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Differing Views of the French Revolution 

 

Document 1 

A government of the nature of that set up at our very door has never been hitherto seen, or even imagined in Europe. . 
. . France, since her revolution, is under the sway of a sect, whose leaders have deliberately, at one stroke, demolished 
the whole body of that jurisprudence which France had pretty nearly in common with other civilized countries. . . .  
 
Its foundation is laid in regicide, in Jacobinism, and in atheism, and it has joined to those principles a body of 
systematic manners, which secures their operation. . . .  

I call a commonwealth regicide, which lays it down as a fixed law of nature, and a fundamental right of man, that all 
government, not being a democracy, is an usurpation. That all kings, as such, are usurpers; and for being kings may and 
ought to be put to death, with their wives, families and adherents. That commonwealth which acts uniformly upon those 
principles. . .--this I call regicide by establishment. 
  
Jacobinism is the revolt of the enterprising talents of a country against its property. When private men form 
themselves into associations for the purpose of destroying the pre-existing laws and institutions of their country; 
when they secure to themselves an army, by dividing amongst the people of no property the estates of the ancient and 
lawful proprietors, when a state recognizes those acts; when it does not make confiscations for crimes, but makes 
crimes for confiscations; when it has its principal strength, and all its resources, in such a violation of property . . .--I 
call this Jacobinism by establishment.  
 
I call it atheism by establishment, when any state, as such, shall not acknowledge the existence of God as a moral 
governor of the world; . . .--when it shall abolish the Christian religion by a regular decree;--when it shall persecute 
with a cold, unrelenting, steady cruelty, by every mode of confiscation, imprisonment, exile, and death, all its ministers; 
--when it shall generally shut up or pull down churches; when the few buildings which remain of this kind shall be 
opened only for the purpose of making a profane apotheosis of monsters, whose vices and crimes have no parallel 
amongst men. . . When, in the place of that religion of social benevolence, and of individual self-denial, in mockery of all 
religion, they institute impious, blasphemous, indecent theatric rites, in honor of their vitiated, perverted reason, and 
erect altars to the personification of their own corrupted and bloody republic; . . . when wearied out with incessant 
martyrdom, and the cries of a people hungering and thirsting for religion, they permit it, only as a tolerated evil--I call 
this atheism by establishment.  
 
When to these establishments of regicide, of Jacobinism, and of atheism, you add the correspondent system of 
manners, no doubt can be left on the mind of a thinking man concerning their determined hostility to the human race. 

SOURCE:  Edmund Burke, Reflections on the Revolution in France, 1790. 

 

Document 2 

The English Parliament of 1688 did a certain thing, which, for themselves and their constituents, they had 
a right to do, and which it appeared right should be done. But, in addition to this right, which they possessed by 
delegation, they set up another right by assumption, that of binding and controlling posterity to the end of time. 
The case, therefore, divides itself into two parts; the right which they possessed by delegation, and the right 



which they set up by assumption. The first is admitted; but with respect to the second, I reply there never did, 
there never will, and there never can, exist a Parliament, or any description of men, or any generation of men, in 
any country, possessed of the right or the power of binding and controlling posterity to the "end of time," or of 
commanding for ever how the world shall be governed, or who shall govern it; and therefore all such clauses, acts 
or declarations by which the makers of them attempt to do what they have neither the right nor the power to do, 
nor the power to execute, are in themselves null and void. Every age and generation must be as free to act for 
itself in all cases as the age and generations which preceded it. The vanity and presumption of governing beyond 
the grave is the most ridiculous and insolent of all tyrannies. Man has no property in man; neither has any 
generation a property in the generations which are to follow. The Parliament or the people of 1688, or of any 
other period, had no more right to dispose of the people of the present day, or to bind or to control them in any 
shape whatever, than the parliament or the people of the present day have to dispose of, bind or control those 
who are to live a hundred or a thousand years hence. Every generation is, and must be, competent to all the 
purposes which its occasions require. It is the living, and not the dead, that are to be accommodated. When man 
ceases to be, his power and his wants cease with him; and having no longer any participation in the concerns of 
this world, he has no longer any authority in directing who shall be its governors, or how its government shall be 
organized, or how administered. 

I am not contending for nor against any form of government, nor for nor against any party, here or 
elsewhere. That which a whole nation chooses to do it has a right to do. Mr. Burke says, No. Where, then, does 
the right exist? I am contending for the rights of the living, and against their being willed away and controlled 
and contracted for by the manuscript assumed authority of the dead, and Mr. Burke is contending for the 
authority of the dead over the rights and freedom of the living. There was a time when kings disposed of their 
crowns by will upon their death-beds, and consigned the people, like beasts of the field, to whatever successor 
they appointed. This is now so exploded as scarcely to be remembered, and so monstrous as hardly to be believed. 
But the Parliamentary clauses upon which Mr. Burke builds his political church are of the same nature. 

The laws of every country must be analogous to some common principle. In England no parent or master, 
nor all the authority of Parliament, omnipotent as it has called itself, can bind or control the personal freedom 
even of an individual beyond the age of twenty-one years. On what ground of right, then, could the Parliament of 
1688, or any other Parliament, bind all posterity for ever? . . . 

We are now got at the origin of man, and at the origin of his rights. As to the manner in which the world 
has been governed from that day to this, it is no farther any concern of ours than to make a proper use of the 
errors or the improvements which the history of it presents. Those who lived an hundred or a thousand years ago, 
were then moderns, as we are now. They had their ancients, and those ancients had others, and we also shall be 
ancients in our turn. If the mere name of antiquity is to govern in the affairs of life, the people who are to live an 
hundred or a thousand years hence, may as well take us for a precedent, as we make a precedent of those who 
lived an hundred or a thousand years ago. The fact is, that portions of antiquity, by proving everything, establish 
nothing. It is authority against authority all the way, till we come to the divine origin of the rights of man at the 
creation. Here our enquiries find a resting-place, and our reason finds a home. If a dispute about the rights of 
man had arisen at the distance of an hundred years from the creation, it is to this source of authority they must 
have referred, and it is to this same source of authority that we must now refer. 

Though I mean not to touch upon any sectarian principle of religion, yet it may be worth observing, that 
the genealogy of Christ is traced to Adam. Why then not trace the rights of man to the creation of man? I will 
answer the question. Because there have been upstart governments, thrusting themselves between, and 
presumptuously working to un-make man. 

If any generation of men ever possessed the right of dictating the mode by which the world should be 
governed for ever, it was the first generation that existed; and if that generation did it not, no succeeding 
generation can show any authority for doing it, nor can set any up. The illuminating and divine principle of the 
equal rights of man (for it has its origin from the Maker of man) relates, not only to the living individuals, but to 
generations of men succeeding each other. Every generation is equal in rights to generations which preceded it, 



by the same rule that every individual is born equal in rights with his contemporary. 

SOURCE:  Thomas Paine, "Rights of Man: Being an Answer to Mr. Burke's Attack on the French Revolution," in The Political Works  
                     of Thomas Paine (New York: C. Blanchard, 1860), 6–8, 30, 32–36.  
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          If there is really one almost undisputed conclusion on the origins of the Revolution reached by historical 
studies coming from radically opposite factions, it is that pure historical materialism does not explain the 
Revolution. Certainly riots due to hunger were numerous in the eighteenth century and Mornet draws up the list 
of them; there was discontent and agitation among the masses. But such had also been the case under Louis XIV, 
such was the case under Louis-Philippe and deep discontent existed in France in 1920 and 1927 and 1934 without 
ending in revolution. No great event in history has been due to causes chiefly economic in nature and certainly not 
the French Revolution. France was not happy in 1788, but she was happier than the other countries of Europe and 
enjoyed veritable economic prosperity. Her population had increased from 19 to 27 millions since the beginning of 
the century and was the most numerous in Europe. French roads and bridges were a source of admiration for 
foreigners. Her industries such as ship- fitting at Bordeaux, the silk-industry at Lyons and the textile-industry at 
Rouen, Sedan and Amiens were actions while Dietrich's blast-furnaces and the Creusot were beginning to develop 
modern techniques in metallurgy. The peasants were little by little coming to be owners of the land. Foreign trade 
reached the sum of 1,153 million francs in 1787, a figure not to be attained again until 1825. The traffic in 
colonial spices and San Domingo sugar was a source of wealth. Banks were being founded and France owned half 
the specie existing in Europe. So misery in France was no more than relative. But truly wretched peoples such as 
the Egyptian fellah, the pariah of India or even the Balkan or Polish peasant or Bolivian miners for example rarely 
bring about revolutions. In order to revolt against one's lot, one must be aware of his wretched condition, which 
presupposes a certain intellectual and cultural level; one must have a clear conception of certain reforms that one 
would like to adopt; in short, one must be convinced (and it was on this point that the books of the eighteenth 
century produced their effect) that things are not going well, that they might be better and that they will be 
better if the measures proposed by the reformist thinkers are put into practice.  
          Eighteenth-century philosophy taught the Frenchman to find his condition wretched, or in any case, unjust 
and illogical and made him disinclined to the patient resignation to his troubles that had long characterized his 
ancestors. It had never called for a revolution nor desired a change of regime; it had never been republican and 
Camille Desmouslins was not wrong in stating: "In all France there were not ten of us who were republicans before 
1789." Furthermore he himself was not one of those ten. But only an over-simplified conception of influence would 
indulge in the notion that political upheaval completely embodies in reality the theoretical design drawn up by 
some thinker. Even the Russian revolution imbued as it was with Marxian dialectic did not make a coherent 
application of Marxism or quickly found it inapplicable when tried. The reforms of limited scope advocated by L 
'Esprit des Lois, L 'Homme aux quarante ecus, L 'Encyclopedie and the more moderate writings of Rousseau 
struck none the less deeply at the foundations of the ancien regime, for they accustomed the Frenchman of the 
Third Estate to declaring privileges unjust, to finding the crying differences between the provinces illogical and 
finding famines outrageous. The propaganda of the "Philosophes" perhaps more than any other factor accounted 
for the fulfillment of the preliminary condition of the French revolution, namely, discontent with the existing 
state of things.  

SOURCE:  Henri Peyre, historian, “The Influence of Eighteenth-Century Ideas on the French Revolution,” mid-20. 
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          The shadow of the Revolution, therefore, fell across the whole of the nineteenth century and beyond. Until 
1917 few would have disputed that it was the greatest revolution in the history of the world; and even after that 
its claims to primacy remain strong. It was the first modern revolution, the archetypal one. After it, nothing in 
the European world remained the same, and we are all heirs to its influence. And yet, it can be argued, much that 
was attributed to it would in all probability have come about in any case. Before 1789 there were plenty of signs 
that the structure of French society was evolving towards domination by a single elite in which property counted 
for more than birth. The century-long expansion of the bourgeoisie which underlay this trend already looked 
irreversible; and greater participation by men of property in government, as constant experiments with provincial 
assemblies showed, seemed bound to come. Meanwhile many of the reforms the Revolution brought in were 
already being tried or thought about by the absolute monarchy—law codification, fiscal rationalization, diminution 
of venality, free trade, religious toleration. With all these changes under way or in contemplation, the power of 
government looked set for steady growth, too—which ironically was one of the complaints of the despotism-
obsessed men of 1789. In the Church, the monastic ideal was already shriveling and the status of parish priests 
commanding more and more public sympathy. Economically, the colonial trade had already peaked, and failure to 
compete industrially with Great Britain was increasingly manifest. In other structural areas, meanwhile, the great 
upheaval appears to have made no difference at all. Conservative investment habits still characterized the early 
nineteenth century, agricultural inertia and un-entrepreneurial business likewise. And in international affairs, it is 
hard to believe that Great Britain would not have dominated the world's seas and trade throughout the 
nineteenth century, that Austro-Prussian rivalry would not have run much the course it did, or that Latin America 
would not have asserted its independence in some form or other, if the French Revolution had never happened. In 
all these fields, the effect was to accelerate or retard certain trends, but not to change their general drift. 
          Against all this, it is equally hard to believe that the specifically anti-aristocratic, anti-feudal revolutionary 
ideology of the Rights of Man would have emerged as it did without the jumble of accident, miscalculation, and 
misunderstanding which coalesced into a revolution in specifically French circumstances. It is equally hard to 
believe that anything as extraordinary as de-Christianization would have occurred without the monumental 
misjudgment which produced the Revolution's quarrel with the Catholic Church. Without that quarrel, the 
dramatic revival in the authority of the papacy also seems inconceivable. Representative government may well 
have been on the horizon, but how long would the ideal of popular democracy have taken to establish itself 
without the example of the sans-culotte movement?  It certainly transformed and widened out of all recognition 
the cause of parliamentary reform in England—although the blood-stained figure of the sans-culotte probably 
galvanized conservative resistance on the other side. Above all, the revolutionaries' decision to go to war, which 
all historians agree revolutionized the Revolution, destroyed an established pattern of warfare in a way no old 
regime government would otherwise have promoted. Arming the people was the last thing they would have 
dreamed of. The emergencies of that war in turn produced the scenes which have indelibly marked our memory of 
the Revolution: the Terror.  Massacres were nothing new, and the worst ones of the 1790s occurred outside 
France. But there was something horribly new and unimaginable in the prospect of a government systematically 
executing its opponents by the cartload for months on end, and by a device which, however humane in concept, 
made the streets run with blood. And this occurred in what had passed for the most civilized country in Europe, 
whose writers had taught the eighteenth century to pride itself on its increasing mildness, good sense, and 
humanity. This great drama transformed the whole meaning of political change, and the contemporary world would 
be inconceivable if it had not happened. 
          In other words it transformed men's outlook. 

SOURCE:  William Doyle, historian, The Oxford History of the French Revolution, pp. 423-425.  Oxford University Press, 1989. 
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          Let us pass from the concrete image to the broadest of historical generalizations. The present work 
attempts to deal with Western Civilization as a whole, at a critical moment in its history, or with what has 
sometimes recently been called the Atlantic Civilization, a term probably closer to reality in the eighteenth 
century than in the twentieth. It is argued that this whole civilization was swept in the last four decades of the 
eighteenth century by a single revolutionary movement, which manifested itself in different ways and with 
varying success in different countries, yet in all of them showed similar objectives and principles. It is held that 
this forty-year movement was essentially "democratic," and that these years are in fact the Age of the 
Democratic Revolution. "Democratic" is here to be understood in a general but clear enough sense. It was not 
primarily the sense of a later day in which universality of the suffrage became a chief criterion of democracy, 
nor yet that other and uncertain sense, also of a later day, in which both Soviet and Western-type states could 
call themselves democratic. In one way, it signified a new feeling for a kind of equality, or at least a discomfort 
with older forms of social stratification and formal rank, such as Thomas Shippen felt at Versailles, and which 
indeed had come to affect a good many of the habitués of Versailles also. Politically, the eighteenth-century 
movement was against the possession of government, or any public power, by any established, privileged, closed, 
or self-recruiting groups of men. It denied that any person could exercise coercive authority simply by his own 
right, or by right of his status, or by right of "history," either in the old-fashioned sense of custom and 
inheritance, or in any newer dialectical sense, unknown to the eighteenth century, in which "history" might be sup- 
posed to give some special elite or revolutionary vanguard a right to rule. The "democratic revolution" emphasized 
the delegation of authority and the removability of officials, precisely because, as we shall see, neither 
delegation nor removability were much recognized in actual institutions.  
          It is a corollary of these ideas that the American and the French Revolutions, the two chief actual 
revolutions of the .period, with all due allowance for the great differences between them, nevertheless shared a 
good deal in common, and that what they shared was shared also at the same time by various people and 
movements in other countries, notably in England, Ireland, Holland, Belgium, Switzerland, and Italy, but also in 
Germany, Hungary, and Poland, and by scattered individuals in places like Spain and Russia. .  

SOURCE:  R. R. Palmer, 20c historian, “The Age of Democratic Revolution.” 
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The Great French Revolution was the third uprising of the bourgeoisie, but the first that had entirely cast 
off the religious cloak, and was fought out on undisguised political lines; it was the first, too, that was really 
fought out up to the destruction of one of the combatants, the aristocracy, and the complete triumph of the 
other, the bourgeoisie. In England the continuity of pre-revolutionary and post-revolutionary institutions, and the 
compromise between landlords and capitalists, found its expression in the continuity of judicial precedents and in 
the religious preservation of the feudal forms of the law. In France the Revolution constituted a complete breach 
with the traditions of the past; it cleared out the very last vestiges of feudalism, and created in the Code Civil a 
masterly adaptation of the old Roman law—that almost perfect expression of the juridical relations 
corresponding to the economic stage called by Marx the production of commodities—to modern capitalistic 
conditions; so austerely that this French revolutionary code still serves as a model for reforms of the law of 
property in all other countries, not excepting England. Let us, however, not forget that if English law continues to 
express the economic relations of capitalistic society in that barbarous feudal language which corresponds to the 
thing expressed, just as English spelling corresponds to English pronunciation—vous écrivez Londres et vous 
prononcez Constantinople [you write London and you pronounce Constantinople], said a Frenchman—that same 
English law is the only one which has preserved through ages, and transmitted to America and the Colonies, the 
best part of that old Germanic personal freedom, local self-government and independence from all interference 
but that of the law courts which on the Continent has been lost during the period of absolute monarchy, and has 



nowhere been as yet fully recovered. . . . 

We saw how the French philosophers of the eighteenth century, the forerunners of the Revolution, 
appealed to reason as the sole judge of all that is. A rational government, rational society, were to be founded; 
everything that ran counter to eternal reason was to be remorselessly done away with. We saw also that this 
eternal reason was in reality nothing but the idealized understanding of the eighteenth-century citizen, just then 
evolving into the bourgeois. The French Revolution had realized this rational society and government. But the new 
order of things, rational enough as compared with earlier conditions, turned out to be by no means absolutely 
rational. The state based upon reason completely collapsed. Rousseau's Contract Social had found its realization 
in the Reign of Terror, from which the bourgeoisie, who had lost confidence in their own political capacity, had 
taken refuge first in the corruption of the Directorate, and, finally, under the wing of the Napoleonic despotism. 
The promised eternal peace was turned into an endless war of conquest. The society based upon reason had fared 
no better. The antagonism between rich and poor, instead of dissolving into general prosperity, had become 
intensified by the removal of the guild and other privileges, which had to some extent bridged it over, and by the 
removal of the charitable institutions of the Church. The "freedom of property" from feudal fetters, now 
veritably accomplished, turned out to be, for the small capitalists and small proprietors, the freedom to sell their 
small property, crushed under the overmastering competition of large capitalists and landlords, to these great 
lords, and thus, as far as the small capitalists and peasant proprietors were concerned, became "freedom from 
property." The development of industry upon a capitalistic basis made poverty and misery of the working masses 
conditions of existence of society. Cash payment became more and more, in Carlyle's phrase, the sole nexus 
between man and man. The number of crimes increased from year to year. Formerly, the feudal vices had openly 
stalked about it in broad daylight; though not eradicated, they were now at any rate thrust into the background. 
In their stead, the bourgeois vices hitherto practiced in secret, began to blossom all the more luxuriantly. Trade 
became to a greater and greater extent cheating. The "fraternity" of the revolutionary motto was realized in the 
chicanery and rivalries of the battle of competition. Oppression by force was replaced by corruption; the sword, 
as the first social lever, by gold. The right of the first night was transferred from the feudal lords to the 
bourgeois manufacturers. Prostitution increased to an extent never heard of. Marriage itself remained, as 
before, the legally recognized form, the official cloak of prostitution, and, moreover, was supplemented by rich 
crops of adultery. . . . 

In a word, compared with the splendid promises of the philosophers, the social and political institutions 
born of the "triumph of reason" were bitterly disappointing caricatures. All that was wanting was the men to 
formulate this disappointment, and they came with the turn of the century. In 1802 Saint-Simon's Geneva letters 
appeared; in 1808 appeared Fourier's first work, although the groundwork of his theory dated from 1799; on 1 
January 1800, Robert Owen undertook the direction of New Lanark. At this time, however, the capitalist mode of 
production, and with it the antagonism between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat, was still very incompletely 
developed. Modern industry, which had just arisen in England, was still unknown in France. But modern industry 
develops, on the one hand, the conflicts which make absolutely necessary a revolution in the mode of production, 
and the doing away with its capitalistic character—conflicts not only between the classes begotten of it, but also 
between the very productive forces and the forms of exchange created by it. And, on the other hand, it develops, 
in these very gigantic productive forces, the means of ending these conflicts. If, therefore, about the year 1800, 
the conflicts arising from the new social order were only just beginning to take shape, this holds still more fully 
as to the means of ending them. The "have-nothing" masses of Paris, during the Reign of Terror, were able for a 
moment to gain the mastery, and thus to lead the bourgeois revolution to victory in spite of the bourgeoisie 
themselves. But, in doing so, they only proved how impossible it was for their domination to last under the 
conditions then obtaining. The proletariat, which then for the first time evolved itself from these "have-nothing" 
masses as the nucleus of a new class, as yet quite incapable of independent political action, appeared as an 
oppressed, suffering order, to whom, in its incapacity to help itself, help could, at best, be brought in from 
without or down from above. . . . 

SOURCE:  Friedrich Engels, “Socialism:  Utopic and Scientific,” 1880. 

 


