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A study of revolutions is 
important because it allows us 
to look at how critical moments 
in history alter the function 
of nations and their societies, 
and the lives of generations 
of people. They allow us to 
examine issues of power—who 
has it and who doesn’t—and 
to explore what happens when 
there is a radical shift in power. 

1 VCAA, VCE History Study Design 2022–2026.

CHANGE AND CONTINUITY
Ultimately, the concepts of cause and consequence are used not 
only to understand the dynamics of a revolution but also to analyse 
the extent to which revolution resulted in change. The rhetoric of 
revolutionary leaders, parties and movements is often utopian—
they promise a better life with greater freedom, less hierarchical 
control and more equality—but do they deliver? Sometimes the 
new regime ends up every bit as (or even more) repressive than the 
regime it replaced. 

In comparing the political, economic and social dimensions of 
life in the ‘old’ and ‘new’ societies, this course of study invites an 
appraisal of the changes and continuities a revolution brought 
to society. What changes were evident? Were they positive or 
negative? What stayed the same (continued)? Why? Did life 
change for all groups in society or just for some? How do we know? 

WHAT IS A REVOLUTION? 
The term ‘revolution’ is used widely and often loosely. For 
example, consider how advertisers frequently refer to products 
as ‘revolutionary’ to generate a sense of something being special 
or beneficial or even necessary. Understanding what a revolution 
is—and what it is not—is crucial in a study of Revolutions. This is 
no easy feat, as sometimes the term ‘revolution’ is used by different 
people to mean different things. This is evident when we consider the 
differences between a revolution and other forms of conflict such as 
a rebellion, a revolt or a coup, and the ways in which these terms are 
sometimes randomly assigned to different events. 

THE CAUSES OF REVOLUTION 
The causes of revolution are often complex and overlapping. It 
can be useful to consider the long-term and short-term causes, 
and the triggers, of revolution. If you consider the metaphor of a 
revolution as a fire, the descriptions on the right outline the role 
of each of these. 

The path towards revolution is never a smooth one. Rarely do you 
see revolutionary tension steadily rise; rather, it ebbs and flows 
as those in power attempt to put an end to discontent (through a 
combination of repression and reform). This results in periods of 
escalation and de-escalation of revolutionary beliefs and action. 
Identifying a series of crisis points in the lead up to revolution can 
help you more clearly see this process. 

Of course, one of the challenges in a study of revolutions is to 
evaluate the various factors that cause revolution. How are these 
factors related? Are some factors more significant than others? To 
what extent? Does this change over time? Why?

THE CONSEQUENCES OF REVOLUTION 
Seizing power is only one of the hurdles a revolutionary party or 
movement faces. All too often, the threat of further revolution or 
counter-revolution drives the new government’s decisions and 
actions. Revolutionary ideals may be compromised. Arguably, the 
consequences of revolution can be unintended—this study asks 
you to identify the intended and unintended effects of revolution 
and evaluate how these affected different groups of people at 
the time. You should compare the perspectives of people within 
and between groups, and evaluate the positive and negative 
consequences of living in the ‘new society’. 

SIGNIFICANCE 
As you examine the causes and consequences 
of revolution, and the resulting changes and 
continuities, Revolutions also asks you to evaluate 
the relative significance of these. Were some 
movements, ideas, individuals and events more 
significant than others? Why/why not? When 
assessing significance, consider the following: 

Scale How many people did it affect?

Duration How long did it last? 

Profundity  
(how profound 
something is)

What intensity of change did 
it produce? Deep impact or  
surface-level change? 

PERSPECTIVES AND 
INTERPRETATIONS 
Significance is a relative term. We must always ask—
significant to whom? In answering this question, 
consideration must be given to: 

 • the perspectives and experiences of different 
groups of people at the time. Were certain 
movements, ideas, individuals and events 
observed as more significant by certain 
groups? Why/why not? 

 • the interpretations of others (often 
historians) after the time. Have views of 
significance changed? Why/why not? 

Ultimately, the complexities and 
moral dilemmas found in the study 
of Revolutions makes for rewarding 
analysis and evaluation. As a 
student of Revolutions, it is your job 
to grapple with these concepts and 
construct your own evidence-based 
historical arguments. 

STUDYING REVOLUTIONS 
The study of Revolutions is based on 
the understanding that revolutions 
‘represent a great rupture in time and 
are a major turning point in the collapse 
and destruction of an existing political 
order that results in extensive change 
to society’.1 Often revolutions involve 
a transfer of power from the oppressor 
to the oppressed, from the privileged to 
the less privileged. In some instances, a 
revolution is a response to hierarchical 
authority and its inequalities, while in 
others a revolution can be a response to 
colonial oppression. 

Typically, revolutions are driven by strong 
ideological beliefs about how society 
should operate. Central to these beliefs 
are ideas about equality and control, 
and how a government should balance 
these. It is important to note that while 
revolutions are primarily political events, 
there are also significant economic, 
social and cultural factors that need to be 
considered. In the context of Revolutions, 
these are examined through the lens of 
key historical thinking concepts. 

REVOLUTIONS—AN INTRODUCTION

LONG-TERM CAUSES
The sources of fuel needed to stage a  
revolution are long-held political,  
economic, social and cultural  
structures, often based on  
issues of equality and  
control. These act to  
interrupt the status quo— 
much like chopping down a  
tree interrupts the ecology  
of a forest system.

SHORT-TERM CAUSES
Unresolved and growing 
over time, these structures 
generate grievances 
and resentments 
that metaphorically 
become the fuel for the 
revolutionary fire.

TRIGGERS
The spark that ignites a revolution can 
be planned or unplanned; it can be an 
event or the actions (or inaction) of 
an individual or a group. Regardless, 
the trigger often galvanises 
revolutionary movements into action. 
Sometimes that action involves a mass  
movement, while at others it offers an 
opportunity that smaller groups can 
utilise to seize power.

written by Catherine Hart
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SECTION B
CONSEQUENCES OF REVOLUTION

SECTiON B CONSEQUENCES OF REVOLUTION

 • What were the consequences of revolution?

 • How did the new regime consolidate 
its power?

 • What were the experiences of those who 
lived through the revolution?

 • To what extent was society changed 
and revolutionary ideas achieved 
or compromised? 1

1  Extract from the VCE History Revolutions Study Design  
(2022–2026) © VCAA, reproduced by permission.

’A league of kings 
has been formed in 
order to destroy the 

Revolution.’ 
LA PATRIE EN DANGER, 11 JULY 1792

‘The reign of the 
priests has passed.’

Elysee Loustalot, the editor of the 
newspaper Révolutions de Paris on the 
Civil Constitution of the Clergy

‘Within a month 
of Robespierre’s 
fall, the central 

institutions 
of Terror and 

Revolutionary 
Government had 
been dismantled.’ 

WILLIAM DOYLE

‘Terror is the order 
of the day.’

BERTRAND BARÈRE, 1793

‘The secret of 
freedom lies in 

educating people, 
whereas the secret of 
tyranny is in keeping 

them ignorant.’ 
Maximilien Robespierre

‘You, my king. You are 
no longer my king,  
no longer my king! 
You are nothing but a 
cowardly deserter.’

Jacques Hébert’s  
Le Père Duchesne
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EXPERIENCES OF REVOLUTION

ACTIVITY 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
Consider the perspectives portrayed here, then discuss the 
following as a class or in small groups: 

 • Which person’s experience do you connect or empathise 
with the most? Why?

 • Identify one or more historically significant events or 
developments that affected each person’s experience.

 •  Select the person whose experience most highlights to 
you the ways that revolutionary ideas were achieved or 
compromised. Be prepared to justify your response. 

EXPERIENCES OF REVOLUTION

SECTiON B CONSEQUENCES OF REVOLUTION

Note: These fictional characters are based on historical research.

Charlotte Bouvier, bourgeois, c. 1795:  
‘In 1789 we talked of liberty and the rights of citizens. We met and 
discussed what that new liberty meant for us, women. We were 

excited at the dawn of a new France. No longer an absolute kingdom 
but a constitutional monarchy with a new franchise. Our hopes were 

dashed. Like those enslaved and “passive citizens” we were denied our 
right to elect our representatives and to stand for legislature.’

Maurice Berthe, bourgeois, c. 1793: 
‘But what does liberty really mean? The rights of one against 
the rights of many? How do we balance the rights with the 
duties and take care of those who can’t do it themselves?

Alain Gérard, non-juring priest, c. 1795: 
‘Our churches destroyed, our parishioners murdered, our priests in hiding. 

The revolution is now in the hands of a bloodthirsty Parisian mob.’ 

Bishop Charles de Fauchet, c. 1790: 
‘It is only just that our Church takes part in this great national 
renewal for the benefit of all French men and women. Let us 

share in the wealth of the Church! It is our patriotic duty.’

Pierre-Joseph, Parisian worker, c. 1793: 
‘How am I going to feed my family with the prices of bread so 
high again and the bakeries empty? Is this a grand conspiracy 

to let us suffer and suffer more? Is this a Girondin plot?’

Marie, peasant, c. 1794: 
‘I cried when the local commune officials removed our 

village parish priest. He refused to swear the oath in the 
village square. He was a good priest who took care of us all. 
What will become of our church? Will our prayers be heard?’

Marie-Victoire, sans-culotte, c. 1792: 
‘Who takes our side? Who sees what we see? Who 

starves as we starve? Not the king or the aristocrats 
or the government officials! It is the sans-culottes 

that are true to the revolution and who are 
suffering to make it continue. Down with the 

monarchy! Give us bread and give us a republic!’

Jean-Albert de Corneille, noble, c. 1795: 
‘France needs to return to a position of strength 

internationally but first needs to secure stability at home. This 
can only be achieved with the power vested in one man. Such 
a man can ensure that the lawlessness of the lower classes is 
restrained using military force loyal to him. After years of rule 
of rabble-rousers, the time is now for a return to normality!’ 

Madame Sophie Récamier, noble, c. 1792: 
‘The works of Jean-Jacques Rousseau gave us an idealised 

vision of what the world could be like. We wept when 
we read them publicly in our salons. Then came the hope 

that we can wrest the power from the monarch and 
become arbiters of French politics once again. Mirabeau 

was sure to secure a strong constitutional monarchy.  
Who will lead France in his absence?’

Jean-Baptiste, peasant, c. 1795: 
‘The rule of the lords is over but the work on the land is still 

hard. The tithe is now replaced by a tax, but the tax collector is 
still the same man. I don’t work for the local seigneur anymore, 

and offer my labour to the one who can pay me most.’
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1793 
(continued)

1793

1794

1795

1791

1790

1789

1791 
(continued)

1792
(continued)

1792

5 AUGUST 1789–1795

—
 4–11 A

ugust 1789 
August D
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—
 26 A

ugust 1789 
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eclaration of Rights of 
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an and of the Citizen
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 5–
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oved to Paris

—
 2 N
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er 1789 
Church property 
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—
 13 Feb

ruary 1790
 

M
onastic v ow

s banned

—
 26 Feb

ruary 1790
 

France divided into 
eighty-three departm

ents

—
 19 June 1790

 
N

obility abolished

—
 14 July 1790

 
Festival of the Federation 

—
 16 A

ugust 1790
 

Parlem
ents abolished; 

judiciary reorganised 

—
 27 N

ovem
b

er 1790
 

O
ath of the Clergy 

introduced 

—
 20

–21 June 1791 
Louis X

V
I and fam

ily 
captured at Varennes 

—
 17 July 1791 
M

assacre at Cham
ps  

de M
ars

—
 20

 June 1792 
D

em
onstrators invade 

Tuileries Palace

—
 25 July–28 July 1792 
Brunsw

ick M
anifesto

—
 10

 A
ugust 17 92 

Louis X
V

I deposed

—
 2–7 Sep

tem
b

er 1792 
Septem

ber M
assacres

—
 22 Sep

tem
b

er 1792 
Abolition of m

onarchy, 
France declared a republic

—
 21 January 1793 
Louis X

V
I executed

—
 13 July 1793 
M

arat assassinated

—
 10

 N
ovem

b
er 1793 

D
e-Christianisation 

cam
paign begins

—
 28 July 1794 
Robespierre executed

—
 22 A

ugus t 1795 
Constitution of Year III 
and Tw

o-Thirds D
ecree

—
 12 July 1790

 
Civil Constitution of 
the Clergy enacted↑

TIMELINE

4–11 AUGUST 1789
August Decrees

26 AUGUST 1789
Declaration of Rights of Man and of the 
Citizen (DORMAC) proclaimed

11 SEPTEMBER 1789
King is granted a suspensive veto

19 SEPTEMBER 1789
King gives qualified acceptance of 
August Decrees and Declaration of the Rights 
of Man and of the Citizen

5–6 OCTOBER 1789
Women’s March on Versailles: king is forcibly 
moved to Paris

2 NOVEMBER 1789
Church property nationalised

DECEMBER 1789
First assignats issued

13 FEBRUARY 1790
Monastic vows banned

26 FEBRUARY 1790
France divided into eighty-three departments

19 JUNE 1790
Nobility abolished

12 JULY 1790
Civil Constitution of the Clergy enacted

14 JULY 1790
Festival of the Federation  
(Fête de la Federation)

16 AUGUST 1790
Parlements abolished and judiciary 
reorganised

27 NOVEMBER 1790
Oath of the Clergy introduced

13 APRIL 1791
Pope condemns Civil Constitution  
of the Clergy

20–21 JUNE 1791
Louis XVI and his family are captured at 
Varennes after they attempt to flee

17 JULY 1791
Massacre at Champ de Mars: National Guard 
opens fire on demonstrators

27 AUGUST 1791
Declaration of Pillnitz

KEY EVENT

KEY EVENT

KEY EVENT

KEY EVENT

KEY EVENT

KEY EVENT

KEY EVENT

KEY EVENT

KEY EVENT

KEY EVENT

KEY EVENT

KEY EVENT

KEY EVENT

14 SEPTEMBER 1791
King swears oath of allegiance to 
Constitution of 1791

1 OCTOBER 1791
Legislative Assembly convenes, replacing 
National (Constituent) Assembly

9 NOVEMBER 1791
Decree against émigrés issued  
(vetoed by king 12 November)

29 NOVEMBER 1791
Decree against refractory priests issued  
(vetoed by king 19 December)

4 APRIL 1792
Freedom granted to free black men and free 
men of mixed race in Saint Domingue

20 APRIL 1792
Declaration of war against Austria

27 MAY 1792
Decree ordering deportation of non-juring 
(refractory) priests (vetoed by king 11 June)

8 JUNE 1792
Decree to raise an army of 20,000 fédérés 
to camp outside Paris (vetoed by king 11 June)

20 JUNE 1792
Demonstrators invade Tuileries Palace and 
force king to wear red liberty cap 

11 JULY 1792
Assembly declares the homeland in danger 
(La patrie en danger)

25 JULY–28 JULY 1792
Brunswick Manifesto threatens Parisians if 
royal family is harmed. Its circulation in Paris 
causes fury against the king

10 AUGUST 1792
Louis XVI is deposed by armed insurrection 
organised by the Paris Commune and the 
sections

2–7 SEPTEMBER 1792
September Massacres (murders of non-juring 
clergy and prisoners thought to be royalists)

20 SEPTEMBER 1792
French victory at Valmy; National Convention 
holds its first session

22 SEPTEMBER 1792
Convention proclaims abolition of monarchy, 
declaring France a republic

KEY EVENT

KEY EVENT

KEY EVENT

KEY EVENT

KEY EVENT

10 DECEMBER 1792
Convention’s trial of King Louis XVI 
begins

21 JANUARY 1793
Louis XVI executed

1 FEBRUARY 1793
France declares war on Great Britain 
and the Dutch Republic

24 FEBRUARY 1793
Levée of 300,000 men to defend Republic

9 MARCH 1793
Representatives on Mission established

10 MARCH 1793
Revolutionary Tribunal established

11 MARCH 1793
Vendée region revolts

21 MARCH 1793
Committees of Surveillance established

6 APRIL 1793
Committee of Public Safety established

31 MAY–2 JUNE 1793
Sans-culottes and National Guard in 
conjunction with Jacobins expel the 
Girondins from the Convention 

24 JUNE 1793
Constitution of 1793 approved

13 JULY 1793
Jean-Paul Marat assassinated by 
Charlotte Corday

27 JULY 1793
Maximilien Robespierre elected to 
Committee of Public Safety

1 AUGUST 1793
Convention implements ‘scorched earth’ 
policy in Vendée region

23 AUGUST 1793
Decree of levée en masse: mass 
mobilisation of entire population

5 SEPTEMBER 1793
Day of the Enragés; Government by 
terror begins

10 OCTOBER 1793
Constitution of 1793 suspended—
government ‘revolutionary until 
the peace’

KEY EVENT

KEY EVENT

16 OCTOBER 1793
Marie Antoinette executed, followed by deaths 
of the 21 Girondin leaders (31 October), Olympe 
de Gouges (3 November), Philippe Égalité 
(7 November), Madame Roland (8 November), 
Bailly (12 November) and Barnave (29 November)

10 NOVEMBER 1793
De-Christianisation campaign begins

4 DECEMBER 1793
Law of 14 Frimaire enacted

4 FEBRUARY 1794
Slavery abolished in French Empire

24 MARCH 1794
Hébertists executed

5 APRIL 1794
Dantonists executed

8 JUNE 1794
Festival of the Supreme Being

10 JUNE 1794
Law of 22 Prairial enacted

28 JULY 1794
Robespierre executed

1 AUGUST 1794
Law of 22 Prairial repealed

12 NOVEMBER 1794
Jacobin Club closed

DECEMBER 1794
White Terror begins (ends in July 1795)

21 FEBRUARY 1795
Freedom of worship allowed

1–2 APRIL 1795
Germinal uprising—demands reinstatement 
of Constitution of 1793

26 APRIL 1795
Representatives on Mission abolished

20–23 MAY 1795
Prairial uprising—demands reinstatement of 
Constitution of 1793

31 MAY 1795
Revolutionary Tribunal abolished

22 AUGUST 1795
Constitution of Year III, Two-Thirds Decree

26 OCTOBER 1795
Final session of National Convention 

KEY EVENT

KEY EVENT

KEY EVENTHTAV • S
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CHAPTER 12

Source 12.01 ‘Unité, indivisibilité de la république, liberté, égalité, fraternité ou 
la mort’ (The Indivisible Unity of the Republic: Liberty, Equality, Fraternity or 
Death), ‘Propaganda manifesto with sans-culotte and cockade’, 1794.

KEY QUESTIONS
 � Why was a policy of Terror adopted?

 � What features of the Terror did the 
National Convention impose in 1793?

 � What key crisis did the National 
Convention face in 1793? 

 � What was the program of the  
sans-culottes in 1793?

By September 1793, the revolution 
faced extreme threats from all 
sides—both within France and 
from foreign enemies. The National 
Convention had been split by 
factional divisions, which culminated 
in the purge of the Girondins and the 
expansion of the Federalist Revolt. 
Conspiracy was everywhere, and 
internal traitors were feared even in 
Paris, where in July Charlotte Corday 
had assassinated the Montagnard 
Marat. Heightened tensions forced 
the Convention to adopt a range of 
extreme policies known collectively 
as the Terror.

At the same time, France had 
continued economic problems, 
including the plunging value of the 
assignat, and exorbitant price rises 
for basic commodities, which were 
believed to be caused by hoarders 
and speculators.

‘What is needed is one 
single will. … The danger 
within France comes 
from the middle classes 
and to defeat them we 
must rally the people.’

—Robespierre  
(during insurrection 

to expel Girondins,  
31 May–2 June 1793)

THE FEDERALIST REVOLTS:  
JUNE–AUGUST 1793
Vernigaud, 1793: ‘Men of the Gironde, rise up! The Convention  
has only been weak because it has been abandoned. Support it 
against all the furies threatening it. … There is not a moment to lose.’ 

Due to the climate of crisis and alarm, by mid-1793 the government 
was responding to the simultaneous threats and rebellions around the 
country in an increasingly repressive manner. The first example of this 
was the way it crushed the Federalist Revolt in the large trading cities to 
the south of France: Bordeaux, Lyons, Toulouse, Toulon and Marseilles. 

Unlike the Vendée Rebellion, which had sought to maintain traditional 
patterns of life, the Federalist Revolts were an expression of anger about: 

 • the arbitrary nature of the government in Paris
 • the power of the sans-culottes 
 • the damage done to trade by the war with the First Coalition 

(Austria, Prussia, Spain, Britain and the Dutch Republic). 

The provincial cities of the south and west had a shared hostility towards 
a government directed by popular radicalism. They were suspicious of 
the Jacobins’ claims to act in the national interest, and wanted economic 
certainty, free trade and provincial autonomy. 

THE BORDEAUX AND LYONS REBELLIONS 
Bordeaux had once been France’s second busiest port, but its trade had 
disappeared as a result of the war and the British blockade. Bordeaux 
was in the department of the Gironde, which was also the birthplace 
of Girondist politics that had sent Vergniaud, Gensonné and Guadet to 
Paris as the people’s representatives. 

Since early 1793, the local Girondin club had become increasingly 
concerned by the control of the National Convention by the Paris 
sections, under the direction of the Revolutionary Commune. There 
had been talk of raising an army of National Guards from the Bordeaux 
region to march to Paris and to protect the Convention, so that the 
elected representatives could do their work without being intimidated 
by armed Parisian crowds. 

KEY CHALLENGE

↑  
The words on the flags read ‘Terror 
to kings’ (left) and ‘uniting of 
republicans’ (right).

This was a popular poster celebrating 
the French Republic. The two figures 
represent the common people. At left is 
a soldier of the Revolutionary Army. His 
role is to safeguard the revolution from 
external enemies. At right is a member 
of the sans-culottes, armed with a 
pike. His job is to guard the revolution 
at home. United, these two groups of 
the population will ensure the safety 
of the revolution. 

KEY EVENTS
— 29 April 1793 

Federalist uprising in Marseilles

— 5 September 1793 
Government by terror begins 

— 16 October 1793 
Marie Antoinette executed

THE TOTALITY OF THE TERROR
(1793–1794)

KEY SOURCE

HTAV • S
AMPLE

 PAGES

HTAV • SAMPLE PAGES • ISBN 978-1-922481-12-2 • www.htavshop.com.au



SECTION B CONSEQUENCES OF REVOLUTION214 LIBERATING FRANCE 3RD EDITION 215

CHAPTER 12 THE TOTALITY OF THE TERROR (1793–1794)

On the night of 29–30 November 1793—a month after twenty-two Girondin deputies 
expelled from the National Convention were executed in Paris—200 Bordeaux 
merchants were arrested as a measure of general security, and 104 of them were 
guillotined.10 Their suspected crime was négotiantisme—the crime of using the 
revolution to become rich. During the night raids, the merchants’ account books 
were seized and searched for anything that could incriminate them—a word, a belief 
or an action. Even rubbing out words in an account book could be fatal. A Girondin 
deputy reported that in Bordeaux:

A woman was charged with the heinous crime of having wept at the execution of her 
husband. She was consequently condemned to sit several hours under the suspended 
blade which shed on her, drop by drop, the blood of the deceased whose corpse was 
above her on the scaffold, before she was released by death from her agony.11

Historian Simon Schama argues that in the Federalist cities, the Terror became a 
‘war against commercial capitalism’. The Jacobin rhetoric against ‘rich egoists’ and 
the attacks on the commercial elites associated with federalism meant that 
mercantile and industrial enterprises were regarded as counter-revolutionary unless 
they had been pulled into the service of the war. Schama has even argued that the 
capitalist and industrialist bourgeois class was the revolution’s ‘principal victim’.12

THE NOYADES OF NANTES: 
DROWNINGS IN THE VENDÉE 
Christopher Hibbert: ‘The river became so choked with these barges that ships 
weighing anchor brought them up filled with the dead.’ 

On 1 August 1793, Barère, a member of the Committee of Public Safety, gave the order 
to subdue the rebellion in the Vendée region in western France: burn the forests, raze 
the houses, remove the livestock and slaughter the rebels. 

General Turreau and General Westermann led an army of 30,000 soldiers into 
the Vendée to subdue a force of somewhere between 20,000 and 40,000 rebels,13 
many of whom were now armed with rifles captured from defeated patriots. Turreau 
reported that:

They never allow themselves to be anticipated: they fight only when they want 
and how they want. … Their attack is a terrible eruption, sudden, almost always 
unexpected, because it is very difficult in the Vendée to ... keep watch and 
consequently to defend oneself against surprise.14

The government’s retaliation was severe. Columns of soldiers marched across the 
countryside, destroying all life. Turreau wrote to Paris:

All brigands caught bearing arms, or convicted of having taken up arms to revolt 
against their country, will be bayoneted. The same will apply to girls, women and 
children under the same circumstances. … Each column commander has orders to 
search and burn forests, villages, market towns and farms.15

At Nantes, 3000 people died in prison from an epidemic. The representative-on-
mission there was a violent man named Jean-Baptiste Carrier, who authorised mass 
drownings. Between 2000 and 4800 further prisoners died, bound with ropes and 
thrown into barges, which were then sunk in the river.  These executions by drowning 
are known as the noyades. 

HISTORICAL 
INTERPRETATIONS
Historian Simon Schama 
is quoted several times 
in this chapter. Use these 
excerpts to identify Schama’s 
view of the Terror and the 
revolutionary government. 

did YOU KNOW?
A Vendéan general, 
La Rochejaquelein, became popular 
through his rallying cry, ‘Friends, if 
I advance, follow me! If I retreat, 
kill me! If I die, avenge me!’ 
La Rochejaquelein died in battle at 
the age of twenty-two.

Still, the arrest of the Girondin deputies on 2 June 1793 came as a severe shock, and 
triggered revolt in Bordeaux. A Popular Commission of Public Safety was set up, 
which urged local people to reject the rule of Paris, establish their own National 
Convention, and march on Paris to restore constitutional government. 

A force of 1200 men was envisaged, but in the end, only 400 set out, and they 
turned back having marched fewer than fifty kilometres.1

Lyons was a city famous for manufacturing silk. It had elected a Girondist mayor 
in February 1793, only to have him overthrown by the local Jacobin club. In June, 
angered by the attack on the Girondins and by the levée en masse, the people of 
Lyons rose up, prepared to defend their city against the local Jacobins and the 
revolutionary government. In June, Marseilles joined Lyons, formally declaring 
itself ‘in a legal state of resistance’ to the National Convention. It set up its own 
Revolutionary Tribunal and gave the death sentence to thirty Jacobins. In Toulon, 
a counter-revolutionary committee seized power and issued a declaration: 

We want to enjoy our goods, our property, the fruits of our toil and industry 
in peace. Yet we see them constantly exposed to threats from those who have 
nothing themselves.2

Further uprisings in Caen, Avignon, Nîmes, Marseilles and other towns led to 
the claim that ‘more than sixty departments were in some degree “federalist” in 
spirit’.3 On 5 June 1793, General Biron, the commander in the south-west, reported 
the following of Bordeaux: ‘[The rebels] don’t want a king; they want a republic, 
but a rich and tranquil republic.’4

GOVERNMENT REPRISALS
The new regime responded with violence to the Federalist Revolts. In August 1793, 
General Kellermann’s troops surrounded Lyons and cut it off from food supplies to 
starve it into submission. Houses were destroyed and, as food supplies became 
scarce, famine was widespread. On 12 October 1793, the Committee of Public Safety 
declared that Lyons should be destroyed and lose its name, and that a plaque be set 
up on the ruins, stating, ‘Lyons made a war on liberty. Lyons is no more.’5 

From October 1793, the Paris Revolutionary Army took out savage reprisals on 
Lyons, guillotining some twenty-six people every day. The blood ran so freely in 
the gutters that citizens complained that it overflowed from the drainage ditch 
below the guillotine.6 However, the pace of execution was still too slow, so a special 
Tribunal of Seven was created to speed up sentencing. The worst action took place 
over three days in December 1793 when 360 people died. They were tied up in 
groups of about sixty, lined up in front of ditches and fired on by cannon, in what 
has been called the mitraillades (mass shootings).7 ‘What a delicious moment,’ 
wrote one witness to a friend in Paris. ‘How you would have enjoyed it! … What a 
sight! Worthy indeed of liberty! Wish bonjour to Robespierre.’8 By April 1794, 
around 2000 men, women and children had been murdered. Similar reprisals 
were taken against the people and cities of Bordeaux, Marseilles and Toulon.9 

Bordeaux was the leading city of the Federalist Revolt—and it received especially 
severe treatment in late 1793 from the representatives-on-mission, Ysabeau 
and Baudot. They were replaced by a young man who was even more ruthless: 
Jean Tallien. 

did YOU KNOW?
A German volunteer in the 
Revolutionary Army was horrified by 
what he saw in Lyons: ‘I said to a group 
of sans-culottes … that it would be 
decent to clear away all this human 
blood—Why should it be cleared up? 
One of them said to me. It’s the blood 
of aristocrats and rebels. The dogs 
should lick it up.’

CHECK YOUR 
UNDERSTANDING
1 Explain in your own words 

the grievances of the 
Federalist rebels.

2 How did the Federalist Revolt 
differ in character from the 
Vendée Rebellion?

3 Explain the threat that 
the Federalists posed to 
the Republic.

↑ Henri de La Rochejaquelein, by 
Pierre-Narcisse Guérin, 1817.
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Robespierre: ‘Terror is nothing other than the quick, harsh and inflexible application of revolutionary justice; it is 
therefore righteous. Break the enemies of the Republic with Terror, and you will be justified as founders of the Republic.’ 

At first the noyades were confined to priests, and took place at night. Then, these 
‘republican baptisms’ or ‘national baths’, as they came to be known, became routine 
and took place during the day. Prisoners would first be stripped of their clothes and 
belongings—an important source of income for the soldiers. Accounts began to 
circulate of ‘republican marriages’—young men and women tied naked together in 
the boats, then drowned.16 

Christopher Hibbert
The river became so choked with these barges that ships weighing anchor 
brought them up filled with the dead. Birds of prey hovered over the waters, 
gorging themselves with human flesh, and the fish became so contaminated 
that orders had to be given forbidding them to be caught.

Benaben, commissioner for Maine-et-Loire, witnessed the slaughter at the town of 
Le Mans, where the final battle between the Vendéan ‘army’ and the forces of the 
Republic took place: 

Soldiers spread out into the houses, and having taken the wives and daughters of the 
brigands who had not time to flee, took them into the squares or the streets where 
they were crowded together and butchered on the spot: shot, bayoneted or slashed 
with swords.17

Of the approximately 5000 rebels, two-thirds were slaughtered in the battle for the 
town and the mass shootings that followed.18 When the slaughter was over and the 
Vendée had been conquered, General Westermann reported to the Committee of 
Public Safety:

The Vendée is no more. It has died beneath the hooves of our horses, together with its 
men, women and children. … I have crushed the children under my horses, massacred 
the women—they, at least, will not give birth to any more brigands.19

Seventy per cent of all deaths in the Terror occurred in the Vendée and Federalist 
region of Provence. Historian Charles Tilly, a leading authority on the history of the 
Vendée, has estimated that, of those executed, 80–90 per cent were peasants and 
artisans. Of the percentage remaining, 5–10 per cent were bourgeois, with a 
statistically insignificant number of local nobles and priests.20 

↑  Source 12.02 Christopher 
Hibbert, The French Revolution 
(London: Penguin, 1980), 228.

↑  Source 12.03 The Nantes 
Drownings, engraved by Reinier 
Vinkeles and Daniel Vrydag, late 
eighteenth century. The ‘national 
bath’ (the Loire River), location of 
‘republican marriages’, is where 
nearly 5000 men, priests, women, 
nuns, elderly and children perished. 

DIVERSE 
EXPERIENCES
Write a 250–350-word 
extended response to the topic 
below. Your response should 
include a clear contention, 
arguments supported by 
relevant evidence, and a clear 
conclusion. 

 • Explain the effect of the 
Terror on rural people 
in France in the period 
1793–1794.

WHAT WAS THE TERROR? WHY WAS IT IMPOSED?

Dylan Rees and other historians argue that the 
fundamental reason a policy of Terror was adopted 
was because of the need to organise and control the 
Republic to meet the internal and external threats to 
its survival posed by the foreign war. 

The first Terror was a direct response to the Prussian 
invasion of France and the imminent threat to 
Paris. The second Terror, which Rees dates from the 
expulsion of the Girondins, started at a time when 
the war was once again going badly and the Republic 
again faced invasion. Rees points out that the end 
of the Terror—with the execution of Robespierre on 
28 July 1794—came just a month after the decisive 
French victory at Fleurus on 26 June 1794, which 
secured France’s borders. The foreign war was 
no longer a threat to France, and future military 
engagements were to be offensive—not defensive.22 

While there is no doubt that winning the foreign 
war was vital to safeguard the revolution, and 
the structures of the Terror were set in place with 
this goal in mind, it is important to remember the 
significant internal threats that political factionalism, 
federalism and counter-revolutionary activity posed 
to the revolution. 

The revolt in the Vendée accounted for 52 per cent 
of the executions during the Terror.23 While this revolt 
was triggered by opposition to the levée en masse—
the conscription of 300,000 men so that the foreign 
war could be expanded—the fundamental issues in 
the Vendée were more deeply rooted in long-term 
divisions and conflicts in the local culture, as well as 
grievances against the government of new regime. 

The reasons why the Terror became used as a 
means of political, economic and social control were 
centred around the internal and external threats to 
the revolution and the Republic. Its purpose was to 
defend the achievements of the revolution at any 
cost—and literally terrorise the opposition. The Terror 
served also as a way to control of national resources 
with the aim of winning the foreign and civil wars.

The definition of Terror in the context of the French 
revolution is very broad. There is a range of views about 
when the Terror occurred and how long it lasted. However, 
there is general agreement about the reasons for its use and 
what its purpose was. 

We, in the twenty-first century, immediately conjure up 
images of terrorism in our own time. As historians, we must 
carefully consider the context and nature of the use of Terror 
within the French Revolution. 

The Encyclopedia Britannica begins its definition of terrorism 
as ‘the systematic use of violence to create a general 
climate of fear in a population and thereby to bring about a 
particular political objective’.21 

Timothy Tackett, in his book, The Coming of the Terror (2015), 
identifies two periods of Terror. 

The first Terror
The first Terror took place in August–September 1792, 
when the threat of the Brunswick Manifesto, the crowd 
action of the 10 August and panic over the invading 
Prussians led to the September Massacres. In this period, the 
sans-culottes used spontaneous (but illegal) violence against 
the institution of the monarchy and the suspect counter-
revolutionary groups of nobles and refractory priests. 

The second Terror
The second Terror took place in 1793—and it was Terror 
applied by the state to control its population. Historians 
disagree about when the second Terror began, with three 
possible starting points. These are:

 � the legislation around the machinery of Terror 
in March and April 1793

 � the first factional purge of the Convention on 
2 June 1793, with the expulsion of the Girondins 

 � Barère’s declaration in the National Convention on 
5 September 1793: ‘Let Terror be the order of the day.’ 

However, all historians agree that the Terror finished with 
the final purge of the National Convention—the execution of 
Robespierre and his close followers on 10 Thermidor Year II 
(28 July 1794). 
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The 1793 Constitution was much shorter than the 1791 Constitution—after all, there 
was no longer a king to be accommodated—but the Declaration of the Rights of Man 
and of the Citizen that prefaced the 1793 Constitution was longer. The 1793 Constitution 
enshrined full adult male suffrage at age twenty-one, and annual elections. It allowed 
voting in electoral assemblies to be by voice rather than ballot if the voters so chose. 
Importantly for the bourgeois Federalists, the four ‘natural and imprescriptible rights’ 
remained ‘equality, liberty, security and property’. The Montagnard leadership was well 
aware that the Federalists had branded them as ‘anarchists bent on pillage’ so was keen 
to emphasise this element of the new constitution.24 

Historian Peter McPhee highlights the radical social rights and popular control over 
the Assembly that the Constitution guaranteed. These included:

 • a commitment to public education for all citizens
 • the right for workers to earn enough from their work that they can subsist 
 • the right to public assistance for those unable to work 
 • the abolition of the slave trade. 

Most importantly, Article 35 stated:
When the government violates the rights of the people, insurrection is the most 
sacred of rights and the most indispensable of duties for the people.25 

The Constitution was enthusiastically accepted at referendum, with official results 
announcing 1.8 million ‘yes’ votes to a mere 11,600 against. McPhee claims the final 
‘yes’ figure was probably closer to two million of the approximately six million eligible 
males, ‘a remarkable figure at a time of invasion and civil war’.26

However, on 28 August 1793, Barère—now a member of the Committee of Public 
Safety—argued that the military situation would not allow for the immediate 
implementation of the Constitution. When, by the end of September, the policy of 
‘emergency government until the peace’ was adopted, the Constitution was suspended. 
Once military security was achieved, it could be implemented. 

Howiever, in reality, the 1793 Constitution was never implemented. In 1795, the 
Convention convened a committee to draw up a new constitution for the next 
legislature: the Directory. 

LEVÉE EN MASSE, 23 AUGUST 1793
To fight the war effectively, the Paris sections and the fédérés called for further 
conscription. The aim in February was to find 300,000 troops—now it was believed 
that a further 800,000 troops were necessary. On 23 August 1793, the National 
Convention enacted a decree calling for a levée en masse, in effect, writes John Hall 
Stewart, ‘a call for the first complete wartime mobilisation of a nation in modern 
history. … It was one of the most vigorous manifestations of nationalism during the 
whole revolution, and suggests why the French were able to check foreign invasion.’27 
The decree had been written by Barère and Carnot:

Decree of levée en masse, 23 August 1793
From this moment until such time as its enemies shall have been driven from the 
soil of the Republic, all Frenchmen are in permanent requisition for the services 
of the armies. The young men shall fight; the married men shall forge arms and 
transport provisions; the women shall make tents and clothes and shall serve in 
the hospitals; the children shall turn old lint into linen; the old men shall betake 
themselves to the public squares in order to arouse the courage of the warriors 
and preach hatred of kings and the unity of the Republic.

↑  Source 12.05 Cited in Alan 
Forrest, ‘The Army in Year II’, Les 
annales historiques de la révolution 
française, no. 335 (January–March 
2004): 7.

THE POWER OF THE  
SANS-CULOTTES  BY 1793
Deputy Chabot (warning his fellow deputies in the National 
Convention): ‘Never forget that you were sent here by the sans-culottes.’ 

↑

 Source 12.04 The 31 May 1793, by Jean Joseph 
François Tassaert, 1796–1797.

The revolution became more radical as the influence of the sans-culottes 
movement grew. The national emergency that followed the declaration of 
war with Austria in April 1792 enabled the sans-culottes to enter the ranks 
of the National Guard in July. Their abandonment of the defence of the 
king on 10 August resulted in his deposition by the concerted efforts of the 
Revolutionary Commune and the sections. The sans-culottes militants grew 
in influence and were responsible for the journées of 31 May–2 June 1793 
that brought the Jacobins to power. Between the summers of 1792 and 1794, 
their support was essential for the control of Paris. 

IDEAS OF SANS-CULOTTES  BY 1793
By 1793, the characteristic views of the sans-culottes were that they: 

 • were passionately anti-cleric
 • were haters of aristocracy and anyone of great wealth
 • were egalitarian—they addressed everyone as ‘citizen’ and used the familiar ‘tu’ 

form of address. They believed all citizens should be equal, with no disparities in 
wealth, status or opportunity 

 • wore the bonnet rouge, which symbolised the equality of all citizens.

Sans-culottes believed that:
 • democracy was direct. The sovereignty of the people and their right to exercise 

power could not be delegated, so they should be able to put their case directly 
to the elected legislature at any time. 

 • political life should take place in the open, and representatives should be 
accountable. Patriots had no reason to hide their opinions, so meetings of the 
Assembly should be open to the public and deputies should vote aloud. 

 • the people had the right to control and change their representatives at any time.  
If they were betrayed, they had the right of insurrection. 

CONCESSIONS TO THE SANS-CULOTTES
The relationship between the Montagnard government and the sans-culottes who had 
put it in power was double-edged. The sans-culottes made demands, and the Montagnards 
realised that it was necessary to make compromises to keep their cooperation. From 
June to September 1793, the Convention took three measures designed to placate the  
sans-culottes. 

JACOBIN CONSTITUTION OF 1793 
The republican constitution of 1793 was hurriedly drawn up in the effort to provide 
some unity after the expulsion of the Girondins three weeks earlier. In the judgement of 
historian David Andress, the Jacobin Constitution was ‘dramatically radical in comparison 
to that of 1791’, yet also designed to sooth the fears of the Federalist provinces. 
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Roux declared war on economic traitors. In his view, hoarders and speculators should 
be punished by death—and if the government refused to institute these penalties, 
then the people should launch a new round of massacres against these ‘bloodsuckers’. 
The government should also fulfil its obligations to provide both work and subsistence 
at affordable prices.30 

The Enragés had already agitated for violence during the food riots of February 1793. 

On 25 July 1793, Roux startled the Convention by appearing in the evening to read an 
address. ‘Legislators,’ shouted Roux, ‘you have done nothing for the happiness of the 
people. For four years only the rich have profited from the revolution. ... Under the old 
regime it would never have been permitted for basic commodities to have been sold at 
three times their value!’31 

Historian Simon Schama points out that Roux had hit on an ‘essential truth’. The 
revolution had brought no practical benefits to the people whose active support in 
1789 had allowed it to succeed. ‘For the first time, the revolutionaries of the street-
corner seriously challenged the revolutionaries of the assembly.’32 As 1793 progressed, 
the Enragé program—the death penalty for hoarders and speculators, and maximum 
prices and forced acceptance of the assignat—became widely accepted at the 
Cordeliers Club and in the Revolutionary Commune.

DAY OF THE ENRAGÉS ,  4–5 SEPTEMBER 1793
The revolutionary journées of 4–5 September 1793 began with a crowd gathering before 
the Hôtel de Ville, being incited by Roux to demand bread and higher wages. Hébert 
and Chaumette of the Revolutionary Commune suggested that the crowd should 
march on the Convention the following day and demand the immediate mobilisation 
of a Revolutionary Army to go into the countryside to discover the evil hoarders and 
impound their food for delivery to Paris. Hébert even suggested that each battalion 
should be accompanied by a mobile guillotine. 

However, when this program was carried out on 5 September 1793, the proceedings 
were not dominated by the economic demands of the Enragés but by the disastrous 
news the Port of Toulon in southern France had capitulated to the British. In the 
atmosphere of patriotic emergency that followed, the questions of prices and 
supplies—although they were the primary causes of the agitation on 4 September—
were once again conveniently forgotten. 

The issue of price control was not addressed until 29 September 1793, when the 
Convention finally yielded to popular pressure to pass the Law of the Maximum, 
which put a price limit on a large range of goods and services, including labour.33 

CHECK YOUR 
UNDERSTANDING
How did the Terror change laws 
and taxation across France up 
to September 1793?

All able-bodied single men between eighteen and twenty-five were called up for 
military service immediately. This significantly increased the number of men in the 
army, which reached a peak of about 800,000 fighting men in September 1794. Also, 
much of the civilian population was turned towards supporting the armies through 
armaments production and other war industries, as well as supplying food and 
provisions to the front. As Barère put it, ‘all the French, both sexes, all ages are called 
by the nation to defend liberty’.28

ECONOMIC CONCESSIONS
Champions of the very poor, such as the leader of the Enragés, Jacques Roux, were 
alarmed that the suffering of the poor was becoming even worse than it had been 
under the ancien régime. Roux’s followers were wage-earners, casual labourers, 
the poor and unemployed, and he was shocked at their abysmal living conditions. 
He called on the Convention to deal immediately with starvation and poverty, and 
when it did nothing, he denounced it. During 1793 Roux repeatedly called on the 
Convention to implement legislation to:

 • fix maximum prices on necessities 
 • make hoarding goods a capital offence 
 • purge ex-nobles from the army. 

CHECK YOUR UNDERSTANDING
1 What developments in the course of the revolution made the sans-culottes 

emerge as a highly influential political movement?

2 Why were the sans-culottes’ demands focused on economic issues?

3 What was the purpose of the levée en masse? 

↑ Jacques Roux.

ECONOMIC TERROR: THE ENRAGÉS 
AND THE RIGHT TO SUBSISTENCE
Jacques Roux: ‘It is only by putting foodstuffs within the reach of the sans-culottes 
that you will attach them to the Revolution and rally them to the Constitutional laws.’

Article 21 of the 1793 Constitution stated the following: ‘Public assistance is a sacred 
debt. Society owes subsistence to unfortunate citizens, either by obtaining work for 
them or by providing means of existence to those who are unable to work.’29

However, throughout 1793, the group advocating for the ‘right to subsistence’—
meaning the right to earn enough from your work to be able to subsist or to be 
supported—was not the Jacobins, but the extreme Enragés, a loosely connected 
group of speakers and politicians. The spokesman for the Enragés was a former priest 
named Jacques Roux (also known as the ‘Red Priest’).

Roux was horrified by the suffering he saw in his parish during the winter of 1793, 
where poor market porters, water carriers and unemployed building labourers 
attempted to survive in frozen hunger in overcrowded tenements and garrets. Roux’s 
political message was simple: the revolution had been exploited by profiteers for their 
own selfish ends, and the people were starving again—just as they had starved under 
the ancien régime. 

did YOU KNOW?
Many women believed the revolution should bring equality and political rights to 
all citizens. Over sixty Jacobin women’s clubs were formed, partly as an expression 
of patriotism, but also to petition for the vote for women. On 30 October 1793, the 
National Convention, at this time dominated by the Jacobins, banned all women’s 
clubs after an address by Jean-Pierre-André Amar of the Committee of General 
Security. Amar argued that ‘women should not leave their families to meddle in the 
affairs of government’.

↑  Source 12.06 Women’s Patriotic Club, by Jean-Baptiste Lesueur, 1793. 
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JUDICIAL TERROR: THE LAW OF SUSPECTS, 
17 SEPTEMBER 1793

TERROR BECOMES ‘THE ORDER  
OF THE DAY’ 
Danton, 5 September 1793: ‘The country entrusts this weapon to you for  
its defence. ... Let a gun be our most sacred object. … Let each of us lose our life  
rather than our gun.’ 

Other important decisions were taken in the National Convention on 5 September 1793. 
Against the crisis of the fall of Toulon, Barère was quick to propose that ‘Terror [be] the 
order of the day’. 

Further, the Convention immediately authorised the formation of a civilian armée 
revolutionnaire (revolutionary army) to operate in the Paris region, an area extending 
over twenty-five departments. The Jacobins saw this measure as a means of exporting 
some of the troublesome militants to the countryside and addressing the crucial issue 
of food supplies. In addition to the official Parisian army, another fifty-six unauthorised 
provincial revolutionary armies were set up between September and December 1793, 
covering about two-thirds of the eighty-three departments. 

The role of the armies was to ensure the free movement of food supplies into Paris 
and other large provincial cities, and to round up counter-revolutionaries—deserters, 
hoarders, refractory priests, political suspects and royalists. 

In their mission to mobilise the nation’s resources for the war effort by impounding 
Church silver and bells, these armies became fervent warriors in Hébert’s de-
Christianisation campaign, defacing and damaging many of France’s most beautiful 
churches. These provincial armies were disbanded by the Law of 14 Frimaire Year II 
(4 December 1793), because the Committee of Public Safety was anxious to:

 • stop the anarchy the armies were inciting
 • stem the opposition to the revolution brought on by forced grain requisitioning.

Danton’s address to the National Convention, 5 September 1793
This revolution must be [fully realised]. You must never fear movements that 
could tempt counter-revolutionaries in Paris, who would no doubt like to 
extinguish the flame of liberty where it burns the brightest. But the immense 
number of true patriots, of sans-culottes who have crushed their enemies a 
hundred times, still exists [and are] ready to take action. We only need to know 
how to lead them, and once again they will confound and foil all conspiracies. It is 
not enough to have a revolutionary army; you must be revolutionary yourselves. 
Remember that industrious men who live by the sweat of their brow cannot 
attend the sections and that it is only when the true patriots are absent that 
scheming can take over the section meetings. Therefore decree that two large 
section-meetings be held each week, and that the man of the People who attends 
these political assemblies will receive just [payment] for the time spent away 
from his work.

It is also good that you proclaim to all our enemies that we are determined to be 
continually and completely prepared for them ... Let it be the republic that puts a 
gun into the hands of the citizen, the true patriot, and let the republic say to him, 
‘The country entrusts this weapon to you for its defense.’ ... Let a gun be our most 
sacred object. … Let each of us lose our life rather than our gun.

KEY DEVELOPMENT

↑ Source 12.07 Reimpression de l’ancien Moniteur, 32 vols. (Paris: Imprimerie Nationale, 
1858D63), 17:580D83, 586, 591. 

HISTORICAL  
SOURCES
Using Source 12.07 and your 
own knowledge, respond to 
the following: 

1 Outline the steps Danton 
thought the National 
Convention should take.

2 Explain what problems 
Danton believed would 
be solved by paying 
people to attend section 
meetings.

3 Explain why some groups 
believed that Terror was 
necessary following the 
revolution. 

4 Evaluate the significance 
of the Terror in the lives of 
a range of French people 
in 1793–1794. Use evidence 
to support your response.

Saint-Just: ‘It is impossible for revolutionary laws to be executed 
unless the government itself is truly revolutionary.’ [To the Convention 
10 October, arguing that Law of Suspects be applied with utmost rigour.]

The major structures of the Terror were set in place between August 
1792 and June 1793 to deal with the war, the Vendée Rebellion and the 
Federalist Revolt. These were the: 

 • Committee of Public Safety 
 • Committee of General Security 
 • Revolutionary Tribunal 
 • watch committees
 • representatives-on-mission. 

However, these emergency structures needed to be supported by laws 
to identify and condemn traitors to the Republic. The first significant 
piece of legislation was the Law of Suspects, on 17 September 1793. 
Under this law, all persons suspected of opposing the revolution were 
to be placed in custody. The reasons for becoming a suspect were broad 
and included those whose ‘conduct, associations, talk or writing have 
shown themselves to be supporters of tyranny [“royal despotism”] or 
federalism and enemies of liberty’.34

Local watch committees were to make up lists of suspected people and 
arrest them. These lists were then passed on to the Committee of 
General Security, along with the reasons for their arrest. The prisoners 
were then transferred to national jails to await trial and sentencing. In 
this way, people who were ‘suspects’ could be held in prison without 
having committed any crime.

This legislation was followed by the Decree on Revolutionary 
Government (10 October 1793), which declared that: ‘The provisional 
government of France is revolutionary until the peace’.35 The 
declaration suspended the 1793 Constitution and placed all other 
government organisations under the control of the Committee of 
Public Safety. This included the Executive Council, the ministers 
of the government, the generals commanding the army and all 
government bodies. 

Thus, laws on security initiated by the Convention had to be authorised 
by the Committee of Public Safety, and all laws had to be brought into 
effect immediately in all districts. Further, the Revolutionary Army 
was to be used to suppress counter-revolution, and a garrison would be 
placed in each city to deal with counter-revolutionary movements. 

Although the Convention retained the power to dissolve the 
Committees, historian John Hall Stewart sees this law as fundamentally 
changing the nature of government in France: 

did YOU KNOW?
The ‘Affair of the Carnation’ was an attempt to 
rescue Marie Antoinette from prison. In August 
1793, royalists visited the former queen in her cell 
and dropped a carnation that contained a message 
to prepare for imminent rescue. Marie wrote back, 
using a pin on a piece of paper, ‘I trust in you. I will 
come’. The message was intercepted by a guard and 
Marie was put under twenty-four-hour surveillance, 
foiling the escape attempt. 
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PURGING THE FACTIONS  
IN THE CONVENTION
Pierre Vergniaud, March 1793: ‘Citizens, we have reason to fear that the Revolution, 
like Saturn, will successively devour all its children, and finally produce despotism, with 
the calamities that accompany it.’

Marie Antoinette’s death heralded the start of four great waves of executions. 

On 30 October 1793, the Girondin leaders—expelled through the actions of the 
sans-culottes on journées from 31 May–2 June—were tried and found guilty. When the 
verdict was pronounced, Dufriche-Valazé killed himself in the courtroom, stabbing 
himself with a knife he had concealed in his clothing.

On 31 October, Brissot, Vergniaud, Boileau, the journalist Gorsas and eighteen other 
Girondins were guillotined. They celebrated a last fraternal meal in the Conciergerie 
on the eve of their execution, and sang the Marseillaise as they mounted the scaffold 
to their deaths. Dufriche-Velazé’s body was also guillotined, as the court did not want 
him to escape the fate of his colleagues. They were followed by Bailly and Barnave, 
the revolutionary heroes of the Estates-General in 1789. Bailly—who was hated by 
the sans-culottes for his role in the Champ de Mars massacre—died separately via 
a guillotine that was erected especially for him.37 

On 7 November, Philippe-Egalité (the former Duc d’Orléans) went to the guillotine, 
followed by Madame Roland on 8 November. Her devoted husband, Jean-Marie 
Roland, died by suicide on 10 November when he heard of her death. 

Pétion and Buzot shot themselves. Clavière also died by suicide, as did Condorcet. 

The imprisonment and death of the Girondins sealed the triumph of the Montagnards 
and their close ally, the Paris Commune. Paris returned to being a city of peace and 
order, and the Convention concentrated on its legislative program. 

KEY DEVELOPMENT

did YOU KNOW?
It took only thirty-six minutes to 
execute the twenty-two Girondin 
leaders on 31 October 1793. It was 
said that the executioner, Sanson, 
was very pleased with the efficiency 
of the guillotine.

↑  Source 12.10 Le dernier banquet 
des Girondins, by Henri Félix 
Emmanuel Philippoteaux, painted 
around 1850. At their last meal in the 
Conciergérie the night before their 
execution, the condemned Girondins 
drank a toast to fraternity. 

John Hall Stewart
The government which functioned under the terms of this declaration was an 
emergency government, a war government, a revolutionary government, but not 
strictly speaking a constitutional government … and it claimed the right to use 
Terror against its enemies. The agencies through which it functioned were the 
Committee of Public Safety, the Committee of General Security, the Convention, 
the Revolutionary Tribunal, the Deputies on Mission and the Watch Committees.

The provisions of the Decree on Revolutionary Government were to be incorporated 
into the Law of 14 Frimaire Year II (4 December 1793)—the so-called ‘Constitution of 
the Terror’.36 

THE EXECUTION OF MARIE ANTOINETTE 
On 1 August 1793, Marie Antoinette was removed from the Temple prison and taken 
to the Conciergerie—the ‘waiting room’ for the guillotine. 

The pretty, frivolous and high-spirited Austrian princess who had scandalised 
France with her spending was now, at only thirty-eight years of age, a grey-haired 
and grieving woman. Her son, the former heir to the throne of France, had been 
taken from her; her husband was dead; her close friend, the Princesse de Lamballe, 
was murdered during the September Massacres; her own death was imminent. 
Yet, she was still seen as a potential escapee and closely guarded in case of counter-
revolutionary plots to release her.

On 14 October 1793, Marie Antoinette was sent to trial, accused of conspiring with 
foreign powers and with the enemies of the people within France. The trial lasted 
around twenty hours, beginning at eight o’clock in the morning and going until 
four o’clock the following morning. Marie Antoinette was found guilty. The verdict 
delivered, she was returned to the Conciergerie, then carried by common cart to her 
execution. Throughout the ordeal she remained calm. At half-past twelve, her severed 
head was exhibited to the crowd. 

↑  Source 12.08 John Hall Stewart, 
A Documentary Survey of the French 
Revolution (New York: Macmillan, 
1951).

CHECK YOUR 
UNDERSTANDING
1 How did the Law of 

Suspects broaden the 
scope of the Terror? 

2 Why did the Law 
constitute a compromise 
of revolutionary ideals? 

3 Identify two or more 
changes brought about 
by the Decree on 
Revolutionary Government. 

↑  Source 12.09 The ‘Widow Capet’ 
in the Temple Prison, by Alexandre 
Kucharski. did YOU KNOW?

Marie Antoinette’s body was 
buried in an unmarked grave near 
that of Louis XVI, in the small 
park surrounding the Chapelle 
Expiatoire in Rue d’Anjou. A 
royalist lawyer who saw the burial 
from his window purchased the 
plot in 1796. On 18 January 1815, 
bones from the plot were 
exhumed and reburied at the 
St Denis Basilica, alongside other 
French monarchs. 
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How did the popular mood in France become so radical 
and so opposed to the Girondins? 

By mid-1793, the threat of foreign invasion was over, 
but the counter-revolution in the Vendée and the 
Federalist Revolt had divided France and intensified 
fear and suspicion. The Girondins were deputies from 
the Federalist regions, but many people also associated 
them with the threat of military defeat and opposition 
to the Jacobin patriots. They were blamed among radical 
sans-culottes for fragmenting the unity of the nation, 
and suspected of being traitors.

Beyond the fear and suspicion of Girondins was economic 
strain. Alfred Soboul explains that ‘Hunger was the 
bond that held together such varied groups as artisans, 
shopkeepers, journeymen and day labourers, giving them 
a common hostility to big merchants, entrepreneurs, and 
hoarders of grain, whether noble or bourgeois’.38 Thus, 
he argued, the underlying motive for the crowd’s hatred 
of other classes was ‘a demand for daily bread’.39 Fear, 
hunger and hatred of those who had more than they 
did—an anger fanned by Marat, Hébert and Varlet—
propelled the sans-culottes into action. 

William Doyle regards the conflict between the Girondins 
and Paris as more personally directed. While he agrees 
that ‘no single motive united all those involved’, he 
points out that the Girondins deliberately provoked 
the sans-culottes: 

William Doyle
The sans-culottes wanted their enemies silenced at 
whatever cost. No compromise seemed possible with 
men who denounced patriotic Parisians as anarchists 
[and] blood-drinkers, ... and repeatedly invited the 
provinces to march on the capital and destroy it.

↑ Source 12.11 William Doyle, Oxford History of the French 
Revolution (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989), 238.

Doyle also focuses on Marat, Roux and Danton, and 
states that as the leaders of the popular movement, they 
had ‘no trust in any representative form of government’ 
and so could not allow the Girondin deputies to remain 
within the Convention. However, there was another 
factor. The Girondins had opposed ending the Commission 
of Twelve in March 1793, endangering the Convention 
itself. Thus, the Convention was prepared to sacrifice 
the Girondin deputies to preserve stable government in 
France—and to preserve its own position.40

David Jordan largely blames Robespierre for the 
execution of the Girondins.41 He states that prior to the 
trial of the Girondins, Robespierre had had no personal 
role in the Terror. Yet, he personally intervened with the 
Girondin leaders. Robespierre called for their trial to be 
shortened: ‘Citizens, written proofs are weakest of all; it 
is the history of the Revolution that condemns them; it is 
public opinion that has struck down the conspirators we 
are about to decree accused.’42

Robespierre also argued that the trial be stopped as 
soon as the jury declared that they were ready to give a 
verdict. This would have been a gross injustice even if the 
trial were fair and balanced—which it was not. 

However, Simon Schama links the execution of the 
Girondins with the nature of the revolution itself: 

Simon Schama
The French Revolution had, from 1788 onward, been 
made possible by force of arms, by violence and 
riot. At each stage of its progress, those who had 
profited from its force sought to disarm those who 
had put them in power. At each successive stage, they 
became, in turn, prisoners rather than beneficiaries. 
This would continue so long as the people of Paris 
were allowed to pursue their chaotic resort to arms.

↑ Source 12.12 Simon Schama, Citizens: A Chronicle of the 
French Revolution (London: Penguin, 1989), 725.

ANTI-GIRONDIN SENTIMENT: HISTORICAL INTERPRETATIONS

HISTORICAL INTERPRETATIONS
Using Sources 12.11 and 12.12, the interpretations above and your own knowledge, respond to the following:

1 Outline the similarities and differences of 
both interpretations.

2 Explain why ‘no compromise seemed possible’ 
between the sans-culottes and their opponents.

3 Analyse the role of revolutionary violence using 
both sources and a visual source from this chapter. 

4 Were the Girondins patriots or traitors? 
Discuss, using evidence. 
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KEY SUMMARY POINTS
 � By October 1793 the Jacobins held the balance of power in the National 

Convention after the purge of the Girondins by December 1793. The Committee 
of Public Safety was firmly established as the executive.

 � The Federalist Revolts were coming under control, although the rebellion in the 
Vendée had yet to be fully subdued. 

 � The external war was to be met by mobilising most of the French population.

 � The Convention moved to shore up the economy with the creation of citizen 
revolutionary armies to ensure the food supplies to cities, laws against 
hoarders, and price controls on essential household supplies. 

 � The Terror was used as a tactic to preserve the revolution.

 � The guillotine was normalised with the first wave of political executions, which 
included Marie Antoinette, the Girondins, Bailly, Barnave and Philippe-Egalité. 

Additional resources: www.htavshop.com.au/beyond-the-book

CONSTRUCTING AN ARGUMENT
Write a paragraph on the following topic: 
To what extent did the Terror succeed in 
repressing the Federalist Revolt? 

ECONOMIC CHALLENGES
1 Discuss the economic challenges that 

remained in France by 1793–1794, and how 
they affected ordinary people. 

2 From an economic perspective, was the 
state of France in 1793 better than it had 
been in 1788?

HISTORICAL SOURCES
Using Source 12.13 and your own knowledge, 
evaluate the extent to which the whole 
of French society was mobilised to service 
the revolution.

↑  Source 12.13 Les tricoteuses jacobines ou de 
Robespierre (The Jacobin knitting women–or 
Robespierre’s knitting women), by Jean-Baptiste 
Lesueur, c. 1793. Underneath (not shown here) 
is a label explaining that these women were 
paid forty sols a day to go to the tribune of 
the Jacobins to applaud the revolutionary 
declarations made there. They acted as the 
Jacobin ‘rent-a-crowd’.HTAV • S
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KEY INDIVIDUALS

On 10 May 1774, 
Louis XVI ascended 
to the French 
throne. He was 
nineteen years old. 
The young king was 

aware of the need to 
restrain spending of his 

government, but his lack 
of political experience and 

judgement—and his weakness 
in facing down opposition from 

privileged groups within the court—made 
him a weak leader. 

Four years earlier, in 1770, fifteen-year-old Louis had 
married the Austrian archduchess, Marie Antoinette, 
who was then aged fourteen. Their first child was not 
born until 1778, which led to the public questioning the 
queen’s fertility. 

By 1778, the young king had committed France to 
supporting the American colonists in their war of 
independence against Britain. This support of the 
American war cost France around 1.3 billion livres, and 
added substantially to the monarchy’s debt.

One of Louis XVI’s mistakes was that he never fully 
supported the reform initiatives of his finance ministers. 
Each of the four ministers attempted to reduce the 
national deficit, suggesting a variety of methods of 
reform in charging taxes, collecting taxes, and other 
administrative measures. 

However, in each case, the proposed reforms ran into 
opposition from privileged groups and individuals—
including Marie Antoinette—and Louis bowed to 
political pressure and dismissed his finance ministers. 

However, in 1788, Louis XVI agreed to the calling of an 
Estates-General, which meant that groups from every 
estate throughout the land were writing grievances 
(collected into books called cahiers de doléances). They 
all began with expressions of loyalty to the king. There 
was a general belief in the king’s good intentions, and 
people blamed his weaknesses on poor ministerial 

advice. Louis XVI was still regarded as the chief père 
nourricier (father of his subjects) and the cahiers made 
respectful requests for reform. 

With the calling of the Estates-General, Louis XVI’s poor 
judgement and failure to lead created a revolutionary 
situation out of evolving financial and deepening 
fiscal crises. 

In the opening session of the Estates-General, Louis XVI 
did not give a directive for all estates to deliberate 
and vote together. This created a stand-off that led to 
the Third Estate—after inviting the other estates to 
join it—declaring itself to be the National Assembly 
on 17 June 1789. The deputies of the Third Estate were 
further provoked by the closure of their meeting hall 
in preparation for the Royal Session, which led to the 
Tennis Court Oath on 20 June 1789. On 23 June in the 
Royal Session, Louis XVI negated all decrees made by 
the ‘so-called National Assembly’ and ordered the 
estates to meet separately, but his instructions were 
ignored by the defiant deputies of the Third Estate.  

By early July 1789, Louis XVI had decided to respond 
to the defiance from the Third Estate by using military 
strength, and in the early weeks of July assembled 
30,000 troops around Paris. His decision to sack his 
finance minister, Necker, led to immediate popular action 
in Paris, and culminated in the Parisian crowd taking 
control of the Bastille prison on 14 July 1789. 

Louis XVI was forced to accept the National Assembly, 
and entered Paris on 17 July 1789 to meet with the new 
city officials. In his public appearance, the king accepted 
the red and blue cockade of the National Guard of 
Paris for his hat, which he added to his white Bourbon 
cockade. Accepting the cockade signified that Louis XVI 
had accepted the new National Assembly, as well as the 
implications of a constitutional monarchy.

Then, in October 1789—after Louis XVI refused to give 
assent to both the August Decrees and Declaration 
of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen—the Parisian 
market women and their supporters invaded Versailles 
Palace and forced the king and his family to move 
to Paris. 

LOUIS XVI, 1754–1793

↑  Louis XVI, King of France and Navarre, by Joseph-Siffred Duplessis, c. 1774–1776. 

KEY POINTS
 � Louis XVI ascended the throne at a very young 

age and sincerely wanted to serve his subjects. 

 � He was aware of the need for action but 
lacked the political judgement to overcome 
opposition to the suggested reforms of his four 
ministers for finance. 

 � The public dislike of his wife Marie Antoinette 
and their initial failure to produce heirs 
undermined the perception of Louis XVI’s 
power as a monarch.

 � Louis’s mismanagement of events at the 
Estates-General triggered the declaration of 
the National Assembly (17 June 1789) and the 
Tennis Court Oath (20 June 1789). 

 � Louis’s dismissal of finance minister Necker 
on 11 July 1789 acted as a trigger for the Paris 
crowd, who seized control of the Bastille on 
14 July 1789.

 � While the king appeared to act as a symbol 
of unity at the first Festival of the Federation 
in 1790, he opposed the Civil Constitution 
of the Clergy, which offended him on 
religious grounds.

 � In June 1791 the royal family attempted to flee 
France but was intercepted at Varennes. They 
were returned to Paris, humiliated and under 
heavily armed escort. 

 � In 1792, Louis XVI supported the declaration of 
war against Austria and Prussia, hoping that 
France would be defeated and his powers as 
monarch would be restored. To achieve this, 
he vetoed security legislation proposed by the 
Legislative Assembly. 

 � By mid-1792, after serious defeats in the war, 
the calls for a republic became more insistent. 
On 10 August, sans-culottes stormed the 
Tuileries Palace and deposed the king, thus, 
clearing the way for the creation of a republic. 

 � Louis was tried for treason by the National 
Convention in December 1792–January 1793. He 
was found guilty, and executed by guillotine on 
21 January 1793. 

On 14 July 1790, the king acted as a unifying figure at the 
Festival of the Federation, publicly taking the civic oath of 
allegiance to the nation and the Constitution in front of 14,000 
National Guardsmen and an estimated 300,000 Parisians. 

However, the breaking point with the revolutionary forces came 
with the Civil Constitution of the Clergy and Clerical Oath. Louis 
was forced to sign the oath, but he could not accept it. On 
20 June 1791, the royal family made an attempt to escape the 
revolution, but were recaptured at Varennes and returned to 
Paris, escorted by thousands of provincial National Guards. 

Back in the Tuileries Palace, and now under virtual house arrest, 
the royal family felt at the mercy of the popular movement, 
which was increasingly calling for a republic. Under duress, 
Louis XVI accepted the Constitution in September 1791 and 
publicly swore allegiance to it. 

Under the next government—the Legislative Assembly—the 
push for war against France’s external enemies intensified. The 
king and queen supported the war. Louis XVI knew the French 
army was not prepared for war and hoped that France would 
be defeated so that he could go back to ruling a monarchy. 
To make sure of this, he used his constitutional power of 
suspensive veto four times in 1791–1792 to block important 
security legislation put forward by the Legislative Assembly. 
This angered the common people so much that they invaded 
the Tuileries Palace on 20 June 1792 and demanded that he 
recall his vetos. 

The next invasion of the Tuileries Palace by the crowd took 
place on 10 August 1792—and it proved to be Louis XVI’s 
downfall. The king and his family tried to take refuge in the 
Legislative Assembly; 600 of the king’s Swiss Guard were 
slaughtered by the crowd, along with any royal servants to be 

found. The royal family was 
handed over to the head 
of the National Guards and 
imprisoned in Temple prison. 

The king’s trial for treason 
in December 1792–January 
1793 found him guilty of 
treason and condemned 
him to death. Louis bore his 
afflictions with dignity and 
courage and was guillotined 
on 21 January 1793. 

↑  Louis XVI at the Tour du Temple, by Jean-François Garneray, 1814.HTAV • S
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