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SOME PROBLEMS OF THE REVOLUTIONARY 
STATE 1789-1796 

IN A WELL-KNOWN PHRASE FROM THE C'l VIL WAR IN FRANCE, MARX 
epitomizes the political nature of the Commune: "the political form, 
at last discovered, under which to work out the economic emancipation 
of labour'';l Lenin, in The State astd the Revolutio71, took up and 
amplified the same phrase: "The Commune is the form, at last 
discovered by the proletarian revolution, the form which allows the 
possibility of the economic liberation of labour. The Commune is 
the first attempt by the proletarian revolution to break up the 
machinery of the bourgeois state: it is the political form, at last 
disco7)ered, which can and must replace what has been broken up".2 
Through these texts, the Commune appears both as the end of a long 
line of historical experiments and the starting point of a line of critical 
thought which was to find its conclusion in the Leninist theory and 
practice of the dictatorship of the proletariat. 

"The political form, at last discoznered": Lenin, after Marx, refers 
by implication to the French historical experience, and to the solutions 
worked out or suggested, in the course of nearly a century of revolu- 
tionary struggle, from I789 tO I87I, to the problems of the 
revolutionary state, and more particularly to the problem of revolu- 
tionary dictatorship. This influence, or filiation, from the French 
Revolution to the Russian Revolution, has often been underlined by 
historians. By Georges Lefebvre, among others, as he wrote in Le 
Directoire, in a passage about the plot led by Babeuf known as the 
Conspiracy of Equals: "He [Babeuf] achieved a clear conception of 
this popular dictatorship which had been mentioned, but not definedn 
by Marat and the Hebertists; he bequeathed it, through Buonarotti, 
to Blanqui and subsequently to Lenin, who turned it into a reality". 3 

There would thus seem to be a continuous line of political practice 
and critical reflection on the problems of the revolutioncary state and 
dictatorship, a line going from Marat and the Hebertists to Babeuf 
and Buonarotti, then to Blanqui and finally, through the Commune 
experiment, to Lenin. 

1 K. Marx, La guerre civile en France (Paris, I953 edn.), p. 45. 
2 V. I. Lenin, L'Etat et la Revolution (Paris, I947 edn.), p. 54. 
3 G. Lefebvre, Le Directoire, 2nd edn. (Paris, I950), p. 35. See too the 

preface by Georges Lefebvre to P. Buonarroti, Conspiration pour l'Egalite dite 
de Babeuf (Paris, I957 edn.), p. II: "One may wonder whether Buonarroti's 
book did not offer Lenin, as it did Blanqui, some food for thoukht". 
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This is an attractive, and generally accepted hypothesis, but few 
have bothered to bring to it either precision or supporting material. 
An over-simplification, too, since by equating Marat and the 
Hebertists, it obscures the basic opposition between two revolutionary 
approaches to the problem of the state and dictatorship, an opposition 
which took concrete form in the antagonism between Sans-culottism 
and Jacobinism. In fact, from the French Revolution on, one can 
see the emergence of two basic lines of revolutionary theory and 
practice, running through the whole of the nineteenth century, and 
meeting in the Commune of I87I a popular movement and dictator- 
ship of the masses, and the organizing of a revolutionary party, con- 
centrating power in the hands of a group of leaders. 

It seems not inappropriate to take a closer look at these problems, 
as they appear during the French Revolution. This may help to 
clarify some aspects of the problem of the state at the time of the 
Commune: what share is to be credited, in I87In to each of the 
revolutionary traditions ? Was the Commune really "the form at last 
discovered" of the revolutionary state, or was it only a stage on the 
way ? 

If we are then to confine ourselves to the French Revolution, it 
does appear that ideas about the revolutionary state and the notion of 
dictatorship become increasingly clear and precise when we look from 
Marat to Babeuf: from the dictatorship of one man to that of a 
revolutionary party, from the dictatorship of a tribune of the people to 
that, if not yet of a class, at least of the "plebeians" and the "poor".4 

But the individual thinking of a Marat or a Babeuf on dictatorship and 
the revolutionary state cannot be isolated from history itself. On the 
one hand, each distinct ideology, every individual idea, is dependent 
on its relatioIlship to the existing ideological field and on the social and 
political structures which support it. On the other hand, actual 
history is necessarily reflected in this individual development, 
according to the complex connections between the individual and that 
moment of history. It was through the revolutionary struggles that 
the notions of dictatorship and the revolutionary state became progres- 
sively clearer. Action often preceded and justified the theory, which 
in its turn reinforced the struggle. Neither the thought of Marat nor 

4 "N3Vhat is a political revolution in general? What is the French Revolution 
in particular? Open war between patricians and plebeians, between the rich 
and the poor": Babeuf, in Le Tribun du peuple, no. 34 (I5 BrumaireYear IV 
[5 Nov. I795]) 
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that of Babeuf can be isolated from the two great ideological currents, 
the two types of revolutionary practice of the time: Sans-culottism and 
Jacobinism. Even though Marat died before his conception of 
dictatorship and of the revolutionary state could be clarified, in the 
light of solutions suggested or worked out by the popular sans-culotte 
movement or by the Jacobin-led revolutionary government, Babeuf 
was able to derive from both these lines of experiment an enrichment 
of his critical thinking: he finally bequeathed to the nineteenth century 
a revolutionary theory and practice which, in spite of their obvious 
derivative character, were none the less a significant step forward. 

As far back as I789, the demands of the Revolution were provoking 
reflection on the nature of revolutionary power and the necessity of 
dictatorship. From the beginning it took two directions: concentra- 
tion of power was indeed necessary, but it led, for one man, Sieyes, to 
the collective dictatorship of an assembly, and for the other, Marat, to 
the demand for a dictator or tribune of the people. 

Sieyes, a truly political thinker if ever there was one, laid in I789, 

in his famous pamphlet Qu'est-ce que le Tiers Etat.>, the foundation- 
stone on which the men of I789, and those of I793 after them, built 
the whole of their revolutionary struggle: the theory of the constituent 
power, the foundation and the justification for the concentration of all 
powers in the hands of the Constituent Assembly, and subsequently of 
the Convention, and for the successive dictatorships of these. 5 

The constituent power is the result of a particular and direct 
delegation from the Nation, which alone is sovereign; its object is to 
draw up the Constitution. When a nation wishes for a new con- 
stitution, it elects "representatives extraordinary [who] shall have 
such new powers as it will please the nation to give them". These 
representatives extraordinary, who embody the constituent power, 
act for the nation itself and are not bound by previous legislation. 
"It is enough that they should exercise their will as men in the state of 
nature do". 

Extraordinary representation(that is, constituent power) is unlike ordinary 
legislation; they are separate powers. The latter can move only within the 
forms and conditions imposed upon it the former is subject to no form in 
particular; it meets and deliberates as the nation itself would, if it were 
composed only of a small number of individuals wishing to give a constitution 
to their government. 
5 See A. Mathiez, "La Revolution Fransaise et la theorie de la dictature. La 

Constituante", Revue Historique, no. 32 (July-Aug. I929), p. 304. See also 
P. Bastid, Sieyes et sa pensde, 2nd edn. (Paris, I970), p. 39I, "Pouvoir Constituant 
et pouvoir constitue". 
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The will of the nation is sovereign and independent of all civil forces, 
and so is that of the assembly in which the constituent power is vested: 
"all forms are good and its will is always the supreme law". 6 

By virtue of this theory, the Constituent Assembly, and the 
Convention after it, took upon themselves all powers without 
exception: older constituted powers vanished before the constituent 
power, wholly representative of popular sovereignty. The theory of 
constituent power conferred upon the Constituent Assembly, and later 
upon the Convention, dictatorship unlimited in any respect: they 
took on both administration and government, through their 
committees, and the separation of powers disappeared. Of course, 
the dictatorship of the corlstitllent power could come into practice 
only through the use of force: it took the storming of the Bastille to 
bring the king to acknowledge the union of the three orders and the 
National Constituent Assembly. As it moved from theory to 
practice, the dictatorship of the constituent power also became the 
dictatorship of violence: "might had to be used to bring forth right". 7 

Sieyes was to write, in the Year VIII (I799-I800), that his pamphlet 
had proved to be "the theoretical handbook from which grew the great 
achievements of our Revolution".8 The theory of constituent power 
was indeed to exert a decisirre influence over the whole course of events 
from I789 to I793, and to prove singularly efficacious as a revolutionary 
force. It eventually took its place among the theoretical justifications 
of the Jacobin dictatorship. 

Meanwhile, Marat's political thought was following quite another 
path. 

The notion of dictatorship appears clearly in Marat's work, as early 
as his The Chains of Slavery (I774), and is linked with his obvious 
distrust of the revolutionary spontaneity of the masses. 

What can be expected from these unfortunates ? . . . The measures they take 
are ill-conceived, and above all they are incapable of secrecy. In the heat of 
resentment or the transports of despair, the people threaten, reveal their 
plans, and thus give their enemies time to counter them. 

sEm. Sieyes, Qu'est-ce que le Tiers Etat? (n.p., I789; Geneva, I970 edn.), 
ch. v. 

7 Mathiez, op. cit. He rightly counters here the ideas of A. Aulard who in 
his speech of 6 April I923, La thdorie de la violence et la Rdvolutionfiranfaise 
(Paris, I923), had tried to discredit "the legend which shows the men of the 
French Revolution as theorists of violence, and the Revolution as an example of 
violence, fruitful because of this very violence". 

8 Cited by Roberto Zapperi in his Introduction to Sieyes, Op. Cit. (Geneva, 
I970 edn.). 
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Even then Marat had a pessimistic view of history: "Thus the fate of 
liberty is that of all other human things; it is the victim of time, which 
destroys everything, of ignorance, which confuses everythirlg, of vice, 
which corrupts everything, and of force, which crushes everything". 
Consequently a leader is necessary to the movement, "some daring 
man to put himself at the head of the malcontents and raise them 
against the oppressor, some great person who can tame rebellious 
minds, some wise man to direct the decisions of a wavering and unruly 
multitude". Fifteen years before the storming of the Bastille, Marat 
was thus taking the first step in a process of reflection on revolutionary 
power which became increasingly precise as the necessities of the 
Revolution itself made themselves felt.9 

It was during the crisis of September I789 that Marat first 
conceived the idea of the need for a concentration of revolutionary 
power, which was not realized until the summer of I793) in the form of 
the Committee of Public Safety.l? If it is dispersed between too 
many hands, revolutionary action loses its impetus. "France", 
Jaures commented in his Histoire socialiste de la Revolution frangaise, 
"must not be abandoned either to the anarchy of over-excited, blind 
crowds, or to the anarchy of overcrowded assemblies". Marat 
proposed the constitution of a revolutionary tribune, enforcing in the 
name of the people, but with more accuracy than the people could 
have, the necessary repression (foreshadowing already the "coactive 
force" of I793); the purging of the Constituent Assembly, reduced to 
a quarter of its membership; the substitution of a committee consist- 
ing only of a few resolute mesnbers for the incoherent, impotent 
Assembly of the Hotel de Ville. "The political machine cannot be 
restarted except through violent upheavals". We shall not follow up 
Jaures's critical commentary; we shall rather, like J.Massin, underline 
the clear-sightedness, the foresight even, of Marat. 1 1 At a time when 

9 J. P. Marat, The Chains of Slavery (London, I774). This work was published 
in French as Les Chatnes de l'esclavage (Paris, I793). Cf. J. Massin, Marat (Paris 
I960), p. 3I 

10 On the campaign waged by Marat's journal L'Ami du Peuple in September 
I789, see particularly no. 5 (I5 Sept.), "Observations importantes sur les droits 
des Constituants et les devoirs des Constitues", no. 6 (I6 Sept.), which includes 
the first attack on the Committee of Subsistence of the Hotel de Ville- no. 7 (I7 
Sept.), denouncing the slowness and the mistaken direction followed by the 
National Assembly. See J. Jaures, Histoire socialiste de la Revolution franfaise 
(Paris, I9OI), i, ed. A. Soboul (Paris, I968), i, p. Sr8. The following quotation 
from Jaures is to be found ibid. 

11 "In September and October I789, Marat's politics would probably have led 
to the dictatorship of a moderate committee, nominated by the National 
Assembly": ibid. See Massin, Op. Cit., p. 98. 
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it is as yet inconceivable, Marat's newspaper L'Ami du Peuple senses 
the Revolution's only road to salvation. 

No doubt Marat's notion of dictatorship was still, in these early 
days of the Revolution, rudimentary and devoid of precise social 
content. It is going too far to assert, with J. Massin, that "revolu- 
tionary dictatorship is for him linked with the class struggle'',12 since 
the latter was usually for Marat reduced to the struggle of the poor 
against the rich, of the plebeians against the patricians. As for 
dictatorship, if it demands the concentration of power in the hands of 
a small group or of a single man, does it not demand revolutionary 
violence as well? "It is utter folly to expect that men who for ten 
centuries have been in a position to reprove us, loot us, oppress us 
with impunity, will accept with good grace to be no more than our 
equals''.13 Hence the resort to violence, and the famous sentence in 
the poster of 26 July I790, entitled We are finisked: "Five or six 
hundred beheadings would have ensured your peace of mind, your 
freedom and your happiness; a mistaken sense if humanity has stayed 
your hand and suspended your blows: it is going to cost the lives of 
millions of your brethren". Extreme violence, and a brief dictator- 
ship. "If I were a tribune of the people, and had the support of a few 
thousand resolute men", Marat writes on this same date of 26 July 
I790, in L'Ami du Peuple, "I swear that within six weeks the Constitu- 
tion would be completed, and the political machine, by then in good 
order, would be working perfectly". A tribune of the people or 
a dictator is what is needed, according to L'Ami du Peuple of 30th 
July, for six weeks or for three days. To dam up the surging tides of 
counter-revolution, it would be necessary "first of all to erect a true 
State Tribunal . . . and then to institute a dictator, elected by the 
people in times of crisis, and whose period of authority would not 
exceed three days". 

The political thinking of Marat finds it hard to disentangle itself 
from its memories of Roman antiquity, idealized through school 
memories of Rollin's textbooks. A tribune of the people or a dictator, 
no matter. But "elected by the people", or "the support of a few 
thousand resolute men" ? Is this mere reminiscing on the practice of 
Ancient Rome, or is Marat hesitating, faced with the choice between 
the two roads history was to follow: a dictatorship by plebiscite, or 
the dictatorship of a revolutionary minority? It must also be under- 
lined here (and this is the measure of the distance between Marat and 

2Ibid.,pp.38ff: 
13 L'Ami du Peuple) 30 July I790. 



58 NUMBER 65 PAST AND PRESENT 

Babeuf) that L'Ami du Peuple, so anxious to provide the victorious 
revolutionary movement with a leader, appears to rely for ultimate 
victory, in spite of a certain initial mistrust, on the spontaneity of the 
masses. He calls them to action without caring much about building 
the future: he has no precise political programme. A tribune of the 
people or a dictator: and everything would be swept away within six 
weeks, within three days even, and "the nation would be free and 
happy .... In order to achieve this I shall not even need to act; my 
known devotion to the country, my respect for justice, my love of 
liberty, would suffice''.14 

These are the limits of Marat's political thought. No doubt further 
analysis would be appropriate. Yet Marat does not appear ever to 
have gone any further than his assertions of I789-90 ("I came to the 
Revolution with my mind made up" he said in I793):15 the necessity of 
revolutionary violence and of the concentration of powers in the hands 
of a dictator for a short while, long enough to break down resistance 
and institute definitive prosperity and happiness. 

It has been said that Marat was a prophet; he was indeed more 
prophet than theorist. It must be acknowledged that his calls to 
dictatorship woke few echoes: the masses were instinctively hostile to 
it, whereas for politicians it conjured up unpleasant historical 
memories. More in agreement with the temperament and the 
revolutionary behaviour of the masses was Marat's justification of 
violence. 

Indeed, rather than individual positions, it is collective conceptions 
and practice that require close examination: Sans-culottism and 
Jacobinism contributed much more to the progress of the Revolution. 
Yet the struggle between their antagonistic points of view on the 
problem ofthe revolutionary state contributed its share to the downfall 
of the system of Year II (22 September I793-2I September I794). 

II 
Between I792 and I795, even though they were unable to put 

together an original and satisfactory social programme, the Parisian 
popular militants nevertheless put into action in the field of politics 
a coherent system of ideas and practices. Having deduced from the 
total conception of popular sovereignty that the autonomy and 
permanence of the Sections gave to them alone the right to approve 
the laws and to control and invalidate elected members, they tended 
towards the Ezractice of direct government and the institution of a 

4 Ibid., 26 July I790 
5 See Massin, op. cit., p. 78- 
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popular democracy.l6 Thus in the Year II (I793-4)) a conception of 
government and the revolutionary state took hold which ran counter 
to Marat's conception of dictatorship as much as to the Jacobin 
practice of the concentration of powers and centralization. We see 
here, in the Year II, the start of one of the characteristic lines taken by 
revolutionary temperament and practice in France in the nineteenth 
and the twentieth century: the libertarian, "spontaneist" line. 

Sovereignty is vested in the people: the action of popular militants 
is based entirely on this principle; for them it was not an abstract 
notion, but the concrete reality of the people in their Section 
assemblies exercising their rights in full: the revolutionary concentra- 
tion of powers must be at the bottom, it cannot be delegated without 

. o 

a. lenatlon. 
Hence, in the popular mind, the mistrust and hatred of all dictator- 

ship, be it personal or collegiate: it could only be usurpation. 
Since popular sovereignty is, even in revolutionary times, 

'<imprescriptible) inalienable, and cannot be delegated", the Section 
of the Cite concluded, on 3 November I 792) that "any man who claims 
that it is vested in him will be regarded as a tyrant, a usurper of public 
liberty, deserving death''.17 On I3 March I793) when a citizen 
declared, in the general assembly of the Pantheon-Fransais: '(we are 
threatened with a dictator", the whole assembly rose and swore to put 
a dagger into "any dictator, protector, tribune, triumvir, moderator, 
or other, whatsoever his name may be, who would attempt to destroy 
the sovereignty of the peopIe''.18 This politically-minded trait, this 

16 The phrase "popular republic" is to be found in a text of July I7g3. On 
all these points see A. Soboul, Les sans-culottes parisiens en l'an II. Mouvement 
populaire et gouvernement re'volutionnaire. 2 juin I793-9 Thermidor an II 
(Paris, I 958), ch. v, "Les tendances politiques de la sans-culotterie parisienne" 
p. 505. The "SectionsX', numbering 48 for Paris, constituted the political and 
administrative divisions of the urban communes. They had a deliberative 
body, the "General Assembly", and executive bodies, the "Civil Committee" 
and the "Revolutionary Committee". By virtue of these bodies, the Sections 
entoyed, at the heart of the commune, real autonomy. When, from the begin- 
ning of the autumn of I 793, the government committees undertook the reduction 
of the autonomy of the organs of the Sections, the sans-culotte militants created 
"Section Societies", specifically popular organizations, which very quickly came 
up against the hostility of the Jacobin Club. 

17 Quoted by F. Braesch, La Commune du dix aout I792 (Paris, I9II) 
p. I,092, without reference. 

l8 Archives nationales (hereafter A.N.), AD XVI, p. 37* Ph. J. B. Buchez and 
P. C. Roux-Lavergne, Histoire parlementaire de la Revoiution franfaise (Paris, 
I834-8), XXV, p- 104 
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desire to keep revolutionary power in the hands of the people, 

probably explains the lack of success met by Marat's repeated 

proposals for the nomination of a tribune of the people or a dictator, 

as well as the charge levelled at Hebert and the Cordelier group (just 

the one to ruin them in the minds of the people) of having considered 

instituting a Grand udge. 
Since the exercise of popular sovereignty cannot suffer any 

restrictions, the sans-culottes intended to enjoy it to the full, even in 

revolutionary circumstances. First, as far as legislation is concerned: 

the law is valid only if made by the people or sanctioned by the 

people. In exceptional circumstances, the sans-culottes regain 

effective exercise of the legislative power; as at the time of the 

acceptance of the Constitutional Act, on 6 July I793; as, of course, iIl 

. . . 

tlmes of lnsurrectlon. 

The establishment of the revolutionary government seems to have 

left these pretensions unabated, at least until the spring of the Year 

II (I794), when the Jacobin centralization gathered strength. In the 

Section of the Marches, "when a decree was a nuisance to irltriguers" 

(this is a moderate speaking) "they would say, we are the sovereign, 

we alone have the right to make laws, and consequently not to obey 

those which we do not like". ls In the Section of the Contrat-Social, 

Guiraut, a revolutionary "commissaire", was not afraid of saying 

publicly, during the summer of I793: "The moment has come for the 

Sections to rise and go in a mass to the Convention, to tell them to 

make laws for the people, and above all laws that suit the people; to 

set them a time limit of three months and warn them that if by that 

time they were not done, all of them would be put to the sword". 20 

From the principle of popular sovereignty, confusedly put into 

practice as direct government, the popular militants also deduced the 

ratification of the laws by the people, the exercise of justice by the 

people, and the freedom of all citizens to bear arms. In this way, at 

crucial times during the Revolution, in the summer of I792, in the 

spring of I793, a genuine popular dictatorship asserted itself, contri- 

buting successfully to the establishment of the revolutionary 

government. We shall not irlsist on these aspects, which have been 

studied elsewhere; we shall instead point out the bearing of this on the 

problem of dictatorship and the concentration of revolutionary power 

in the Year II (I793-4). 

19 A. N., F 7477445, denunciation, no date [Year III]. 
20 Biblotheque nationale (hereafter B.N.), Lb4? I78I; M. Tourneux, Biblio- 

graphie de l'histoire de Paris pendant la Revolution frangaise (Paris, I890-I9I3), 

no. 875S- 
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From the summer of I793 onwards, the antagonism between the 
behaviour and demands of the people, and those of the Montagnard 
or Jacobin bourgeoisie became manifest: was revolutionary power to 
remain in the hands of the people, or was it to be concentrated in the 
hands of a collegiate dictatorship? The problem was essentially one 
of political direction; but can politics be abstracted from the interplay 
of the rival social forces ? The problem is also that of the duality of 
powers. Who can fail to recognize here the problems which were to 
confront the revolutionary movements of the nineteenth century, not 
tO mention those of the twentieth? 

As the Jacobin-led revolutionary government was consolidated, 
then stabilized, between the summer and the autumn of I793 

thanks to the institution of popular power in the Parisian Sections 
the sovereignty and therefore the powers became increasingly con- 
centrated in the Convention, and later in the hands of its governing 
committees, essentially in those of the Committee of Public Safety. 
The very phrase "popular sovereignty", which had been so widely 
used in I792 and I793, disappeared in the Year II (I793-4) from 
government vocabulary. One would look for it in vain in Saint- 
Just's speech of IO October I793, on the necessity for declaring a 
revolutionary government which should stand until the advent of 
peace; or in the decree of I4 Frimaire Year II (4 December I793) 

which constituted that government; or in Robespierre's speech of 
5 Nivose Year II (25 I)ecember I793) on the principles of the 
revolutionary government. Representative democracy, the basis of 
the Jacobin dictatorship, was substituted for direct democracy, the 
foundation of popular dictatorship. Nomination succeeded election. 

In this respect, the evolution of the revolutionary committees is 
significant. These, which had been the essential organs of popular 
dictatorship in the spring of I793, were originally elected by the 
Section general assemblies, according to the terms of the law of 
2ISt March which gave them lawful existence (a number had been 
spontaneously formed by the militants). They were re-elected as a 
consequence of the Law of Suspects of I7 September x793, but 
purged by the Paris Commune, and fell, during the winter, under the 
control of the Committee of Public Safety; finally, in the spring of the 
Year II (I794), their members were nominated by the Committee of 
Public Safety, in which all powers tended to be concentrated. The 
same happened to the General Council of the Commune, purged 
after Germinal and its numbers made up by the Committee of Public 
Safety, on its own authority, without consultation with the Sections. 
On I6 Floreal Year II (5 May I794) the national agent of the Paris 
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Commune, Payan, a sound Robespierrist, reminded the Sections that "under the revolutionary government, there are no primary assemblies, only general assemblies are recognized". 21 This signified to the san3-culottes that their sovereign rights were transferred to the revolutionary government. This was the final stage of an unavoidable evolution: the end of popular revolutionary power, and the concentra- tion of all powers in the hands of the Jacobin dictatorship. Yet this evolution must be placed in its general social and historical context if it is to be understood properly. The bourgeoisie, or at least that fraction of it which saw an alliance with the people as the only salvation for the Revolution, kept the upper hand. Even if popular power reigned in the Sections, it was the bourgeoisie that had prepared and organized the great Days of 3I May-2 June I793. These great - 

popular Days were in this respect bourgeois-revolutionary ones; they brought the Jacobin dictatorship a step nearer. How could it have been otherwise? The attempts at insurrection of the isolated sans- 
culorttes, in Ventose Year II (February-March I794), as well as those in Germinal and Prairial Year III (March-April and May-June I794), ended in tragic failure: as though popular violence, left to itself, was doomed to impotence. But had not the Jacobin revolutionary government, deprived of popular support, fallen in the night of 9-IO Thermidor Year II (27-8 July I794)? 

There was an irreducible contradiction between the popular conceptions of the revolutionary state and those of the Jacobin bourgeoisie: was it to remain constantly under the control of the basic organizations of the sovereign people? Or was it, in the name of the principles of representative democracy) to be concentrated in the hands of an assembly, and ultimately of a steering committee? Inevitably, in the circumstances, the Jacobin conception won the day; but this kilIed the surge of popular movement which had brought the revolutionary government to power and which alone supported it. Jacobinism was unable to survive its own victory over Sans-culottism. 

III 
Jacobinism, historically speaking, must be more precisely deEned, since the Club underwent an evolution during its four years of existence. Michelet, clear-sighted in spite of his prejudice against the Jacobins, mentions the arrival into the society, toward the end of I792, of a third generation. This "is the beginning ofthe Jacobinism of '93, that of Couthon, Saint-Just, Dumas, etc.... which is to undo 

21 B.N., MS. Nouv. acq. fr. 2663, fo. I78. 
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Robespierre, and itself with him".22 This, then, is the Jacobinism 
of '93, if we are to take up Michelet's expression; the very same which, 
in association with Rousseauism, has focused upon itself the hatred of 
traditionalists and counter-revolutionaries, just as much as that of 
sans-culottes (known as Hebertists) and their sympathizers. There is 
Proudhon, enfolding in the same detestation "the Geneva mounte- 
bank" and Jacobinism defined as "a variety of doctrinairism". There 
is Tridon, with his attempted rehabilitation of the Hebertists, and his 
imprecations against Robespierre.23 But there is also Taine, who 
wrote in Les origines de la France contemporaine, following a wide- 
ranging analysis of the Contrat Social: "There practice follows theory, 
and the dogma of the sovereignty of the people, as interpreted by the 
crowd, will produce perfect anarchy" (so much for Sans-culottism and 
popular power), "until the moment when, interpreted by the leaders, 
it will produce perfect despotism" (so much for Jacobinism and the 
dictatorship of the Committee of Public Safety). 24 

As well as a political temperament, Jacobinism can be defined as 
a revolutionary technique. Adherence to principle, certainty and 
pride in being right; the rigidity of the attitude has often masked the 
vagueness of the doctrine. Although frequently intolerants some- 
times sectarian, Jacobinism applied itself however, even at the price of 
occasional self-contradiction, to a passionate search for unity; but is 
this not also one of the characteristic features of Sans-culottism? 
We must add, too, that being more of a committee-man than a man for 
the masses (as was the Section militant), the Jacobin easily lost his 
bearings when in contact with the crowds. 25 

The mechanism of the revolutionary technique of Jacobinism has 
long since been laid bare, even if not always without hostile precon- 
ception.26 The Jacobins perfected the use of limited committees that 
fixed the doctrine, clarified the political line, made it accessible in the 
form of simple and effective slogans. The practice of election is 

22 J. Michelet, Histoire de la Revolution Fran,caise (Paris, I847-53; Paris, 
I939 edn.), book IX, ch. iv, p. 2IO. 

23 G. Tridon, Les Hebertistes. Plainte contre une calomnie de l'histoire (Paris, 
I864). This pamphlet is of little interest except from the point of view of 
nineteenth-century intellectual history; it was reprinted during the Commune. 

24 H. A. Taine, Les origines de la France contemporaine. L'Ancien Regime 
(Paris, I876), book III, "L'esprit et la doctrine", ch. iv, p. 3. 

25 C'It was an entirely exclusive, inward-turned society. They knew one 
another, and knew nobody else; they remained suspicious of all that was not 
Jacobin". htichelet, op. cit., book IX, ch. iii, p. I96. 

26 See A. Cochin, Les societes de pensee et la Revolution en Bretagne (Paris, 
I925); L. de Cardenal, La province pendant la Revolution . . . (Paris, I929), 
especially book IV, "Les moyens d'action". Less complete, but more objective 
is Gaston-Martin, Les 3'acobins (Paris, I945), p. 89, "La Methode". 
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tempered by that of the purge, and its corollary, infiltration; once 
competition has been limited by an eliminatory vote, which allows 
the already affiliated members to judge the suitability of the candidates 
to their post, the electors are left free to choose. In extreme cases, 
election can be replaced by co-optation or nomination. The citizen 
is encircled by a network of interconnecting organizations which 
receive their impulses from the parent society, "the only centre of 
public opinion", as the Committee of Public Safety is the centre of 
government action; in it originate, according to a circular of the 
popular society of Belleville in the Year II (I793-4), "the rays of light 
and life which will illuminate, animate, and fire patriotism".27 

Such political practice and revolutionary technique, allied to 
popular violence, proved extremely effective: they ensured, in '93, the 
conquest of power, the institution of the revolutionary government 
and of the dictatorship of the Committee of Public Safety, and finally, 
in the spring of the Year II (I794), the victory of the armies of the 
Republic. But they went radically against the political practice and the 
revolutionary style of Sans-culottism. Jacobinism was unable to 

* * * 

survlve ltS vlctory. 

The problem of the revolutionary state and its orientation was 
already emerging at the beginning of August I793: a dictatorship of 
the mass of the people, or a centralized dictatorship ? Since it held its 
mandate from the Convention, sole repository of national sovereignty, 
according to the principles of representative democracy, the Com- 
mittee of Public Safety fully intended to be obeyed, whereas the 
Section militants demanded to be followed. Though the latter 
managed to push through, during the summer of I793, a whole series 
of revolutionary measures, the Committee was intent on turning 
them to the profit of the state, so reinforcing the dictatorship of the 
Committee. "Popular movements are justified only when tyranny 
makes them necessary", the government-inspired gournal de la 
Montagne wrote on I9 September I793; "fortunately, the people of 
Paris have always felt this necessity . . .". In fact, the Committee of 
Public Safety wished to put an end to the pressure of the masses and 
to the popular forms of dictatorship, in order to complete the con- 
centration of powers in its own hands. 

A first stage was completed when, on IO October I793, on the 
recommendation of Saint-Just, the provisional government was 

27 Archives departmentales de la Seine, 4 AZ, 590. 
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declared a revolutionary government, to stand until the advent of 
peace: the Committee of Public Safety received full control over the 
executive power, not only over ministers, but over local administra- 
tion, not to mention the armies.28 

The second stage came with the stroke aimed at stopping de- 
christianization in the decree of I4 Frimaire Year II (4 December 
I793) which rewarded the efforts of the Committee of Public Safety 
by ratifying its dictatorship. 29 All constituted bodies and civil 
servants were placed under the direct authority of the Committee of 
Public Safety; they were forbidden to take decisions extending, 
limiting or interpreting the literal meaning of the law: a blow aimed 
straight at the natural predisposition of popular authorities towards 
direct government. The procurator of the commune was to become 
a national agent, a mere representative of the revolutionary state, and 
responsible to the government committees. The right to send agents 
or "commissaires" lay exclusively with central power: there was no 
longer a place for the "commissaires" of the Paris Commune who had 
at times played so important a part in the revolutionary movement. 
The constituted authorities were forbidden to communicate through 
"commissaires" or delegates and to form central assemblies: a 
common procedure used by Paris Sections, one which was indeed 
their main strength. The same held for popular societies: they were 
henceforth forbidden to federate together as a committee or a central 
club, considered subversive of the unity of government action. This 
law thus constituted the iast stage in the evolution towards dictatorial 
concentration of powers.3" 

's Moniteur, xviii, p. I IO. "Your Committee of Public Safety, in whom the 
consequences of all actions ultimately converge, has investigated the causes of 
the troubles of the people, and has found them to reside in the weakness which 
marks the execution of your decrees, . . . in the fluctuating opinions of the state 
and in the vicissitudes of the passions that influence the government". 

@9 Ibid., pp. 590, 6IO. 
30 Robespierre put forward the theory of the revolutionary government, but 

after the event, in his Rapport sur les principes du Gouvernement rez)olutionnaire 
(5 Nivose Year II/2s December I793), and in his Rapport sur les principes de 
morale politique qui doSzpent guider la Convention (I8 Pluviose Year II/6 February 
I794). This theory is based essentially on the distinction between constitutional 
government, whose object is "to preserve the Republic", and revolutionary 
government, whose object is "to institute it". "If the mainspring of popular 
government in peace-time is virtue, the mainspring of popular revolutionary 
government is virtue mixed with terror". These are well-known themes. In 
fact, neither Robespierre nor any Jacobin had a true theory of the revolutionary 
state. Because of his anti-materialistic upbringing, his belief in the overall 
power of ideas and of calls to virtue, Robespierre was incapable of accurate social 
analysis. The Jacobins anyway did not constitute a social class, still less a 
class-based party. The Jacobin revolutionary state rested, in the final analysis, 
on an anti-materialistic conception of social relationships: a notion which 
ultimately brought about its downfall. 
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It only remained to put it into practice through the curtailment of 
all autonomous powers: the elimination of factions provided this, as 
did, even more, the destruction of the main organ of popular dictator- 
ship, the Section societies. 

Being securely encamped in the general assemblies and the 
revolutionary committees, popular power, after the permanence of 
the Sections was abolished and the power of the committees had been 
broken, had gathered, in the autumn of I793, inside the Section 
societies; they soon became the sole directing and controlling agency 
of popular political activity. They stood as a challenge to established 
power; more accurately, their influence balanced that of the Jacobins. 

This is the reason for the cold war waged against them from the 
start by the revolutionary government, signs of this were already 
apparent in a significant intervention from Robespierre on I g 
Brumaire Year II (9 November I793). A plan for a decree, found 
among the papers of the Committee of Public Safety and prob3bly 
dating back to the winter of I794, clearly reveals the government's 
intentions: 

I. That in order to maintain the unity of the Republic, there should be no new 
societies except those affiliated to the Society of the Fl^iends of Liberty and 
Equality [the Jacobins]; II. That in order to preserve unity in each large city, 
there should not be formed any new societies except in connection with the 
first society affiliated to that of Paris, and forming as it were a section of it.tl 

This plan gave the Jacobins control of all societies: a hierarchical, 
centralized network of popula1^ societies, in the grip of the revolu- 
tionary government. 

The Committee of Public Safety achieved its ends after the downfall 
of the factions. The raction societies were denounced by Saint-Just, 
on 23 Ventose Year II (I3 March I794) in his report on factions 
abroad; then again on 2I Germinal Year II (IO April I794) by Collot 
d'Herbois, in the name of unity and efficiency; four days earlier they 
had been accused of "federalizing" public opinion.32 

The debate took an even more pressing turn in Florcal (April-May), 
at the Jacobin Club. On the 26th (Isth May) Couthon stigmatized 
those societies which in Paris showed "the hideous spectacle of 
federalism". Unity of pnblic opinion had to be regained, all patriots 

sl A.N., AF II 66, pl. 488, p. II. There is no mention of this paper in the 
Recueil des Actes du Comite' de Salut Public. 

32 Saint-Just, Moniteur, xix, p. 686. Collot d'Herbois, 707tRnAl de la 
Montagne, 24 Germinal Year II (I 3 Apr. I 794); Moniteur, xx, p. 203; 3facobins, 
Vi, p. 6I. 
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must be concentrated in the Jacobin Clubs. According to Collot 
d'Herbois, on the same day, the Section societies "tended visibly 
towards the establishment of a new federalism . . . they wished to 
make each Section a little republic".33 Collot d'Herbois attacked the 
popular practice of revolutionary power, pointing out that it was 
incompatible with Jacobin centralism. The unity of public opinion 
must be regained under the aegis of the parent society, the Jacobin 
Club, itself both the expression and the support of the dictatorship 
of the Committee of Public Safety; in this way, the last obstacles 
to the concentration of powers in the hands of the Jacobin state 
would disappear. 

Finally, between Germinal and Prairial Year II (2I March-I8 June 
I794), thirty-nine societies were disbanded, thirty-one of them 
between 2sth Floreal and sth Prairial (I4th and 24th May), after the 
Jacobin attacks of 23rd and 26th FIoreal (I2th and I5th May)- 
which serves to point up the authoritarian aspect of the operation. 
The societies disbanded under pressure from the Jacobins and the 
government, on the initiative of the revolutionary committees, now 
assimilated to a civil service, ot^ of some official. So the back of the 
popular movement was broken. Since it had destroyed the factions, 
and kept down popular militants by means of the threat of repression, 
the revolutionary government unified all forces and concentrated all 
powers into itself: a single centre of opinion, as well as a single centre 
for action, the revolutionary state, supported by the network of the 
Jacobins and their ailiated clubs. 

This logical but rigid structure took no account of the social 
variations inside the revolutionary forces. By forcibly integrating 
into the Jacobin framework a popular movement, autonomous until 
then, and which had its own aspirations, organizations and democratic 
practice, the revolutionary government alienated the goodwill of the 
sans-culotte militants. The irreducible antagonism of Sans-culottism 
and Jacobinism asserted itself, and prepared, through the division of 
revolutionary forces, the way to Thermidor. 

IV 
The Jacobin Dictatorship for Public Safety had failed because it 

had cut itself off from its social basis, the popular movement: "the 

333fournal de la Montagne, 28 and 29 Floreal Year II (I6 and I7 May I794)- 
Moniteur, x, p. 48g;3?acobins, vi, I25. Couthon: "Division is harmful, and 
unity of opinion cannot be broken without great danger. If you are to pre- 
serve all these societies . . . public opinion will be prodigiously divided . . . 
and the operation of government will be impeded". 
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Revolution is frozen", Saint-Just had observed in Messidor (June- July). The crisis of the Revolution after Thermidor (July-August), and the terrible experience of the Year III (22 September I794- 22 September I795) induced the revolutionary militants to make a critical examination of what they had lived through. Although the fall of the revolutionary government gave rise, between the summer and the autumn of I794, to an anti-Jacobin reaction, a "neo- Hebertism" (it would be more precise to call it a revival of Sans- culottism), the defeat of the sans-culottes during the Prairial Days of of the Year III (May-June I795) brought about a measure of rehabilitation of Jacobin revolutionary practice. From this dual experience a new revolutionary practice and a new conception of the revolutionary state emerged: not a synthesis reconciling the two, but a real mutation. This essential stage was Babeuvism. Transcending Sans-culottism and Jacobinism, Babeuf, alike pre-eminent in thought as in action, achieved a full conception of the revolutionary practice and ideology adequate to the new society, born of the Revolution itself. His critical thinking on the problems of dictatorship and the revolutionary state was particularly fruitful. 
The organization of the Conspiracy of Equals during the winter of the Year IV (I795-I796) broke away from the various methods used hitherto by the revolutionary movement, be it Jacobin or sans-culotte. Until I 794, Babeuf, like other popular militants, had been an advocate of direct democracy. As far back as I 789 he was mistrustful of the representative system and elected assemblies ("it is imperative that the people should have a veto"); in I790, he championed the autonomy of the Paris districts. Babeuf's ideas on this point were not particularly original: his debt to Rousseau, whose Contral Social he often paraphrased, is evident, as is his kinship with the political tendencies of the Paris sans-culotte militants.34 This makes the principles, the organization and the methods which he caused his conspirators to adopt in I796 all the more remarkable. The aims of the Conspiracy3 were established during the meetings of a secret committee held in Amar's house, during the winter of the Year IV (I796): 36 first came the destruction of the Constitution of the 

34 See V. M. Daline, Gtacchus Babeuf avant et pe7zdant la Revolution Franfaise:, I 785-I 794 (Moscow, I 963, in Russian; see account by A. Soboul, Revue d'Histoire moderne et contemporaine, I966, p. I66). 
35 See M. Dommanget, "La structure et les methodes de la Conjuration des Egaux", Annales revolutionnaires, I922, p. I77 and p. 28I; also in Sur Babeuf et la Conjuration des Egaux (Paris, I970), p. I45. 
36 See essentially P. Buonarroti, Conspiration pour l'egalite dite de Babeuf (Brussels, I828). I am using here and subsequently the edition cited in note 3. 
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Year III, as being "illegitimate in origin, oppressive in spirit, and 
tyrannical in intention"; followed by the revival of the I793 Constitu- 
tion, "a rallying point indispensable for the bringing down of existing 
authorities"; and finally, "the preparation for the ultimate advent of 
true equality".37 In the light of this analysis, the revolutionary 
demands appear to include the destruction of the former state, as well 
as the necessity for an intermediate stage before the social system 
aimed at is definitively reached: demaIlds which had neither of them 
appeared in Jacobin practice. 

Two basic probIems remain: "the modus operandi" (the destruction 
of the Constitution of the Year III) and "the public form to succeed 
immediately the government that was to be brought down". 

In the organization of the Conspiracy, the swing from the methods 
which had until then characterized revolutionary action, whether 
sans-culotte or Jacobin, appears less clear than has often been said. It 
was the organizing conspiracy par excellence, according to some. It 
was indeed, but leading to popular insurrection instead of to a coup 
d'etat or an armed attack. But had not the insurrection of IO August 
I792 been prepared by an insurgent commune, secretly formed, as the 
popular Days of 3I May-2 June I793 had been by the secret committee 
which met in the Eveche, the former episcopal palace ? The difference 
here seems to be one of degree, rather than of kind. Nevertheless the 
necessity for secrecy was clearly asserted, and the rules necessary for 
clandestine action promulgated by the "First instruction of the secret 
Directory to its main revolutionary agents".38 

37 Buonarroti, op. cit., i, p. 84, "Points de ralliement offerts aux republicains". 
38 Ibid., ii, p. 84, sixth document, "Premiere instruction du directoire secret 

adressee a chacun des agents revolutionnaires principaux". "While we have 
taken every precaution to ensure our safety, and the secrecy of the measures we 
take, we have wanted you to be protected from all surprises .... The secret 
Directory have taken prudence so far that they have isolated the twelve main 
agents from one another.... The intermediate agents are similarly 
isolated .... In general, since the secret Directory have adopted as a general 
system the isolation of everyone, the cutting of all conamunications, their whole 
organization will be subject to this order, so that each individual person em- 
ployed by them, whether directly or indirectly, will be unable to betray 
anybody, and his disappearance would be the only loss to the revolutionaries". 

Not that the strictly clandestine character of the Conspiracy for Equality must 
be unduly emphasized. The denunciation of Grisel led directly to the arrest of 
the leaders; they had not foreseen this eventuality, and had not provided for 
anybody to take their place. The same lack of precaution is evident in the lists 
of names and addresses of revolutionary agents seized by the police in the room 
occupied by Babeuf at the time of his arrest, together with numerous documents 
which were to be the prosecution's chief weapon against the accused at the 
Vendome trial. On this point see Dommanget, Sur Babeuf et la Conjuration 
des Egaux, p. I66. 
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We see then at the centre of the underground organization the small 
group of collegiate directors: they "bind into one single strand the 
scattered threads of democracy, so as to direct them uniformly towards 
the restoration of the sovereignty of the people'. This asserts the 
necessity of centralism, which was already the corner-stone of the 
Jacobin system. Outside the nucleus of directors, there is a small 
number of tried underground militants: the revolutionary agents of 
the twelve Paris districts, as well as middlemen who ensure continued 
contact with the Directory. 39 Further out are the fringe sympathizers, 
patriots and democrats (in the Year II sense of the word), who are not 
in the secret and who do not seem to have shared the new revolu- 
tionary ideal; the task of the revolutionary agents is "to organize, each 
in his district, one or several meetings of patriots, and there to feed and 
direct the minds of the public by the reading of popular journals, and 
by discussions on the rights of the people and their present situation'. 
Further out still are the mass of the people who are directed. 

An organizing conspiracy, indeed; but one which seems to have 
been uncertain how to solve the problem of communication with the 
masses. Although the "Instructions to agents on the organization of 
the movement"40 laid down rules for the leaders of the insurgent 
people, no plans seem to have been made for the previous stage: no 
text explains how communication between the "meetings of patriots" 
and the masses was to be effected at the level of the district. As 
M. Dommanget has remarked, "Babeuf's conspiracy had above all a 
powerful leadership''.41 We are still far from the concept of a 
strongly structured party. The revolutionary avant-garde appears 
detached from the mass of the people which it wants to lead: a 
characteristic which it would be possible to find later in the revolu- 
tionary organization of Blanqui. 

Once insurrection is triumphant and the former state has bee 
destroyed, the problem arises of what revolutionary power is to be 
substituted for it. At this point, if we are to follow Buonarroti ill 
his history of the Conjration pour l'Egalite, the idea of an inter- 
mediate stage appears, necessary to the success of the enterprise, 
"between the downfall of aristocratic power and the definitive 

39 Buonarroti, Op. Cit., ii, p. 82, fifth document, "Organisation des agents 
principaux au nombre de douze et des agents intermediaires. Premieres 
fonctions de chacun deux". To the district (arrondissement) agents must be 
added the military agents, fuIfilling the same functions with the battalions 
quartered in and around Paris. 

40 Ibid., p. I92, twenty-fifth document, "Le Directoire aux agents". 
41 Dommanget, Op. Cit., p. I66. 



THE REVOLUTIONARY STATE I 789- I 796 7I 

establishment of the popular constitution" . 4 2 This intermediate stage 
of revolutionary dictatorship is defined by Buonarroti in these words: 

An extraordinary and necessary authority, by means of which a nation can be 
given full possession of its freedom, in spite of the corruption which is the 
sequel of its former slavery, and despite the traps and the enmity of internal 
and external foes in league against her.43 

Three solutions were possible for the conspirators: the very same 
which they had seen at work during the Revolution since I789. 

Some were proposing to recall what was left of the National Convention 
which they regarded as still existing de jare; others wished to entrust the 
provisional government of the republic to a body of men nominated by the 
insurgent people of Paris- others, finally, wanted to put, for a specified length 
of time, into the hands of one man, called a diclator or a moderator,the supreme 
power and the task of instituting the Republic.44 

The recall of the purged Convention, as was proposed by Amar, was 
the Jacobin solution; dictatorship, propounded by Debon, was in the 
Maratist traditiorl; the nomination of a provisional government by the 
insurgent people was in the sans-culotte (Hebertist) tradition. 

During the first days of Germinal Year IV (March I796), the 
secret Directory for Public Safety was instituted. It reopened the 
debate on "what form of authority was to replace at one stroke the 
one whose destruction was being planned". It is important at this 
point, in order to throw some light on the distant origins of the notion 
of dictatorship of the proletariat, to follow Buonarroti closely in his 
history of the Corlspiracy for Equality.45 

The first obvious point is the necessity for "an interval . . . between 
the insurrection and the installation of the new constitutional 
authority", allowing of course for the fact that "it would have been 
most imprudent to leave the nation even for a moment without a 
leader and without a guide". The arguments mentioned by 
Buonarroti are the same which were suggested to the conspirators by 
the history and the working of the French Revolution: "a people so 

49 Buonarroti, op. cit., i, p, 84, "Autorite a substituer au gouvernement de l'an 
III", and p. IO9, "Autorite a substituer a l'autorite existante" 

43 See also Buonarroti's note: "The experience of the French Revolution 
and more particularly the troubles and disorders of the National Convention 
have, I think, amply demonstrated that a people whose opinions have taken 
shape under a regime of despotism and inequality are hardly capable, at the 
start of a regenerating revolution, of electing by their vote the men who are to 
lead it .... Perhaps it is necessary, at the birth of a political revolution, even 
in the interests of the real sovereignty of the people, to be less concerned with 
consulting the suffrage of the nation than with putting the supreme authority 
in the least arbitrary way possible, between the hands of wise and strong 
revolutionaries". Buonarroti, Op. Cit., i, p. I I I, n. I . 

44 Ibid., p. 85, "Autorite a substituer au gouvernement de l'an III". 
45 Ibid., p. IO9, "Autorite a substituer a l'autorite existante". 
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strangely removed from natural order was hardly capable of making 
a useful choice, and needed extraordinary means to restore it to a 
condition where it could wield its sovereignty to the full in an 
effective rather than a fictitious way'. Hence the necessity for "a 
provisional revolutionary authority constituted so as to protect the 
people for ever from the influence of the natural enemies of equality, 
and inspire it anew with the unity of will necessary to adopt republican 
institutions" . 

What is this authority to be? The three proposals made in Amar's 
house duly reappeared. 

The recall of the Convention-the only legitimate authority-a 
proposal in the revolutionary tradition of the Jacobins, was rejected: 
the necessary purge involved created too complex a problem, as many 
Montagnards and Jacobins had taken part in the "crimes of gth 
Thermidor". The exigencies of revolutionary efficiency overcame 
the wish for legitimacy. 

Dictatorship was defined by Debon and Douthe as an extra- 
ordinary authority, entrusted to one man, who has a double function 
to fulfil: "to set before the people a legislation both simple and likely 
to ensure them equality and the real exercise of sovereignty . . . and 
to dictate provisional measures with a view to preparing the natiotl to 
receive this sovereignty". So important a task required unity of 
thought, unity of action, and consequently one man. The collegiate 
system could only have disastrous consequences, as was proved by the 
dissensions inside the Committee of Public Safety on the eve of gth 
Thermidor. Of course, the exercise of such an office could lead to 
dangerous abuse; this would be avoided through the virtue of the 
citizen appointed, through the clear formulation of the aims envisaged, 
and through the limits set in advance on the duration of the oice. 
These arguments were rejected by the secret Directory, on account of 
the difficulty of choice and, still more, of "the general prejudice 
which seemed impossible to overcome": that is, popular dislike of all 
forms of personal power, even of revolutionary origin. 

There remained only the third solution, derived from Sans- 
culottism: that the insurgent people of Paris nominate the provisional 
authority to whom the government of the nation must necessarily be 
entrusted. This solution agreed with the principles of popular 
sovereignty to which the mass of the people were deeply attached. 
Did it guarantee the necessary revolutionary eEciency? Even the 
secret Directory doubted this, since it decided to institute a rigorous 
scrutiny of the democrats who might be proposed as candidates; "and 
the revolution over, not to desist from its work, but to watch over the 
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behaviour of the new assembly".46 We are back, in a way, to the 
practices of Jacobin centralism. 

If we go no further than these texts, we cannot without exaggeration 
derive Blanquist practice from Babeuvist theory. To be more 
accurate, let us say that when in I848 he pronounced in favour of 
adjourning elections and having a provisional revolutionary dictator- 
ship, Blanqui was clarifying Babeuvist theory, supporting it with 
careful analysis of the social and political conditions of his time. It is 
true that Babeuf and his fellow conspirators asserted the necessity for 
dictatorship in the aftermath of the revolutionary conquest of power; 
but they do not appear to have reached a clear definition of the 
structures of this dictatorship. A mutant form born of the previous 
revolutionary ideologies, Babeuvism was yet not always easy to 
distinguish from sans-culotte or Jacobin practices. 

* * * * 

Such then, is the nature of the double legacy of the French Revolu- 
tion to the nineteenth century; it left its mark on the revolutionary 
movement and on the Commune itself, together with the tragic 
contradictions which arose from it. The sans-culotte tradition, so 
characteristic of popular action, lived on to assert itself finally as the 
"Neo-Hebertism" (or more accurately"Neo-Sans-culottism") of 
Tridon and his friends: a libertarian line which runs right through 
the nineteenth century. Beside it, a centralist line visible in the 
neo-Jacobinism of a Delescluze. But through the legacy of 
Babeuvism, does not Blanquism, with its authoritarian practices, its 
conception of a centralized dictatorship, its "elitist" conception of the 
Revolution, belong to the same revolutionary family? 

The French Revolution bequeathed to the nineteenth century the 
problem of the revolutionary state. NVas it to be a popular dictator- 
ship of the masses or the concentration of powers in the hands of an 
avant-garde minority? Torn between opposing tendencies, some of 
which tragically re-enacted history, the Commune does not seem to 
have solved this problem with any certainty. The revolutionary 
Commune held command; but it had, according to Edouard Vaillant, 
neither the unity of thought and action, nor the energy of true 
power. It was a deliberative assembly, lacking sufficient coherence. 
And could not the same be said of the central committee of 

46 Ibid., p. II5, "Corps compose d'un democrate par departement, a proposer 
au peuple de Paris en insurrection". 
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the twenty-four districts of Paris, a debating club rather than an 
instrument of action? It would be necessary at this point to 
measure exactly the part to be allotted, in the history of the Commune 
of I87I, to the revolutionary traditions of '93 and the Year IV (I795- 
6); this would be the measure of their degeneration, as well as showing 
one of the causes for the final failure of the Commune. 

The political form of the revolution could only be "at last dis- 
covered" when the heavy handicap of this double revolutionary 
heritage had been overcome. But does not this double heritage lie in 
the nature of things, and in the nature of man? 
Sorbonne Albert Soboul 
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