FRENCH REVOLUTION

For Cobban, the Third Republic was unthinkable without the first,
even if the original model had its defects.!

The turning of recent French Revolutionary historiography
against its Liberal foundations is startling. Certainly, the
ascendancy of Neo-Conservative ideas in England and the United
States have provided much fodder for recent Revisionism. Usually
former Liberals themselves, Neo-Conservatives in the 1960s and
1970s turned against the whole idea of revolutionary change as
itself illiberal. Associating the revolutionary process with
fanaticism (read Bolshevism and later Iranian Islamic
fundamentalism), Neo-Conservatives gave up their Rousseau for
copies of Burke and de Tocqueville: progressive change occurs,
they now argued, slowly and outside of institutions controlled
by the state. Any efforts by the state to push through large-scale
social or political programs were bound to lead to violations of
property and civil liberties."

Since the early 1950s, Neo-Conservative thinkers have had their
own pet history of the French Revolution. In his 1952 classic, The
Origins of Totalitarian Democracy, Jacob Talmon argued that the
French state became a “totalitarian democracy” during the Terror
in the sense that its social programs were designed to alter the
course of every citizen’s life, producing a secular version of a
messianic age. In Talmon’s view, such a state would become a
harbinger for twentieth-century experiments on both the political
right and left. Talmon traced the idea of totalitarian democracy
back through Sieyes to certain key Enlightenment figures, Rousseau
most prominent among them. While Talmon’s history was attacked
by Liberal historians — even his own PhD advisor Alfred Cobban
dismissed his argument — the book succeeded in associating
Rousseau with the Terror.'

Talmon’s intellectual history has much in common with the
newer approach of Furet. Both Talmon’s and Furet’s approach
privilege political theory and the spread of ideas; both see a direct
line from Rousseau through Sieyes to Robespierre; both associate
Rousseauian democratic ideas with a collectivism that quickly
turned oppressive; both, in short, see the Terror as the essence of
the Revolution and view it as a harbinger of Bolshevism and
Fascism. Talmon’s methodology is primitive in comparison to that
of Furet and Baker, whose perceptive investigations into discourse
theory have significantly advanced the field. In contrast, Talmon’s
method tends to distort Enlightenment ideology by projecting

10



INTRODUCTION

twentieth-century meanings onto eighteenth-century ideas. Only
the most extreme historians writing today, such as Raynauld Sécher,
extend Talmon’s view by arguing that the Terror culminated in a
genocidal campaign in the Vendée resembling twentieth-century
horrors."”

Whether in its older form from Talmon, or its more
sophisticated version from Furet, Neo-Conservative Revisionism
had clearly become the ascendant interpretation of the historical
establishment in England, France, and the United States by the
1989 bicentennial celebration. In France, despite Michel Vovelle’s
semi-official position, it was Furet whom the media annointed
“King of the Revolution,” and who seemingly made an
appearance at every academic conference and numerous French
television shows.'® In the United States, the best illustration of
Revisionism’s popularity was the enormous success of Simon
Schama’s mega-history of the Revolution, Citizens, which
exaggerated Furet’s arguments into slogans that at times echoed
Margaret Thatcher if not Burke:

the Revolution did indeed invent a new kind of
politics, an institutional transference of Rousseau’s
sovereignty of the General Will that abolished private
space and time, and created a form of patriotic
militarism more all-embracing than anything that had
yet been seen in Europe. For one year, it invented and
practiced representative democracy; for two years, it
imposed coercive egalitarianism. . . . But for two
decades its enduring product was a new kind of
militarized state. . . . The terror was merely 1789 with
a higher body count.?”

Since the bicentennial celebration, the most important
developments in the historiography of the Revolution have been
Neo-Liberal challenges to the position laid out by Furet and his
colleagues. In this volume, we have selected four articles that seek
to critique Furet’s approach to the Revolution. While each of the
authors approaches the Revolution differently, and while none
would regard themselves in any kind of formal school with the
other, we can nonetheless see the beginnings of a shared set of
attitudes that may be classified as Neo-Liberal. First, unlike
Revisionists, Neo-Liberal interpretations do not minimize the
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oppressive character of the eighteenth-century nobility. The
aristocracy is seen as a distinct political group with interests
separate and opposing those of commoners. Second, Neo-Liberal
arguments insist that the period of the Constituent Assembly was
substantively different (i.e., more moderate and more constructive)
than the Jacobinism of the Terror. Third, Neo-Liberal interpretations
claim that the collective violence of the Revolution’s early years
(such as that surrounding 14 July 1789, or even 10 August 1792)
was often purposeful and necessary to the establishment of a liberal
and free state.

These Neo-Liberal historians challenge the view that the
Revolution was primarily a failure. A rising bourgeoisie may
not have started the Revolution, but the revolutionaries
successfully destroyed the Ancien Régime and refashioned a
society that made a nineteenth-century liberal state possible.
Some scholars, such as Colin Jones, are even willing to resurrect
the notion that the Revolution did indeed involve a transition
to capitalism. Still, the new approach to social cleavages seems
different than Marxism, if only because Neo-Liberals define class
more in terms of specific professions and occupations with varied
social interests than in terms of a solid group with political
interests. There is not much idealization among Neo-Liberals of
either the sans-culottes or the Committee of Public Safety. In
comparison with this burgeoning Neo-Liberalism, recent Neo-
Marxist responses to Revisionism have not yet made much of
an impact.?

Alongside the Neo-Liberal response to revisionism, the other
significant recent trend in French Revolutionary scholarship has been
the maturation of women’s and gender history. Until the 1970s, few
general histories or document collections on the Revolution included
much information about women, feminism, or gender. This omission
changed in the 1970s with the rise of a contemporary feminist
movement; and it was clearly American feminists who set the pace
toward a new history that took into account the fate of women and
used gender as an analytical tool. One of the first articles in a major
journal to deal with the topic was authored not by an established
scholar, but by a female American graduate student obviously
inspired by the women’s movement.! When in 1979 three American
feminist historians published a collection of primary documents
devoted to French Revolutionary women, a new research agenda
was established for the field.”
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Unfortunately, that research did not filter down into college
classrooms with any great speed, perhaps because of the traditional
nature of much of the historical profession. Of course, the new
research made us realize that women participated in every major
event in the Revolution. We learned more about the movements of
street women during the great events of the Revolution (such the
October Days), as well as the influence of élite women in the clubs
and presses of Paris. Unfortunately, however, that did not
necessarily mean that this feminist-driven research changed the
way that other specialists or college teachers approached the
Revolution. Curiously, by classifying the new research as “women’s
history,” it became possible for many historians to ignore or
marginalize such research, and continue teaching their subject
along the same old lines. Some professors muttered that knowing
about women’s participation was one thing; discovering how that
participation changed the fundamental character of the Revolution
was quite another. This kind of attitude seems to have been
especially true in France, where Furet’s recent general text as well
as his and Mona Ozouf’s Critical Dictionary ignore women,
feminism, and gender.”

During the last decade or so, feminist-inspired historians have
addressed this challenge by shifting research from studying women
as such to exploring how gender might be used fruitfully as an
analytical tool. Instead of identifying women as the primary subject,
recent feminist historians have widened the scope to include
revolutionary discourse, policies, events, culture - interpreted
through the lens of gender. Benefiting from advances made in other
fields, such as literary criticism and gay and women’s studies,
historians have become interested in how the Revolutionaries
refashioned gender roles for both men and women and,
correspondingly, how ideas regarding manhood and womanhood
influenced the way revolutionary statesmen conceived of the new
regime.

For example, historians have long known that women were
formally excluded from organizing political clubs by the National
Convention during the fall of 1793. But it has been too easy to see
Jacobin attitudes as prejudicial, old-fashioned, and out of
character with their more democratic political beliefs.
Nonetheless, recent work shows that Jacobin ideas about women
may not have been old-fashioned or prejudicial at all; when
looked at from the perspective of gender, they may have been
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part of an effort to articulate a new and daring view of politics, in
which both “men” and “women” are redefined in contrast to
aristocratic gender roles: “Each sex is called to the kind of
occupation which is fitting for it,” the Jacobin deputy Amar
declared on behalf of the Convention. “Man is strong, robust,
born with great energy, audacity, and courage,” while women
are destined for “private functions.” Historians who use gender
as an analytical tool teach us that Amar is not making an old-
fashioned statement about women, but rather, he is formulating
a new (if dark) vision about how gender roles will function in
modern republican politics.*

If we are to make sense of Amar’s political program, we must
learn how Jacobins like him used gender to differentiate one
group of citizens from another. No one has pioneered this path
more successfully than Lynn Hunt. In a study from the early
1980s, Hunt explored why the Jacobins replaced Marianne with
Hercules as the anthropomorphic symbol of the French nation.
What did it mean for the French nation to be represented by a
man instead of a woman? In the article on Marie Antoinette
reprinted in this volume, Hunt demonstrates how attitudes
towards the French queen reveal much about the ways in which
French revolutionary leaders hoped to shape sexual roles in the
new republic.”

Of great importance in shifting the lines of research from
“women” to “gender” is the recent work of an American feminist
political scientist, Joan Landes. Grounding her research on the
theories of German social theorist Jiirgen Habermas, Landes argued
that the crucial factor for women during the French Revolution
was not their participation but rather their formal exclusion from
political life altogether. Women were not simply forgotten or
ignored by the Revolution’s new leaders. Rather, “the collapse of
the older patriarchy gave way to a more pervasive gendering of the
public sphere.” The lines between public men participating in civic
life and domesticated women caring for family and children alone,
argued Landes, were more purposively drawn by the Jacobins than
ever before.?

Landes blames this development on Jean-Jacques Rousseau.
His reformulation of political culture included a devastating
critique of gender roles under the Old Regime. Elite women,
Rousseau claimed, had overstepped their natural bounds and had
attained entirely too much power and visibility, especially in Paris
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and Versailles. Indeed, in Rousseau’s view, the feminization of
the Old Regime nobility threatened to undermine any semblance
of order and morality. The solution, Rousseau argued, would be
to divide gender roles much more rigidly than had ever been the
case for the French aristocracy. “The theorist of democratic
liberty,” Landes wrote of Rousseau, had “a profound mistrust of
women such that he would deny them the most elementary
political rights.”*

Landes thus argued that the new “bourgeois political sphere”?
was in many ways more regressive than what élite women had
experienced under the Old Regime. Indeed, far from gaining
political rights during the French Revolution, Landes claimed
that the Old Regime showed far more toleration for public
women than did its republican counterpart. From Landes
historians learned, perhaps for the first time, that the omission
of women from the Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizens
was not a prejudicial oversight, but rather, they were excluded
because the Republic had been conceived as an exclusively
masculine public space.

Landes sees her work as a contribution to left-wing feminism’s
critique of contemporary patriarchal limitations on female
political power. Under the influence of Australian political theorist
Carol Pateman, both Landes and Hunt hope to expose the
patriarchal roots of liberal democracies, in order to prod them to
initiate more radical change that would further empower
women.” However, it is one of the great ironies of recent historical
scholarship that this left-wing feminist scholarship has so far been
more fruitfully deployed by Neo-Conservative Revisionist
scholars than by anyone else.

Revisionists and the new feminist scholars share two essential
attitudes about the Revolution: first, both groups believe that the
Revolution marked a step backwards for women’s rights. Second,
both give credence to the ideas of Jean-Jacques Rousseau - it was
his highly contentious ideas that gave rise to new notions of female
domesticity.

The best example of the appropriation of feminist history for
Neo-Conservative purposes is found in Simon Schama’s Citizens,
which arguably incorporated more recent scholarship on women
than any other recent general history. Using Hunt’s research on
Marie Antoinette, Schama depicted the 1793 trial of the queen as
merely one facet of “the stormiest phase of sexual politics in the
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Revolution.” For Revisionists, the Jacobin attack upon Marie
Antoinette and other public women such as Olympe de Gouges
and Madame Roland, as well as the general closure of female
political clubs in 1793, are emblematic of a pervasive Rousseauian
democratic despotism.*

In fact, this convergence of what might be labeled “feminist
revisionism” is what makes possible the outlook of Olwen Hufton’s
piece in this volume, “In Search of Counter-Revolutionary
Women.” Hufton sees the Revolution primarily as an attempt by
big-city folk to control the masses of poor rural peasants, who were
not so much counter-revolutionaries in the ideological sense, but
simply wanted to get out of the way of the political steamroller.
When that became impossible, women had to fend for themselves,
devising their own imaginative strategies for undermining
Jacobinism in the countryside. “By looking at gender roles in the
counter-revolution,” Hufton hopes to “convey how it was possible
for women to subvert the Revolution in the home and on the
domestic front.”*!

The irony of a feminist revisionism shows just how much
historical writing reflects greater trends operating in
contemporary culture. After all, despite stereotypes that set up a
mythic struggle between a Left that champions revolutionary
struggle and a Right that seeks to prevent any major social
change, today’s college students and faculty across the political
spectrum are generally highly skeptical about the efficacy of any
revolutionary change, and at the same time, deeply committed
to a civic culture that promotes equal opportunities for women
and men. It is only natural and appropriate that their own
political convictions influence how they perceive the French
Revolution.

Sometimes new students of the Revolution — and veteran
scholars as well — grow weary at the noisy debates over its meaning
and place in history. Most historians choose their field not because
of a fondness for theory or political polemics, but usually because
of a love to study the documents themselves. Yet, the
historiography of the French Revolution is so monumental that it
often threatens to intimidate the young researcher. Is it really
necessary to pay close attention to the polemics among historians
and other partisans? Why isn’t it possible to simply ignore the
various schools of historical thinking, and to study the Revolution
without becoming embroiled in its historiography?
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Without historiography scholars would not know how to go
about their business. We would be like travelers lost in the forest
without a map - all the trees might look alike, and we would not
know which path to travel. Instead of thousands of trees, we have
primary source documents. And the first problem confronting the
historian is deciding which document to investigate and what
questions to ask about it. Without a rigorous historiography that
compels us to think critically about our approaches, our political
views, and our rhetorical strategies, we would have only our
prejudices and our passions on which to rely. As in the nineteenth
century, history without historiography might still be worth reading
as literature, but it would rarely be considered part of the social
sciences.

Francois Furet is right that “the French Revolution is over.” We
live in another age, and the problems of the late eighteenth century
are no longer our own. Nevertheless, the legacy of the achievements
and failings of that age are still with us. The French Revolutionaries
dreamed of a world (like ours) dominated by democratic republics.
They tried — and ultimately failed — to figure out what duties a
democratic government had towards its citizens, and what
responsibilities it had towards its neighbors. Our era may not be
theirs but surely how we choose to write about their early efforts
will help shape how our readers think about our own political
problems.

NOTES

1 Paul Farmer, France Reviews Its Revolutionary Origins: Social Politics
and Historical opinion in the Third Republic (New York, 1944), pp. 61-6;
James L. Godrey, “Alphonse Aulard,” Some Historians of Modern
Europe, ed. Bernadotte E. Schmitt (Chicago, 1942), pp. 45-65.

2 James Friguglietti, Albert Mathiez, historien révolutionnaire (Paris, 1974).

3 Georges Lefebvre, The Coming of the French Revolution, trans. R.R.
Palmer (Princeton, 1947). Because of his popular college text, A History
of the Modern World, Palmer is probably the most influential American
historian of the French Revolution. Palmer’s highly sympathetic view
of the Terror is presented in Twelve Who Ruled: The Year of the Terror in
the French Revolution (Princeton, 1941).

4 Crane Brinton, The Anatomy of Revolution (New York, 1965 [originally
published 1938]).

5  The Social Interpretation of the French Revolution (Cambridge, 1964).
The 1954 lecture was reprinted in Cobban’s Aspects of the French
Revolution (New York, 1970), pp. 90-111.

17



10
11
12

13

14

15

16

THE FRENCH REVOLUTION

George V. Taylor, “Types of Capitalism in Eighteenth-Century
France,” English Historical Review 79 (1964): 478-97; Noncapitalist
Wealth and the Origins of the French Revolution,” American Historical
Review 72 (1967): 469-96.
Francois Furet, Interpreting the French Revolution, trans. Elborg Forster
(Cambridge, 1981).
Ibid., p. 27.
For his most concisely doctrinaire statement see the introduction
to Les Orateurs de la révolution francaise, tome 1: Les Constituents,
ed. Frangois Furet and Ran Halevi (Paris 1989). See also L’Héritage
de la révolution frangaise, ed. Frangois Furet (Paris, 1989); Terminer
la révolution: Mounier et Barnave dans la révolution, ed. Francois Furet
and Mona Ozouf (Grenoble, 1990); La Gironde et les Girondins, ed.
Frangois Furet and Mona Ozouf (Paris, 1991); Le siecle de
I'avenement républicain, ed. Frangois Furet and Mona Ozouf (Paris,
1993); Dictionnaire critique de la révolution frangaise, ed. Frangois
Furet and Mona Ozouf (Paris, 1988; English trans. Arthur
Goldhammer, Cambridge, MA., 1989); Francois Furet, La
Révolution (Paris, 1988; trans. Antonia Nevill, Oxford, 1992 as
Revolutionary France 1770- 1880). See also the series of conference
proceedings organized by Keith Baker, Colin Lucas, and Furet,
The French Revolution and the Creation of Modern Political Culture, 4
vols (Oxford 1987-93), which include several important articles
by Furet and his colleagues.
Keith Michael Baker, Inventing the French Revolution: Essays on French
Political Culture in the Eighteenth Century (Cambridge, 1990), p. 295.
Ibid, p. 305.
On the Liberal foundations of Marxist historiography, see George
Comninel, Rethinking the French Revolution: Marxism and the Revisionist
Challenge (London, 1987).
Donald Sutherland, “The Revolution in the Provinces: Class or
Counterrevolution?,” in Essays on the French Revolution: Paris and the
Provinces, ed. Steven G. Reinhardt, et al. (College Station, TX, 1992),
p- 116. see also his France 1789-1815: Revolution and Counterrevolution
(New York, 1985).
For Cobban’s more liberal views, see his In Search of Humanity: The
Role of the Enlightenment in Modern History (New York, 1960), esp. Parts
4 and 5. For all his liberalism, however, Cobban was certainly no
cheerleader for the Revolution and sometimes adopted a more critical
posture. See, for example, “Local Government During the French
Revolution,” in Aspects of the French Revolution (New York, 1968),
. 130.
E‘ving Kristol, Neo-Conservativism: Selected Essays 1949-1995 (New
York, 1995).
J. L. Talmon, The Origins of Totalitarian Democracy (London, 1952).
The book has been reprinted several times in paperback and has
been translated into French, German, Hebrew, and Japanese. For
Cobban’s criticisms, see his Rousseau and the Modern State, 2nd ed.
(London, 1964), pp. 29-31, and In Search of Humanity, pp. 182-5.

18



17

18
19

20

21

22

23

24

25

26

27

29

INTRODUCTION

Raynauld Sécher, La Génocide Franco-Frangais: La Vendée-Vengé (Paris,
1986). See Hugh Gough, “Genocide and the Bicentenary: The French
Revolution and the Revenge of the Vendée,” Historical Journal 30
(1987): 977-88.

Steven Lawrence Kaplan, The Historians” Feud (Ithaca, 1994).

Simon Schama, Citizens: A Chronicle of the French Revolution (New
York, 1989), pp. 184 and 447.

Neo-Marxist works include Comninel, Rethinking the French
Revolution; E. J. Hobsbawm, Echoes of the Marseillaise: Two Centuries
Look Back on the French Revolution (New Brunswick, 1989); and Morris
Slavin, The Left and the French Revolution (Atlantic Highlands, NJ,
1995).

Jane Abray, “Feminism in the French Revolution,” American Historical
Review 80 (1975): 43-62.

Women in Revolutionary Paris, 1789-1795, ed. Darline Gay Levy, Harriet
Branson Applewhite, and Mary Durham Johnson (Urbana, 1979).
Furet, Revolutionary France; Critical Dictionary, ed. Furet and Ozouf.
For more general reflections on women’s historiography see Joan
Wallach Scott, Gender and the Politics of History (New York, 1988), pp.
15-50; and Karen Offen, “The New Sexual Politics of French
Revolutionary Historiography,” French Historical Studies 16 (1990):
909-22.

Amar’s speech is reproduced in Women in Revolutionary Politics, pp.
213-17.

Lynn Hunt, “Hercules and the Radical Image in the French
Revolution,” Representations 1 (1983): 95-117, and included in her
Politics, Culture, and Class in the French Revolution (Berkeley, 1984),
pp- 87-119. Other recent examples of this approach to gender history
include Madelyn Gutwirth, The Twilight of the Goddesses: Women and
Representation in the French Revolutionary Era (New Brunswick, 1992);
Genevieve Fraise, Reason’s Muse: Sexual Difference and the Birth of
Democracy, trans. Jane Marie Todd (Chicago, 1994); Christine Fauré
Democracy Without Women: Feminism and the Rise of Liberal Individualism
in France, trans. Claudia Goodman and John Berks (Bloomington,
1991); and Dorinda Outram, The Body and the French Revolution: Sex,
Class and Political Culture (New Haven, 1989).

Joan B. Landes, Women and the Public Sphere in the Age of the French
Revolution (Ithaca, 1988), p. 2. For criticisms of Landes’s work see
especially Dena Goodman, “Public Sphere and Private Life: Toward a
Synthesis of Current Historiographical Approaches to the Old Regime”,
History and Theory 31(1992): 1-20; and Keith Michael Baker, “Defining
the Public Sphere in Eighteenth-Century France: Variations on a Theme
by Habermas,” in Habermas and the Public Sphere, ed. Craig Calhoun
(Cambridge, MA, 1992), pp. 181-211. Goodman and Baker tend to
criticize Landes more for her understanding of Habermas than for her
analysis of how gender roles changed during the Revolution.

p- 67.

p- 204.

Carole Pateman, The Sexual Contract (Stanford, 1988).

19



30

31

THE FRENCH REVOLUTION

Schama, Citizens, p. 800. Along the same lines, see Patrice Higonnet
“Cultural Upheaval and Class Formation During the French
Revolution,” in The French Revolution and the Birth of Modernity, ed.
Ferenc Fehér (Berkeley, 1990), pp. 69-102. For a Neo-Liberal response
to this line of thinking, see Suzanne Desan, “’Constitutional
Amazons”: Jacobin Women'’s Clubs in the French Revolution,” in
Recreating Authority in Revolutionary France, ed. Bryant T. Ragan, Jr,
and Elizabeth A. Williams (New Brunswick, 1992), pp. 11-35; and
the introduction to The French Revolution and Human Rights: A Brief
Documentary History, ed. Lynn Hunt (Boston, 1996).

Olwen H. Hufton, Women and the Limits of Citizenship in the French
Revolution (Toronto, 1992), p. xxiv.

20



Part I

THE OVERTHROW OF
THE MARXIST
PARADIGM

Danton, Robespierre, Saint-Just, Napoleon, the heroes as
well as the parties and the masses of the old French
Revolution, performed the task of their time in Roman
costume and with Roman phrases, the task of unchaining
and setting up modern bourgeois society.
Karl Marx
The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte






THE FRENCH REVOLUTION
IN THE HISTORY OF THE
CONTEMPORARY WORLD

Albert Soboul

Born in 1914 to small farmers, Soboul won scholarships to France’s most
prestigious schools and decided upon a career teaching history. In 1932
he joined the Communist Party, and after World War II he combined his
innovative historical research with a commitment to Marxist politics.
His most important book, Les sans-culottes parisiennes de 1’an II
(1958), a study of Parisian workers during the Terror, established a new
standard of scholarship for the social history of the Revolution. Along
with British historians E.P. Thompson and George Rudé, Soboul was
part of a group of social historians who hoped to reconstruct the lives of
ordinary workers and activists during the revolutionary era. During the
1960’s, their “history from below” approach influenced a younger
generation of historians on both sides of the Atlantic. In 1967, Soboul
was appointed to the Sorbonne’s prestigious chair of the History of the
Revolution. He died in 1975.

The following article, originally published in 1969, is a digest of
Soboul’s Marxist approach to the Revolution. The first sentence
encapsulates Soboul’s entire perspective: the Revolution was much
more than a political transformation; it was also essentially social and
economic. Socially, it was a bourgeois revolution in the sense that
political power moved from landed aristocrats to the bourgeoisie — that
is, middleclass businessmen, professionals, and civil servants who
claimed to represent the nation. Economically, it was a capitalist
revolution in which this new bourgeois class transferred the source of
wealth from land to more liquid forms of capital. The peasants and
urban artisans (sans-culottes) began as the partners of the bourgeoisie
against the nobility, but by 1792 had become its victims. The
bourgeoisie consolidated victory between the Thermidorean Reaction
that followed the Terror and the ascendancy of Napoleon Bonaparte. In
this way, Soboul argues, France did not actually become a democracy,
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because genuine political power was simply transferred from one élite
group to another.

* o %

The Revolution of 1789-1794 marked the advent of modern society
— bourgeois and capitalist — in the history of France. Its essential
characteristic is to have effected the national unity of the country
on the base of the destruction of the seigniorial regime and the
privileged feudal orders; according to Tocqueville in The Ancien
Régime and the Revolution, its “particular object was to abolish
everywhere the remnants of the institutions of the Middle Ages.”!
Its historical significance is further clarified by the fact that the
French Revolution in the end succeeded in establishing a liberal
democracy. From this double point of view, and the perspective of
world history which concerns us here, it deserves to be considered
as a classical model of a bourgeois revolution.

The comparative study of the French Revolution thus poses two
series of problems.

Problems of a general nature: those concerning the historical
law of the transition from feudalism to modern capitalism. To take
up again the question posed by Marx in book III of Capital, this
transition is carried out in two ways: by the total destruction of the
old economic and social system — that is, the “really revolutionary
way” — or by the preservation of large sectors of the old mode of
production in the heart of the new capitalist society — that is, the
way of compromise.?

Problems of a special nature: those that bear on the specific
structure of French society at the end of the Ancien Régime and
that take into account the particular characteristics of the French
Revolution in regard to the various types of bourgeois
revolutions.?

From this double point of view, the history o