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T I M E L I N E

DATE FRANCE UNITED STATES EUROPE 

1762 Jean–Jacques Rousseau (1712–
1778), publishes Le Contrat Social 
& Émile; 13 editions of Le Contrat 
Social published in 1762–1763; 
Petit Conseil of Geneva orders it 
burned, & Rousseau banned;

1763 13 April: Voltaire (1694–1778): 
publishes Traité sur la Tolérance 
12 May: Rousseau publicly 
renounces his Citizenship of 
Geneva; 27 September: Jean–
Robert Tronchin defends the 
Petit Conseil, in Lettres écrites 
de la Campagne; David Hume 
(1711–1776) stays in Paris; 
befriends J–J Rousseau

1764 July: Voltaire publishes 
Dictionnaire Philosophique 
December: Rousseau replies to 
Tronchin in Lettres écrites de la 
Montagne

1765 November: Voltaire publishes 
Idées  Républicaines, in defence of 
the lower orders in Geneva;

January: conflict in Geneva 
between patricians and burghers; 
patricians of Petit Conseil appeal 
to outside Guarantors: Bern, 
Zurich & France; 

1766

1767 December: Geneva conflict: 
Delolme publishes pamphlet 
claiming sovereignty of the 
people; 

1768 1st vol Encyclopaedia Britannica 
published

January: Geneva conflict; J-R 
Tronchin proposes compromise 
Edict of 1768, called Edict of 
Pistols; 

1769

1770 Geneva conflict: patricians put 
down a demonstration by natifs 
by force;

1771
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xviii  T H E  F R E N C H  R E V O L U T I O N

DATE FRANCE UNITED STATES EUROPE 

1772 Sweden: monarchist coup d’état 
by Gustavus III; 

1773 Poland partitioned; 

1774

1775 American colonists rebel against 
British government 

Pierre Augustin Caron de 
Beaumarchais (1732–1799): Le 
Barbier de Séville

1776 July 4: American rebels declare 
Independence; 

David Hume (1711–1776): dies 
in Edinburgh, age 65; Adam 
Smith (1723–1790): publishes The 
Wealth of Nations; Thomas Paine 
(1737–1809): publishes Common 
Sense

1777 Jacques Necker (1732–1804), 
protestant banker from Geneva, 
appointed directeur général des 
finances from 1777;

France gives covert support to 
American rebels; gunpowder, 
arms, through Beaumarchais’s 
company; total aid to Americans 
costing so far up to £5m. June: 
Marie Joseph Gilbert Motier, 
marquis de La Fayette (1757–
1834), travels to America (age 
20), joins American rebels, and 
is made a general by George 
Washington 

1778 6 February: France signs Treaty 
of Alliance with United States, 
and openly joins American War 
of Independence against Britain

1779 Voltaire (1694–1778): dies in 
Paris, age 84; Jean–Jacques 
Rousseau (1712–1778): dies at 
Ermenonville, age 66

1780 29 November: Maria Theresa 
dies, Joseph II becomes sole ruler 
of Austrian Empire; 

1781 Charles de Calonne (1734–1802) 
proves that the accounts 
presented by Necker are wrong; 
Jacques Necker fired for failing 
to deal with the budget deficit;

19 October: Siege of Yorktown, 
defeat of Cornwallis by 
American troops led by George 
Washington and French troops 
led by Comte de Rochambeau; 

Beaumarchais: Le Mariage de 
Figaro accepted by the Comédie 
Française, but banned by the 
censors

1782 September: France exhausted 
by the costs of the American 
War; Vergennes, French 
Foreign Minister, proposes peace 
negotiations; Americans decide 
to negotiate directly with the 
British; 

Geneva: counter–revolution; 
patricians call intervention by 
France, annul Edict of 1768; 
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 T I M E L I N E  xix

DATE FRANCE UNITED STATES EUROPE 

1783 3 Nov: Calonne appointed 
Contrôleur-Général des Finances; 
Total cost to France of 
commitment to American War 
of Independence: over £1,300m; 
increasing total debt of French 
state (= monarchy) to around 
£3,300m

3 September: Treaty of Paris, 
end of American War of 
Independence; 

Political disturbances in Dutch 
Republic; lasting until 1787, with 
intervention of Prussia; 

1784 Beaumarchais: Le Mariage de 
Figaro finally allowed, with the 
support of Louis XVI, by the 
censors to be performed in public

1785

1786 2 August: Calonne presents 
plan for new land tax, a so-
called subvention territoriale; 26 
September: Commercial Treaty 
with England;

W A Mozart (1756–1791): The 
Marriage of Figaro performed at 
Burgtheater in Vienna

1787 22 February: Calonne presents 
new budget and taxation plan 
to Assemblée des Notables, 144 
aristocrats, princes, dukes, 
bishops, conseillers etc; they reject 
it; 8 April, Lous XVI dismisses 
Calonne, and exiles him; May; 
Louis XVI appoints new 
Contrôleur–Général des Finances, 
Étienne Charles de Loménie de 
Brienne (1727–1794), archbishop 
of Toulouse; Brienne dismissses 
Assemblée des Notables;

17 September: US Constitution 
adopted in Philadelphia; 

1788 16 July; Parlement of Paris 
rejects tax proposals of Brienne, 
leading to total deadlock over the 
King’s finances; 25 August: Louis 
XVI recalls Necker; Necker 
insists on the calling of États 
Généraux, to solve the finance 
crisis; 27 December: Louis XVI 
accepts proposal by Necker to 
double the number of députés for 
the tiers état; 

21 June: US Constitution ratified 
by nine states; 
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xx  T H E  F R E N C H  R E V O L U T I O N

DATE FRANCE UNITED STATES EUROPE 

1789 January: Sieyès publishes 
Qu’est ce que le tiers état?, May 
5: Versailles: opening of États 
généraux; 17 June: Versailles: 
Revolutionaries call themselves 
Assemblée Nationale: 20 June: 
loyalty oath in the Jeu de 
Paume; 23 June: Versailles: 
Séance Royale: 11 July: Louis 
XVI dismisses Necker; 14 July: 
Paris: Fall of the Bastille; 15 
July: Jean Sylvain Bailly elected 
mayor of Paris, and La Fayette 
commander of the garde nationale 
de Paris; 17 July: the King visits 
Paris; start of emigration: the 
comte d’Artois (brother of the 
King) and many others; 29 July: 
Louis XVI recalls Necker; 4–5 
August: Versailles: overthrow 
of feudalism; 25 August: 
Versailles: Déclaration des Droits 
de l’Homme; 5 October: march of 
the market women from Paris to 
Versailles; 6 October; the King 
moves to Paris; 2 November: 
National Assembly places 
Church property ‘à la disposition 
de la nation’; 9 November: 
1st meeting of the National 
Assembly in the Salle du Manège 
at Tuileries; 17 December: 
National Assembly votes to use 
Church property to underwrite 
state debts; 19 December: 
creation of first assignats

1790 13 February: decree banning 
closed religious orders; 26 
February: creation of the 83 
départements of France; 15 
March: decree suppressing droits 
seigneuriaux; 17 March: first steps 
in the reform of the Church, sale 
of Church property; 21 March: 
suppression of the salt tax (la 
gabelle) 8 September: Louis XVI 
dismisses Necker; 

26 January: 1st performance 
in Vienna of Mozart’s Cosí 
fan Tutte; Edmund Burke 
(1729–1797): publishes Reflections 
on the Revolution in France; 20 
February: death of Joseph II 
of Austria; succeeded by his 
brotherLeopold II

1791 2 April: death of Mirabeau; 
16 May: Robespierre sponsors 
decree to exclude existing 
deputies from election to the new 
Legislative Assembly; 20 June: 
Escape of the King to Varennes; 
18 July: Demonstration at 
Champ de Mars; Danton flees 
to England; 3 September: 1st 
Revolutionary Constitution; 1 
October: Assemblée Nationale 
Législative; 

Thomas Paine (1737–1809): 
publishes Rights of Man; 10 
December: ratification of 1st 
10 amendments to the US 
Constitution, known as US ‘Bill 
of Rights’, 
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 T I M E L I N E  xxi

DATE FRANCE UNITED STATES EUROPE 

1792 20 April: Assemblée Nationale 
votes for war against Austria; 
9 August: Insurrection by sans-
culottes, formation of Commune 
Insurrectionnelle; August 
10: overthrow of Tuileries; 
imprisonment of the King; 2 
September; fall of Verdun; 2–7 
September; prison massacres; 
20 September; Battle of Valmy; 
21 September; opening of new 
Assemblée Nationale, called 
Convention; 10 December: start 
of the trial of the King; Johann 
Wolfgang Goethe (1749–1832): 
witnesses the Battle of Valmy

20 April: Assemblée Nationale 
votes for war against Austria; 
23 August: fall of Longwy; 2 
September; fall of Verdun; 20 
September; Battle of Valmy; 

1793 Thomas Paine (1737–1809): 
publishes L’Age de la Raison; 
20 January: King condemned 
to death; 21 January: King 
executed; 3 March: levée des 
300,000; uprising in the Vendée; 
10 March: creation of Tribunal 
révolutionnaire; 4 May: 1st price 
control measure, ‘le maximum’, 
on wheat and flour; 31 May, 2 
June: insurrection by Montagnard 
sans-culottes; overthrow of 
the Girondins by coup d’état; 
24 June: 2nd Revolutionary 
Constitution: stillborn; 23 
August: mass conscription ‘levée 
en masse’; 5 Sept: start of the 
Terreur; 5 September: major 
anti-inflation demonstration, 
led by Hébert: 29 September: 
2nd price control measure, also 
known as ‘le maximum’, covering 
more foods, as well as wages; 17 
October: victory over Vendéens 
at Cholet; 31 October: execution 
of the Girondins; 4 December: 
Decree (loi du 14 frimaire), setting 
up centralised Revolutionary 
Government, under control of 
CSP: (1) role of envoyés en mission 
curbed; (2) role of départements 
curbed; (3) all mayors replaced 
by ‘national agents’; (4) Armées 
Révolutionnaires abolished; 
(5) Comités de Surveillance 
strengthened; 5 December: 1st 
issue of Camille Desmoulins’ 
Le Vieux Cordelier, calling for 
clemency, opening prisons; 13–14 
December: Vendéens defeated at 
Le Mans; 19 December: Toulon 
retaken; 23 December: Vendéens 
defeated at Savenay; 

6–8 September: French victory 
at Hondschoote; 16–17 October: 
French victory at Wattignies; 
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xxii  T H E  F R E N C H  R E V O L U T I O N

DATE FRANCE UNITED STATES EUROPE 

1794 13 January: arrest of Fabre 
d’Églantine for corruption; 5 
February: Robespierre speech 
on ‘principes de morale politique’: 
endorses vertu and terreur; 6 
February: Bonaparte promoted 
to general; 13 March: arrest of 
Hébert, Ronsin, Vincent; 18 
March: arrest of Chaumette; 21–
24 March: trial of ‘Hébertistes’; 
2–5 April: trial of ‘Dantonistes’; 
19 April: recall of envoyés en 
mission; 7 May: Robespierre’s 
report to Convention on ‘principes 
de morale politique’: ‘l’Être 
Suprême’; May 10: arrest of Jean 
Pache, mayor of Paris, replaced 
by Lescot Fleuriot; 8 June: Fête 
de l’Etre Supreme; 10 June: loi du 
22 prairial; removing all defence 
from the accused, in Tribunal 
Révolutionnaire; 11 June– 27 
July: ‘la Grande Terreur’ 26 July: 
violent speech of denunciation by 
Robespierre at Convention; 27–28 
July, 1794: ‘9–10 Thermidor’; 
overthrow and execution of 
Robespierre 

2 June: after battle at sea, 
American grain convoy arrives 
in Brest

26 June: French victory at 
Fleurus;
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1 

I N T R O D U C T I O N

the story  of  the  french revolution is the story of how a 
group of educated young Frenchmen, many of them lawyers, set about 
building a new state in France, on new principles based on the rule of 
law; of how, for a while, they succeeded; and of how, after a while, they 
failed.

They called it a ‘Revolution’, but it started almost entirely peacefully, 
and it went on being largely peaceful for another three years; and when, 
eventually, it began to descend into failure, chaos and Terror, it was the 
Revolutionaries who progressively dismantled, piece by piece, their own 
system of the rule of law.

This story is quite different from that told by the lurid and violent 
picture-book illustrations which have so often been attached to the 
French Revolution in some popular mythologies. Anyone who has been 
taken in by images which imply that the French Revolution consisted 
mainly of screaming, bloodthirsty mobs and the fearful, repetitive thud 
of the guillotine blade is bound to be daunted or even confused. Images 
like that cannot be made sense of, because they are simply misleading.

It is true that the Revolutionaries left behind the guillotine, the 
Terror and the ingenious institutions of the world’s first modern police 

1 

I N T R O D U C T I O N
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2  T H E  F R E N C H  R E V O L U T I O N

state. And they also invented the concept of mass warfare, character-
ised by mass mobilisation, the large-scale concentration of economic and 
bureaucratic resources and the ruthless pursuit of victory.

But they did not come to Versailles in the spring of 1789 to destroy 
anything: their ‘Revolution’ only started to take shape after the ancien 
régime had collapsed, under the weight of its own bankruptcy, and the 
‘Revolutionaries’ found that they were left in charge.

They went on to change the history of the world forever. They 
opened the door to a new era of liberation and democracy in Europe; 
they embarked on the creation of the first modern, would-be rational-
ist, secular state, constructed from the ground up and based on the rule 
of law; and they formulated far-reaching ideas of a fairer society, later 
encapsulated in the slogan Liberté, égalité, fraternité, a slogan more often 
quoted than practised, by them or anyone else.

The trigger for this Revolution was the King’s progressive recogni-
tion that the French state was virtually bankrupt and that he needed 
help to solve his financial difficulties. But the most profound political 
reason for the Revolution was that the King and his predecessors had, 
over many decades, repeatedly adopted policies which alienated all 
those who might have helped him solve his problems, including, cru-
cially, both the nobility and the bourgeoisie.

The premises of the ancien régime were increasingly unfair and 
unjust to almost everybody, apart from a tiny minority of the nobility. 
Over at least the previous century, successive French monarchs, espe-
cially Louis XIV and Louis XV, had squeezed the nobility from their 
inherited political roles in the running of various parts of the country 
and had concentrated political power at the centre, at the Palace of Ver-
sailles. But to compensate the nobility for their loss of political rights, the 
monarchy had increased their privileges in other ways, partly through a 
scandalously inequitable regime of tax exemptions, partly by conferring 
exclusive social status on those rich enough and subservient enough to 
play along with the narrow rituals of courtly fashion at Versailles and 
most critically in career advancement.

When the Revolution erupted, the inequity of the tax regime was the 
subject of the Revolutionaries’ most vocal complaints. But at the bedrock, 
it was the discrimination against the bourgeoisie in the state’s most impor-
tant professions that was the Revolution’s primary driving force.

The traditional avenues of advancement in a France dominated by 
the monarchy were the army and the Church; but under rules laid down 
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 I N T R O D U C T I O N  3

by the monarchy, and significantly tightened earlier in the eighteenth 
century, under Louis XV, no one could be promoted to any serious level 
in either field unless they were aristocrats. The nobility was a very small 
minority of the French population, though even today there is debate 
about how small. This is partly because the aristocracy continually 
squabbled among themselves and with the court about who was noble 
and who was not, from the most ancient nobles d’extraction to the less 
ancient but still knightly nobles d’épée to the wholly civilian nobles de 
robe of the law courts; and partly because succeeding monarchs would 
create new titles, especially Louis XIV, who kept launching new titles 
and inventing new offices which he sold for cash – and then reinvented, 
and sold again for more cash. As a result, there is still considerable 
disagreement both about the number of aristocrats and of aristocratic 
families; and estimates of the two categories do not coincide: numbers 
range from 9,000 to 25,000 families, and anywhere from around 110,000 
to around 400,000 individuals.1

These discrepancies may seem large, but they are trivial compared 
with the size of the French population, which was probably around 21 
million people at the beginning of the eighteenth century and expanded 
steadily to around 28 million by the century’s end. In other words, 
whatever the number of noblesse in France at the end of the 1700s, pro-
portionally it was tiny, somewhere between 0.4 and 1.5 per cent of the 
total population. Of these aristocrats, whether 110,000 or 400,000, the 
vast majority were small landowners, known scornfully as hobereaux, 
living remotely on their estates in the depths of the country, in la France 
profonde, and many of them, despite their titles, their dignity, their pride 
and their privileges, were often quite pinched economically, even poor; 
in England they would have been called just country gentry, and poor 
country gentry at that. What this means is that the rich and influential 
nobility were a tiny minority of a tiny minority; not ‘the top 1 per cent’, 
in the phrase often used about extreme inequality in the twenty-first 
century, but just a very small fraction of that.

The clergy were even less numerous. There were 120,000 of them, 
of every sort and condition. At the top were 139 bishops, who were very 
rich, very powerful and very privileged, and all, of course, members of 
the nobility; at the bottom were 35,000 parish priests, most of whom 
were almost as poor as their parishioners.

For an ambitious young man who did not come from the nobility, the 
career options were rather limited: business or the law. The Industrial 
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4  T H E  F R E N C H  R E V O L U T I O N

Revolution had just started, especially in England, but it was still in its 
infancy, and industry as a career was still mainly in the future, so busi-
ness usually meant trade or commerce. But commerce needed capital, 
which mostly meant having parents with an established business. So the 
normal alternative, for an ambitious young man without a family busi-
ness to go into, was the law.

There were many attractions in a legal career. If you were successful, 
working in and around the royal law courts, you could make a decent 
living, and you could perhaps, in time, buy one of the valuable official 
positions in the legal system, which were for sale, and which would 
make you more money. If you made enough money, you might in theory 
be able to buy one of the most prestigious legal positions, attached to the 
higher law courts, known as the Parlements, though the noblesse de robe 
were fiercely resistant to the intrusion of commoners. Nevertheless, the 
law was one route by which a commoner might acquire a title of nobil-
ity, and most of the privileges that went with it.

But the law was not just a way for an ambitious commoner to make a 
living; it was also becoming the basis for a new political class. Typically, 
the rising lawyer at that time was steeped in the ideas of the Enlight-
enment. French society, like others in much of Western Europe, was 
undergoing a colossal transformation. The ultra-intellectual Enlight-
enment of Montesquieu and Voltaire, Bach and Mozart, Isaac Newton 
and Adam Smith was just the tip of a vast change that was happening 
throughout society and producing an expanding, educated, literate and 
ambitious bourgeoisie. This is how François Furet describes the politi-
cal implications in France of the Enlightenment:2

In the eighteenth century, French society was desperately in search 
of intermediaries between the state and the people, because it was 
too ‘developed’, as we would say now, to be kept, as in the previ-
ous century, in a state of silence and of obedience. After the death of 
Louis XIV, people naturally turned to traditional institutions, like the 
parlements. But since the parlements continued to prove, throughout 
the century, totally conservative, with the condemnation of the Ency-
clopédie3 and of the unhappy Calas family,4 they could not be valid 
intermediaries in an Enlightened society. That is why French society 
in the eighteenth century increasingly gave itself other spokesmen: 
the philosophes and the writers. Literature thus effectively acquired a 
virtually political function.5
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The political function of literature was even intensified further 
among the rising young professionals of the legal system, through the 
enforced development of the characteristic political skills of debate. 
When the ‘Revolutionaries’ arrived on the scene, they did not come to 
overthrow anything: they came to discuss, to argue and to make politi-
cal speeches.

Alexis de Tocqueville6 makes a similar analysis to Furet’s:

When you think that the French people, so out of touch with their 
own affairs and so lacking in experience, so hampered by their politi-
cal institutions and so impotent to reform them, were nevertheless, at 
the same time, of all the peoples on the earth, the most literate and the 
most in love with intelligence, you can easily understand how their 
writers became a political force and ended up by being the leading 
force.7

In intellectual and moral terms, the Enlightenment was inevitably 
the antithesis of the closed, conservative and repressive system of the 
ancien régime; but its social and economic implications had broader 
political consequences, which set the rising class of the educated bour-
geoisie in opposition to the absolutist state. The Enlightenment gave the 
rising bougeoisie a fundamental claim to a political role; the practice of 
the law gave them the skills to exercise it. The expanding, educated and 
literate bougeoisie were pushing up and could no longer be stopped. 
There were now more and more educated and able young men, part 
of the significant and growing middle class, and they wanted a bigger 
share in the system and were deeply frustrated by the exclusionary rules 
of the ancien régime. The career privileges given by the monarchy to 
the nobility virtually forced a large minority of these able young men to 
look for a career in the law. And that is what they did.

Louis XVI did not recognise the political claims of the bourgeoisie, 
however: the absolutist state laid down by his predecessors, Louis XIV 
and Louis XV, was based on the assumption of a tacit alliance between 
the monarchy, the clergy and the nobility. In 1786, Louis XVI found 
himself, once again, in deep financial difficulties and turned for help 
to his traditional class allies: he called a meeting of nobles, but they 
refused to help. Having shut them out of any recognised political role 
in the running of the state, Louis XVI found that he had alienated them 
irrevocably. He then turned to the Parlement de Paris, the highest law 
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court in the land, with the formal role of registering royal edicts; but 
they too refused to help. The Parlement had, over time, begun to assume 
(quite unconstitutionally) that it was entitled to assert its own political 
rights and had in effect transformed itself into an unofficial opposition 
to the monarchy. In other words, the cumulative result of the monar-
chy’s exclusionary policies over the previous two centuries was to create 
a stalemate of the entire French political system.

In theory, a revolution like the French one could have happened any-
where in Europe, because Europe was ripe for it. England, of course, had 
had its own revolution more than a century earlier and had eventually 
staggered through to a form of constitutional, monarchical, parliamen-
tary democracy. On the continent, the despotism of Bourbon France, 
though extreme, was not unique. Most peoples in most of Europe lived 
under monarchies of one kind or another, most of which were more or 
less despotic. Some of these regimes had wrestled fitfully with reform, 
but never very far. A sole exception might have been Geneva, which on 
paper was ostensibly a democratic Republic, but was really an autocracy 
under the control of a tiny ruling class. By the last half of the eighteenth 
century, the repressive regimes of Europe had outlived their opera-
tional usefulness or their political acceptability. As a result, from 1760, 
subject peoples had regularly erupted in protests against their rulers, in 
Hungary, in Milan, in Sweden, in Belgium and in Geneva, as well as in 
France itself.8

So why did the Revolution succeed in France? The most fundamental 
fact about its opening phase is that Louis XVI simply surrendered to the 
advancing tide of the bourgeoisie. Elsewhere in Europe, the authorities 
more or less effectively suppressed the various protests and eruptions, 
usually with some degree of violence. In America, the English had tried 
to suppress the rebels by force and had been militarily defeated in the 
War of Independence. In France, it was the King who was defeated, but 
peacefully, without the use of force.

The French Revolution was not just a turning point in French and 
European history, it was also a highly contentious event, and many his-
torians have felt obliged to take sides. On the one hand there were the 
Declaration of the Rights of Man and the assertion of the sovereignty of 
the people; but on the other there were the guillotine and the Terror, and 
some historians have felt that the French Revolution was fundamen-
tally defined, even invalidated, by the violence of the Terror. Edmund 
Burke decried the violence and anarchy of the revolution, even though 
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