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“We have it in our power to begin the world over again.”

— Thomas Paine, Common Sense (1776), a sentence the French revolutionaries lived as if it were a law of nature




“Men are born and remain free and equal in rights.”

— Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen, Article 1 (26 August 1789)




“O Liberty, what crimes are committed in thy name!”

— Madame Roland, on the scaffold, November 1793





A Note Before We Begin

On the morning of 14 July 1789, a crowd of Parisians stood before a medieval fortress on the eastern edge of their city and demanded its surrender. The Bastille was a squat, eight-towered prison, its walls thirty meters high, and it held, on that particular day, exactly seven prisoners: four forgers, two lunatics, and a dissolute young nobleman whose own family had asked the king to lock him away. By any military reckoning the place was an irrelevance; the crowd had come not for the prisoners but for the gunpowder stored inside, and for the guns to fire it. By the end of the afternoon its governor’s severed head was being carried through the streets on a pike, and a word had entered the languages of the world. We do not remember the seven prisoners. We remember the gesture — a people reaching up to tear down the symbol of a power that had ruled them for a thousand years — and we have been arguing about what that gesture meant ever since. When a courtier woke the king that night with the news, Louis XVI is said to have asked whether it was a revolt. “No, sire,” came the reply, “it is a revolution.” Whether or not those exact words were spoken, they capture the sensation that seized everyone who lived through what followed: the ground itself had shifted, and there would be no going back.

This book is about that argument as much as it is about the events that started it. For the French Revolution is not simply a sequence of things that happened in France between 1789 and 1799. It is the place where the modern political world was born, with all its glories and all its horrors fully present at the creation. In the space of ten years, a people abolished a monarchy that traced itself back to Clovis, declared that all men are born free and equal in rights, invented the words left and right to describe where one sat in a legislature, conscripted a whole nation into the first modern mass army, killed their king and queen in the public square, and then — in the name of liberty, equality, and brotherhood — built a machine for cutting off heads and fed it some forty thousand of their own. They invented the rights of man and the ideological purge in the same decade, with many of the same hands.

To tell that story honestly is to refuse two temptations. The first is the temptation of the brochure: to treat the Revolution as a clean sunrise of freedom, a heroic forward march from darkness into light, and to look away from the drowned of Nantes and the slaughtered of the Vendée. The second is the temptation of the indictment: to treat the whole thing as nothing but a descent into bloody fanaticism, a cautionary tale with a guillotine at the end, and to forget that the men who climbed those scaffolds had first written a charter of human dignity that every modern constitution has been copying ever since. Edmund Burke published the indictment in 1790, while the Revolution was still young and still hopeful; Thomas Paine published the celebration a year later, in a book the British government tried him for treason for writing. Both were brilliant, and both were partly right, and the conversation between them has never stopped. You can hear it today in every argument about whether a revolution can be both necessary and monstrous.

I have tried to hold both faces in view at once. This book runs the whole arc, because the Revolution does not make sense in pieces. It begins not in 1789 but in the bankrupt counting-houses of a state that had spent itself into ruin fighting England and helping the Americans win their own revolution. It moves through the giddy summer when feudalism was abolished in a single night and a constitution seemed within reach; through the slide into war and republic and regicide; into the Terror, where the Revolution turned and began to devour the revolutionaries themselves; and out the other side into the grey, corrupt, exhausted years of the Directory, from which there emerged a young Corsican artillery officer who would inherit the Revolution, spread it across Europe at the point of a bayonet, betray it by crowning himself emperor, and carry its laws into the modern world even as he buried its republic. The story does not end cleanly, because it never has. The Revolution kept happening — in 1830, in 1848, in 1871, in every barricade and every declaration of rights since. In a sense it is happening still.

I have leaned, wherever I could, on the voices of the people who were there: the deputy scribbling in his journal, the market woman marching to Versailles in the rain, the journalist whose newspaper called for blood, the queen writing to her brother the emperor, the condemned man’s last letter from the Conciergerie. These voices matter because the Revolution was not an abstraction to the people who made it and were made by it; it was bread that cost a day’s wages, a brother conscripted, a neighbor denounced, a church bell melted into cannon. I have tried to keep the human scale in view even when the events swell to the epic. And I have tried to be candid about what we do not know and cannot agree on. Historians have fought for two hundred years over almost every large question this book raises: whether the Revolution was driven by class or by accident, whether the Terror was the Revolution’s logical conclusion or its betrayal, how many died in the Vendée and what to call it, whether the whole convulsion was worth its cost. I will tell you where the evidence points and where the scholars still draw their swords, and I will try not to pretend to a certainty the subject does not allow.

What is not in doubt is the magnitude of what happened. A great kingdom, the most populous and powerful in Western Europe, the seat of its language and its manners and its court, took itself apart and tried to build something entirely new out of an idea — the idea that legitimate power flows up from the people and not down from God and a king. The attempt was glorious and terrible, liberating and murderous, and it failed and succeeded at the same time. We are all, still, living in its aftermath. This is the story of the years in which a nation tried to begin the world again.





Chapter 1: A Kingdom of Privilege

In the spring of 1789, a French peasant in the wheat country north of Paris woke before dawn, as he did every morning, to a world arranged with the precision of a cathedral and the logic of a thousand-year-old habit. He owed labor to his lord. He owed a portion of his harvest to the Church as a tithe. He owed taxes to the king — the taille, the gabelle on salt that he was forced to buy whether he wanted it or not, the vingtième, the capitation — and he owed them in cash he rarely had. When he ground his grain he ground it at the lord’s mill and paid for the privilege; when he baked his bread he baked it in the lord’s oven and paid again; when he pressed his grapes he pressed them at the lord’s press. These monopolies had a name, the banalités, and they might add a tenth to the cost of the most ordinary transactions of rural life. If a nobleman’s hunt rode through his standing crop, he could not lawfully stop it, for the game and the hunting of it belonged to the men above him. He could be summoned to repair the lord’s roads under the corvée, the unpaid labor due from those who had nothing else to give, an obligation that in many regions swallowed ten to twenty days of his year. And above all this hung the great unspoken fact of his life: that he had been born into the third and lowest of the three orders into which God and France had divided humankind, and that no effort of his own would ever lift him out of it.

The weight of it all is hard to grasp until it is added up. When historians tally the royal taxes, the Church’s tithe, and the seigneurial dues together, and convert the shares of grain and the days of labor into their cash equivalents, they arrive at a startling figure: many peasant households in the 1780s surrendered somewhere between a quarter and half of what they produced, in one form or another, to men who had not sown a single furrow of it. The taille alone, the crown’s most lucrative direct tax, was by the late 1780s draining over a hundred million livres a year from the country — and it fell, almost by definition, on those least able to escape it, because the nobles who fought and the clergy who prayed had long since been excused from paying it. This was the arithmetic beneath the poetry of the Old Regime, and it is the first thing to hold in mind: privilege was not an abstraction but a transfer, a daily flow of grain and coin and sweat, upward, from those who had the least to those who had the most.

This was the ancien régime, the Old Regime — a name the Revolution would coin for the thing it destroyed, the way a man names the house only after he has burned it down. It was not a tyranny in the modern sense. France in the 1780s was a rich, populous, sophisticated country, the most powerful on the European continent, with twenty-eight million people, a language that the courts of Europe spoke in preference to their own, and a culture that set the standard for the civilized world. Its peasants were, on the whole, better off than those of Prussia or Russia; many owned land, a fact worth stressing against the cartoon of a nation of serfs, for French peasants were legally free and often held property, however small. But it was a society built not on equality but on its opposite. Privilege — from the Latin privata lex, a private law — was its organizing principle. Different people lived under different rules, paid different taxes, faced different courts, and were judged by different standards, according to the order into which they had been born. The idea that all human beings might stand equal before a single law would have struck most educated Frenchmen of 1780 as not merely wrong but unintelligible, like the idea of a body without a head.

The three orders, or estates, were as old as the medieval imagination. The First Estate was the clergy — those who prayed. The Second Estate was the nobility — those who fought. The Third Estate was everyone else — those who worked, which is to say the other ninety-eight percent of the nation, from the wealthiest merchant of Bordeaux to the most wretched landless laborer of the Auvergne. The clergy numbered perhaps a hundred and thirty thousand souls but held something like a tenth of the land of France, drew the tithe from the whole country, and paid the crown almost no tax at all, contributing instead a periodic “free gift,” the don gratuit, that it voted itself in its own assembly and set at whatever sum it pleased. The nobility numbered between a hundred and twenty and three hundred and fifty thousand — even the figure is disputed, and historians dispute it still — and held perhaps a quarter to a third of the land, monopolized the senior posts in the army, the Church, and the state, and enjoyed exemption from the heaviest direct taxes. The Third Estate worked, and paid, and was governed.

Yet to describe the orders this way is already to simplify a thing that was, in practice, a glorious tangle. The clergy were split between a handful of immensely rich aristocratic bishops, who lived like the great nobles they usually were, and a vast body of poor parish priests, the curés, many of whom sympathized far more with their starving parishioners than with their own superiors — a fracture that would matter enormously when the Revolution came, for it would be the humble priests who first broke ranks and crossed over to the side of the common people. The nobility, too, was no single thing. At the summit stood the noblesse d’épée, the ancient nobility of the sword, who could trace their blood to the Crusades and looked down on everyone. Below them were the noblesse de robe, families ennobled more recently through high judicial office, often within living memory, often by the simple expedient of buying a post that conferred nobility. The crown had been selling such offices for generations as a way to raise money, with the result that the line between the high bourgeoisie and the lower nobility was not a wall but a turnstile, and a rich commoner with ambition could, across two or three generations, buy his family into the Second Estate. This porousness is one of the keys to the whole story. The men who would lead the Revolution were not, for the most part, desperate paupers. They were prosperous, educated, ambitious members of the Third Estate — lawyers, officials, merchants, writers — who had risen as far as the system allowed and then found the last door, the door into real power and honor, locked against them by an accident of birth.

For the privileged orders were not merely richer. They were honored in a way that money could not buy and that the rising Third Estate found increasingly intolerable. A nobleman condemned to death could claim to be beheaded rather than hanged like a commoner — a distinction that sounds like a grim joke until one realizes how seriously it was taken, for it meant that even at the scaffold the caste line held. He sat in the front pews. He bore a sword. He was addressed differently, taxed differently, tried in different courts. In the army, by the notorious Ségur ordinance of 1781, the higher commissions were formally reserved for those who could prove four generations of noble blood, slamming shut a path that talented commoners had used for a century, and doing it, tellingly, at the very moment when the professional worth of birth was most in doubt. Everywhere a man of the Third Estate turned, he met a ceiling made not of merit but of caste. And the resentment this bred was sharpened by a peculiar feature of the age: the prestige of nobility was rising at the very moment its usefulness was most in question. The great nobles no longer defended France with their swords; the army was professional. They no longer governed the provinces; the king’s intendants did that. Many of them did little but draw their dues, attend at Versailles, and guard their honors. To the educated commoner steeped in the new philosophy, they looked less and less like the natural leaders of the nation and more and more like a costly survival — a class that consumed without producing, that claimed everything and earned nothing.

At the apex of the whole structure stood the king, and around him, twelve miles southwest of Paris, the palace of Versailles. Louis XIV had built it a century earlier precisely in order to tame the nobility — to draw the great lords away from their provincial power bases and into a gilded cage of etiquette, where the highest ambition a duke could have was to hand the king his shirt at the morning levée. The competition for such honors was not trivial or comic to the men who fought for it; it was the currency of power, for a courtier who stood close to the king’s body stood close to the fountain of all favor, all pensions, all appointments. The strategy had worked, and it had also, slowly, hollowed out the monarchy. The court at Versailles was a world of staggering expense and suffocating ceremony, a theater in which several thousand nobles competed for the notice of the sovereign while the business of governing twenty-eight million people was conducted, increasingly, by middle-class officials in offices the courtiers despised. The palace consumed, by some estimates, around six percent of the entire state budget. It was magnificent, and it was, to a growing number of the king’s subjects, obscene — a glittering island of privilege floating on an ocean of debt and want.

There is a temptation to imagine that such a system, so plainly unjust, must have been groaning toward collapse, that the peasant of our opening scene lay awake at night dreaming of revolution. He did not. This is the misconception most worth correcting at the outset. None of this, by itself, made a revolution. Unequal, hierarchical, privilege-ridden societies have endured for centuries without collapsing; the Old Regime had endured for centuries and might have endured for more. Frenchmen in 1788 grumbled about their lords and cursed the salt tax, but few of them imagined, even in their most rebellious dreams, the wholesale abolition of monarchy, nobility, and Church that was less than two years away. The men who would lead the storm still spoke, that spring, of reforming the kingdom, not of ending it. We meet the residue of that vanished world today in the smallest, most surprising places — in the very word privilege, which we now use to mean an unearned advantage we suspect ought to be abolished, a meaning it acquired precisely in these years, when the French decided that a private law for the few was intolerable in a nation of equals. What was needed to turn grievance into revolution was a crisis at the center — a failure of the state itself so total that the whole creaking structure would be thrown open to question. That crisis was already at hand, and it had a very modern cause. The Kingdom of France, the richest and most powerful state in Europe, the envy and the model of the age, was going bankrupt.




Chapter 2: The King Who Meant Well

On the morning of 10 May 1774, a twenty-year-old prince knelt by the deathbed window of the palace of Versailles and, according to the story that has come down to us, burst into tears with his young wife and cried out: “God guide us and protect us; we are too young to reign.” His grandfather, Louis XV, lay dying of smallpox in a chamber that reeked so badly that few would enter it, and the moment he expired a great rolling noise like thunder swept through the corridors of the palace — the sound, courtiers later recalled, of hundreds of people rushing all at once from the dead king’s antechamber to the apartments of the new one, a stampede of ambition that announced the change of reign more eloquently than any herald. Louis-Auguste, Duc de Berry, was now Louis XVI, King of France and of Navarre, the absolute sovereign of the most powerful nation in Europe. He had not been raised to expect the throne; his father and his two elder brothers had all died before him, and the crown had come to him sideways, almost by accident, so that the tutors who might have made a king of him had instead prepared a spare. He was, by every account, a decent, pious, well-meaning young man. He was also, as the next fifteen years would show with terrible thoroughness, almost perfectly unsuited to the task that history had handed him.

To understand the French Revolution one must first set aside the cartoon of Louis XVI as a tyrant. He was nothing of the kind. He was kindly, conscientious, devout, faithful to his wife in an age when royal mistresses were almost a constitutional institution, genuinely concerned for the welfare of his people, and personally so modest that he found the elaborate ceremonies of his own court a trial to endure. In company he was shy to the point of awkwardness, prone to long silences and sudden bursts of nervous laughter, physically ill at ease amid the theatrical performance that Versailles demanded of its monarch; but in private he was warm, curious, and genuinely learned. He read widely, knew geography and English well enough to read it for pleasure, and followed the great voyages of exploration with a boy’s enthusiasm — when the navigator La Pérouse set sail on his ill-fated expedition, it was the king himself who had helped draft the instructions. He loved hunting above almost all things and recorded it obsessively in a diary, noting the day’s kill with a bookkeeper’s care. And he loved working with his hands: he kept a forge and a proper workshop inside the palace, where under the tutelage of a master craftsman named François Gamain he became a skilled amateur locksmith, filing and fitting mechanisms with real ability. His enemies would later turn this innocent hobby into a symbol of a king who fiddled with locks while his kingdom burned, and there is a bitter irony in the detail, for it would be Gamain himself who, years later, betrayed the hiding place of the king’s secret papers. Had Louis been born a country gentleman, he would have been a model of his kind, beloved by his tenants and remembered fondly by his family. The tragedy — for him and for France — was that he had been born to absolute power in the one generation that could least afford a weak man to hold it.

For weakness was his defining political quality, though it wore the mask of virtue. Louis was irresolute. He could see, often quite clearly, what ought to be done, but he could not bring himself to do it against opposition, and he could be talked out of any decision by the last forceful person to reach his ear. He appointed reforming ministers and then abandoned them the moment the privileged orders howled. He agreed to a course of action and then, days later, undid it. His famous diary betrays the strange disconnection at the heart of the man: on some of the most fateful days of the age, days on which the throne itself trembled, he wrote a single word — rien, nothing — meaning only that he had taken no game, but reading, to posterity, like an unwitting confession. In a constitutional monarch this irresolution might have been harmless, even charming; in an absolute monarch, in whom by definition the whole machinery of the state came to a single point, it was catastrophic. The Old Regime depended utterly on the king’s will, because there was, in the end, nothing else — no parliament with real power, no written constitution, no settled mechanism for making hard decisions stick. When the man at the center could not decide and would not hold firm, the machine seized up. Again and again over the next decade, the Revolution would advance precisely through the gaps that the king’s hesitation opened.

Beside him, and increasingly the focus of his subjects’ hatred, was the queen. Marie-Antoinette had come to France in 1770 as a fourteen-year-old Austrian archduchess, the youngest daughter of the formidable Empress Maria Theresa, married off to the French dauphin to seal an alliance between the two old enemies, Bourbon and Habsburg. Bride and groom had met only two days before their wedding, near strangers yoked together for reasons of state; she was pretty, charming, high-spirited, and entirely unprepared for the gilded prison of Versailles, with its smothering etiquette and its cruel attentions. For seven years her marriage went unconsummated — a failure that was, mortifyingly, public knowledge, the subject of anxious letters between the courts of Vienna and Versailles and of obscene pamphlets in the streets — until a minor procedure, or simply the maturing of a shy young husband, resolved whatever the difficulty had been, and the royal couple at last began to produce the heirs the dynasty required. But the early humiliation marked her. She fled the boredom and the scrutiny of the court into a private world of intimate friends, country retreats, gambling, fashion, and amusement. She ordered new gowns at a rate that reportedly ran past two hundred a year, and built herself a make-believe peasant hamlet at the Petit Trianon, a cluster of thatched cottages and a working dairy where she could play at the simple life her real subjects were trapped in. There is a small, telling story from the early years: Louis, trying clumsily to please her, once crafted her a spinning wheel with his own hands; she thanked him politely and gave it away to a servant. None of this was wicked. Much of it was the natural reaction of a lonely young woman to an impossible situation. But it was politically suicidal.

For the queen became, in the imagination of the French public, the very emblem of everything that was wrong with the monarchy. She was foreign — “the Austrian woman,” l’Autrichienne, a word that punned cruelly on chienne, bitch — and so she could be blamed for serving her brother’s empire rather than France. She was extravagant — “Madame Déficit,” the people called her, holding her personally responsible for the bankruptcy of the state, though in truth her spending, lavish as it was, was a drop in the ocean of the national debt. And she became the central figure of a torrent of pornographic and scandalous pamphlets, the libelles, that poured from the clandestine presses and depicted her as a monster of lust, adultery, and depravity. The most damaging episode of all, the Affair of the Diamond Necklace of 1784 to 1785, did not even involve her: a swindler named Jeanne de Valois-Saint-Rémy, who claimed descent from an old royal line, forged the queen’s signature and used her name, without her knowledge, to trick a cardinal into acquiring on the queen’s supposed behalf a fabulously expensive diamond necklace — some six hundred and fifty stones, a piece so costly the crown jewelers had failed for years to sell it — which the swindlers then broke up and fenced across the Channel in London. The queen was entirely innocent; she had in fact refused the necklace when it was offered to her directly. Yet when the scandal broke, the public concluded that she must somehow be guilty, because she was exactly the sort of person who would do such a thing. As Napoleon would later observe, the Diamond Necklace affair did more than almost anything else to discredit the monarchy in the years before the Revolution, and it did so by teaching the nation a lethal habit of mind: to believe the worst of its queen automatically, on no evidence, out of sheer conviction that the worst was true. The slander stuck because the public wanted to believe it. By 1789 the queen of France was the most hated woman in the country, and her unpopularity dragged the whole institution of monarchy down with her.

It is one of the quiet ironies of the Revolution that its first great victims were not cruel oppressors but a fundamentally well-intentioned couple presiding over a system they had not made and could not control. Louis wanted to be loved by his people, and tried, fumblingly, to help them. He abolished the use of torture in criminal procedure. He granted civil rights to Protestants, ending nearly a century of persecution. He supported attempts at reform that genuinely aimed to ease the burdens on the poor, and he abolished, at least on the royal domains, the last remnants of personal serfdom. Marie-Antoinette gave generously to charity and wept, sincerely, at stories of her subjects’ suffering. But good intentions are not government, and the affection of a sentimental heart is not the same as the courage to break a privileged class. Here is where the couple meets the modern reader most directly: theirs is the enduring parable of the decent person raised to a job too large for them, the reminder that private virtue and public competence are different things, and that a soft heart at the top of a hard system can do as much damage as a hard one. The pair that knelt by the window in 1774, begging God for guidance because they were too young to reign, were right to be afraid. They had inherited a state that was, beneath its magnificence, rotting from a single, unglamorous, and absolutely fatal disease — a disease of arithmetic. France could not pay its debts.




Chapter 3: The Mountain of Debt

The French Revolution began, as so many revolutions do, with a balance sheet. Behind the philosophy and the symbolism, behind the rights of man and the storming of the Bastille, lay a fact as dull and as inescapable as gravity: the government of France had spent far more than it took in for the better part of a century, and by the late 1780s the bill had come due in a form that could no longer be deferred. The state was not poor — France was the richest country in Europe — but it was insolvent, which is a different and more dangerous condition. A poor country lowers its expectations. An insolvent rich country goes looking for someone to tax, and in so doing pulls the thread that unravels the whole garment.

The debt had been built, almost entirely, by war. The eighteenth century was for France a century of expensive and largely unsuccessful conflict. The War of the Austrian Succession in the 1740s cost a fortune and gained little. The Seven Years’ War of 1756 to 1763 was a catastrophe: France lost Canada, lost India, lost much of its navy, and lost an immense quantity of money, emerging humiliated and deeper in debt than ever. And then, in a decision whose irony would become apparent only later, France found a chance for revenge. When the thirteen American colonies rose against Britain in 1776, the French court saw an opportunity to wound its great rival, and from 1778 it threw the resources of the kingdom behind the American rebels — money, munitions, a fleet, and ultimately an army, whose arrival at Yorktown in 1781 helped force the British surrender. France had its revenge. It had also, in the process, helped midwife into the world the first great modern republic founded on the proposition that legitimate government rests on the consent of the governed — a proposition French officers like the young Marquis de Lafayette brought home with them, glowing with enthusiasm, along with a conviction that a nation might remake itself by an act of will. And it had spent a staggering sum it did not have: the American adventure and the naval war around it cost France something on the order of 1.3 billion livres, by some accounts approaching two billion when all the borrowing is counted, and it was financed not through taxation but almost wholly through loans at ruinous rates of interest. France had bought a war of revenge on credit, and the interest would outlast the glory.

This was the crux of the matter, and it is worth pausing on, because it explains why a country so rich could be brought down by a budget. France did not lack wealth; it lacked the ability to tax that wealth. The fiscal system of the Old Regime was a museum of medieval improvisations — a chaos of overlapping taxes that fell unequally on different provinces and different classes, riddled with exemptions for precisely the people most able to pay. The nobility and much of the clergy escaped the heaviest direct taxes altogether. Whole regions enjoyed special privileges negotiated centuries before, so that a merchant in one province paid duties on goods a neighbor a day’s ride away did not. Tax collection was farmed out to private financiers, the hated fermiers généraux, who advanced the crown a fixed sum and then squeezed the population for as much more as they could extract, pocketing the difference; they grew so rich and so loathed that some of them would later go to the guillotine as much for their profession as for anything they had done. The result was a state that could not raise revenue in proportion to the country’s actual wealth, and so, whenever it needed money — which is to say, whenever it went to war — it borrowed.

Here a comparison with the enemy across the Channel is illuminating, and it cuts against intuition. One might assume that a smaller, less populous Britain simply could not compete with the giant of France; the reverse was true, and the reason was trust. Because the British crown borrowed with the guarantee of a Parliament that controlled taxation, lenders believed they would be repaid, and so they lent to Britain cheaply. The French crown, by contrast, had a long history of partial defaults — of unilaterally reducing what it owed when the pressure grew too great — and lenders, remembering, charged it a premium for the risk. So the poorer-seeming rival paid perhaps three or four percent on its enormous debt, while France paid considerably more, and the gap compounded year on year until, by the late 1780s, debt service alone was swallowing roughly half of all government revenue.

Half. The figure deserves to be sat with. Of every livre that came into the royal treasury, something close to fifty centimes went straight back out to the bondholders, before a single soldier was paid, a single road built, a single official’s salary met. The remaining revenue could not cover the ordinary expenses of the state, so the state borrowed more to cover the gap, which increased the debt, which increased the interest, which widened the gap. It was the arithmetic of a household paying its mortgage with credit cards — and then taking out new credit cards to pay the minimum on the old ones — and it had only one possible end. The reader who has ever watched interest quietly devour a balance, so that paying feels like running to stand still, has felt in miniature the trap that closed on the French monarchy; the difference is only one of scale, for here the debtor was a great kingdom and the creditors were half of Europe.

The remarkable thing is not that the crash came in 1789 but that it had been postponed so long, and it had been postponed largely through the financial conjuring of a single man, the Swiss Protestant banker Jacques Necker, who as director-general of finances during the American war had funded the whole effort through borrowing rather than taxes. In February 1781 Necker published a famous public account of the royal finances, the Compte rendu au roi, that cheerfully showed the ordinary revenues exceeding expenditures by some ten million livres — a modest surplus — by the simple trick of leaving the enormous “extraordinary” wartime expenditures off the books entirely. The true position, once the war costs are restored, was not a surplus at all but a deficit that some historians put in the tens of millions. Yet the Compte rendu was a sensation. It was the first time any French government had ever shown the public its accounts, and the appetite for it was extraordinary: it sold in the tens of thousands of copies and made Necker a national hero. It was also, in its essentials, a fraud, and when the truth emerged it deepened the eventual sense of betrayal. A public told for years, in print, over the signature of its most trusted minister, that the state was sound would one day discover that the state was drowning — and would draw the natural, corrosive conclusion that it had been lied to on purpose.

By 1786 the conjuring had run out. The controller-general of finances, Charles-Alexandre de Calonne, a clever and worldly man who had spent his early tenure spending freely to maintain confidence, on the theory that a state which appeared prosperous could keep borrowing, went to the king with the truth: the deficit was structural and enormous, the treasury was nearly empty, and no amount of fresh borrowing could fix it, because lenders were beginning to lose their nerve. There was, Calonne told Louis, only one real solution. The state had to be allowed to tax the wealth of the country — all of it, including the vast holdings of the privileged orders who had escaped taxation for so long. He proposed a sweeping reform: a new land tax that would fall on all landowners regardless of their order, noble, clerical, or common alike, with no exemptions, apportioned by elected provincial assemblies, the grain trade freed and the internal customs barriers torn down. It was, in embryo, the principle that would soon shake the world — that all should contribute according to their means, that privilege must yield to the needs of the nation. And it was, for exactly that reason, more than the Old Regime could swallow.

For here was the political trap that would destroy the monarchy, laid bare. To save its finances, the crown needed to tax the privileged. But the privileged were precisely the people with the power to refuse. The king was theoretically absolute, but in practice no French monarch could simply decree a new tax into existence and expect to collect it; new taxes had to be registered by the parlements, the sovereign law courts dominated by the noblesse de robe, who claimed the right to verify that royal edicts conformed to the fundamental laws of the kingdom — and who had a direct personal interest in blocking any tax that would fall on themselves. Calonne, knowing the Parlement of Paris would reject his plan out of hand, persuaded the king to try an end run: to summon a hand-picked Assembly of Notables, an advisory gathering of the great men of the realm — bishops, dukes, magistrates, senior officials — in the hope that they would bless the reform and shame the parlements into registering it. It was a fateful miscalculation. When the Notables assembled at Versailles in February 1787 and heard what was being asked of them — that they, the cream of the privileged orders, should surrender their tax exemptions for the good of a treasury they blamed on the minister’s own extravagance — they did not bless it. They balked. They demanded to see the books. They protested that they had no authority to consent to new taxes on behalf of the nation, and that only a body representing the whole nation could do that — a body that had not met for over a century and a half, called the Estates-General.

In refusing to pay, the privileged orders had, without quite meaning to, summoned up the very assembly that would sweep them away. This is the deep irony that the reader should carry forward from the story of the debt, and it is one that recurs throughout history whenever an entrenched elite defends its purse too well: the aristocracy’s successful resistance to a modest tax reform did not save its privileges but doomed them, because in blocking the reasonable it opened the door to the revolutionary. The crisis of the king’s finances was about to become a crisis of the kingdom itself.




Chapter 4: The Philosophers’ Bombshell

A bankrupt treasury can topple a government. It cannot, by itself, tell the people who topple it what to build in its place. For that you need ideas — a vision of how power ought to work, where it comes from, and what it is for — and the French had been manufacturing exactly such ideas, in enormous quantity and with dazzling brilliance, for the better part of a century before the crisis broke. When the Old Regime finally cracked, the men and women who poured through the gap did not arrive empty-handed. They came armed with a whole new vocabulary of nation, citizen, rights, reason, sovereignty, and law, forged in the salons and studies of what we have learned to call the Enlightenment. To say the Enlightenment caused the Revolution is too simple, and historians rightly distrust the claim. But to tell the story of the Revolution without it is impossible, because the revolutionaries thought in its language, justified themselves by its principles, and reached, again and again, for the books that had taught them to imagine a different world.

The Enlightenment was not a political program. It was a temperament, an attitude, a confidence — the conviction that human reason, applied fearlessly to every subject including religion, government, and tradition, could dispel the darkness of superstition and improve the condition of mankind. Its prophets were the philosophes, a word that meant something broader than “philosopher”: not cloistered metaphysicians but public intellectuals, writers, popularizers, men of letters who took all knowledge for their province and the reading public for their audience. They wrote not in scholarly Latin but in clear, witty, accessible French, and they wrote for sale. Their great collective monument was the Encyclopédie, the vast dictionary of arts and sciences edited by Denis Diderot and, for the mathematical and scientific matter, by Jean le Rond d’Alembert. Assembled between 1751 and 1772, it swelled in the end to some twenty-eight volumes — seventeen of text and eleven of engraved plates — drawing on more than a hundred and forty contributors, among them Voltaire, Montesquieu, and Rousseau himself. It set out, with a quiet and subversive thoroughness, to organize all human knowledge on rational principles and, in the doing, to undermine the authority of throne and altar by simply leaving them out of the account of how the world actually worked. Its most radical pages were often the least conspicuous: a lavish plate showing exactly how a pin or a stocking or a printing press was made carried, without a word of argument, the revolutionary implication that the labor of ordinary artisans was worthier of study than the genealogy of kings. The state banned it, then licensed it, then banned it again, and could never quite stop it, and that failure was itself a lesson — for a régime that could not control what its subjects read had already lost a war it did not know it was fighting.

Three names mattered most for what was coming, and they pointed in three different directions. The first was Montesquieu, a nobleman and judge whose great work, The Spirit of the Laws of 1748, dissected the forms of government with a naturalist’s eye and argued that liberty was best protected not by the virtue of rulers but by the structure of institutions — specifically, by dividing power among separate branches so that, as he put it, power would check power. His doctrine of the separation of powers would be written directly into the American constitution and argued over endlessly in the French assemblies; it gave the moderate revolutionaries their blueprint for a limited, balanced, constitutional state. The second was Voltaire, the most famous writer in Europe, whose weapon was ridicule and whose lifelong target was the Catholic Church, which he attacked for fanaticism, intolerance, and superstition under the rallying cry écrasez l’infâme — crush the infamous thing. Voltaire was no democrat; he distrusted the mob and admired enlightened kings, and he grew rich enough to lend money to princes. But his decades of corrosive wit had done more than any other single force to weaken the unquestioning religious deference on which the Old Regime partly rested, and to spread the idea that the institutions one had inherited were fair game for reason’s judgment.

The third name was the most dangerous, and the most important: Jean-Jacques Rousseau. A prickly, brilliant, half-mad Genevan who quarreled with everyone, including the other philosophes — his friendship with Diderot ended in bitter rupture — Rousseau wrote in 1762 a slim and explosive book called The Social Contract, which opened with one of the most famous sentences ever written: “Man is born free, and everywhere he is in chains.” Where Montesquieu offered balance and Voltaire offered ridicule, Rousseau offered something far more incendiary — a theory of legitimate authority that located all rightful power in the people themselves. Government, he argued, is legitimate only insofar as it expresses the volonté générale, the general will, the sovereign will of the community as a whole; a king who rules without the people’s consent is a usurper; sovereignty belongs to the nation and can never be given away, never delegated, never sold. This was a doctrine of breathtaking radicalism, and it would become the gospel of the Revolution’s most uncompromising men. Robespierre carried Rousseau like a saint carries scripture, and is said to have made a pilgrimage to the philosopher’s tomb. The trouble, which the Revolution would discover at terrible cost, lay buried in the concept of the general will itself: for if the people’s true will is single and indivisible, then those who oppose it are not a legitimate opposition but enemies of the nation, traitors to the general will, and the line from “the sovereign people” to “death to the enemies of the people” is shorter than it looks. Rousseau gave the Revolution both its noblest ideal of popular sovereignty and the intellectual seed of its self-devouring terror — a reminder, still worth heeding, that the most beautiful political ideas can carry their own poison, and that a doctrine which claims to know the single true will of a people has no comfortable place to put those who disagree.

How did these ideas, written for an educated elite, come to move a nation? Not directly, and not by being read in the original by peasants who could not read at all. They spread through a dense and lively public sphere that had grown up in eighteenth-century France almost without the government noticing — the salons, where cultivated hostesses, very often women, gathered writers and thinkers around their firesides and made conversation itself an art and a power; the cafés, where men read the newssheets aloud and argued; the Masonic lodges, with their rituals of equality and merit that quietly rehearsed a society organized by worth rather than birth; the provincial academies that set essay competitions on questions of reform, one of which launched Rousseau’s own career; the lending libraries and reading rooms; and above all the flood of cheap print, licensed and unlicensed, that poured across the country in defiance of a censorship too understaffed and too ambivalent to stop it. Much of this print was not lofty philosophy at all but what one historian has called the literary underground — scurrilous, pornographic, libelous pamphlets that dragged the king, the queen, the court, and the Church through the mud, and that taught their readers, more effectively than any treatise, to see the rulers of France not as sacred figures but as corrupt, grasping, and absurd. The high Enlightenment supplied the principles; the gutter press supplied the contempt. Together they dissolved the invisible glue of deference that had held the Old Regime together — the unthinking assumption that things were as they were because they were meant to be, that the king reigned by God’s will and the nobleman ranked above the commoner in the nature of things.

This is the crucial point, and it is subtler than the slogan “ideas caused the Revolution.” Ideas did not load the muskets or storm the Bastille. What they did was something prior and more profound: they delegitimized. Consider an analogy. A currency has value only so long as people believe it does; the paper is worthless in itself, and the moment enough people stop believing, the whole system collapses overnight, though nothing physical has changed. The legitimacy of the Old Regime was exactly such a currency — a shared belief, invisible and load-bearing, that the arrangement was natural, eternal, and God-given. What the Enlightenment had done, across two generations of books and conversations, was to circulate a rival conviction until it too became common sense: that the existing order was not natural, not eternal, not divinely ordained, but merely one arrangement among many, made by men and therefore changeable by men. A society can survive almost any amount of injustice so long as its members believe, in their bones, that the arrangement is legitimate and inevitable. What the philosophes had done, by 1789, was to plant in the minds of the educated and articulate classes of France — the very classes who would lead the Revolution — the corrosive and liberating suspicion that none of it was inevitable at all.

It is worth pausing to correct a misconception that the philosophes themselves would have found bewildering: that they were, as a body, revolutionaries plotting the fall of the throne. They were nothing of the kind. Montesquieu was a baron who defended the parlements; Voltaire cultivated kings and empresses and thought the mass of men unfit to govern themselves; even Rousseau imagined his ideal republic as a small city-state, not a nation of twenty-eight millions, and would have been appalled by much that was done in his name. Most of them, moreover, were safely dead by 1789 — Voltaire and Rousseau had both died in 1778, more than a decade before the Estates-General met. They did not make the Revolution; they furnished the vocabulary and the frame of mind in which others, born later and pressed by a crisis the philosophes never saw, would make it. The relationship between a thinker and the uses to which a later generation puts his thought is rarely a simple one, and the French Revolution is the classic case of ideas outrunning, and sometimes betraying, the men who first conceived them.

We live, still, inside the aftershock. When we speak of human rights, of the sovereignty of the people, of a written constitution, of a government answerable to the governed, we are speaking the language these men invented, or refined, and sent into the world; the founding documents of modern democracies, from Philadelphia to Paris, are that language set into law. When the financial crisis threw open the question of how France should be governed, there was already, waiting in a thousand books and conversations, an answer of astonishing boldness: that the nation itself was sovereign, that all men had rights no king could take away, and that the time had come to rebuild the house of state on the foundation of reason. The bomb had been assembled over decades in the libraries of France. The deficit merely lit the fuse.




Chapter 5: The Ministers Who Failed

The decade before the Revolution can be read as a procession of finance ministers, each summoned to save the monarchy from its debts, each proposing some version of the same unavoidable medicine, each defeated by the same coalition of privilege, and each dismissed in turn while the disease worsened. It is a frustrating, almost tragic sequence, because the men involved were not fools, and they understood the problem with precision. What they could not do — what no one could do within the rules of the Old Regime — was force the powerful to accept a reform that would cost them money, when the king who alone could compel them lacked the nerve to hold the line. The story of these ministers is the story of how a state can know exactly what ails it and still be unable to take the cure.

It began with the best of them. Anne-Robert-Jacques Turgot, appointed controller-general in 1774 at the very start of the new reign, was a genuine reformer, a friend of the philosophes, an economist of the school that believed in free trade and the removal of the dead hand of regulation from the economy. He came into office with a clear and honest program, summed up in his own watchword: “no bankruptcy, no increase in taxes, no borrowing.” The state would live within its means by cutting waste and freeing the economy to grow. He abolished the guilds that strangled trade, freed the internal grain market from the price controls that had bottled it up for generations, and moved against the corvée, the hated forced-labor obligation on the roads, proposing to replace it with a tax that would fall on landowners — including nobles. Each reform earned him a powerful enemy, and here the reformer’s oldest curse fell on him with cruel timing. He had freed the grain trade on the sound principle that markets, left alone, would move grain from where it was plentiful to where it was scarce; but a poor harvest sent prices climbing just as the controls came off, and to a hungry population it looked exactly as though the minister had unleashed the speculators upon them. The result was the Flour War of 1775, a wave of riots that rolled through the towns and marketplaces around Paris, crowds seizing grain and fixing prices by force, some of them reaching the very gates of Versailles. It frightened the court badly. By 1776 the coalition of the offended — courtiers, guildsmen, parlements, the queen’s circle, all the interests his reforms had gored — had done its work, and the king, who admired Turgot but could not stand the pressure, let him go. “Only Monsieur Turgot and I love the people,” Louis is supposed to have said, but loving the people was not the same as governing for them, and Turgot’s fall, barely two years into the reign, set the pattern for everything that followed: a reformer would propose the necessary, the privileged would resist, and the king would yield.

After Turgot came Jacques Necker, the Swiss Protestant banker, who took charge of the finances during the American war. Necker was a different kind of operator — not a systematic reformer but a financier and a public-relations genius. Forbidden by his Protestant religion and his foreign birth from holding the full title of controller-general, he ran the finances all the same, and he ran them by borrowing. Rather than raise taxes to pay for the war, he funded it almost entirely through loans, preserving his popularity by sparing the public the pain of new burdens while quietly mortgaging the future. In 1781 he pulled off his masterstroke of publicity, the Compte rendu au roi, the published account of the royal finances that showed a modest surplus of some ten million livres by the device of omitting the vast “extraordinary” costs of the ongoing war. It was a sensation — the first time the French public had ever been shown anything resembling the state’s books — and it sold in the tens of thousands and made Necker a hero. It was also misleading to the point of dishonesty, for the real position was one of deepening crisis. When his demands for a greater political role and a seat in the royal council were rebuffed, Necker resigned later that year, leaving behind a reputation as the people’s financial savior and a debt far larger than the public knew — a combination that would prove fatally useful when the crisis broke, for the nation would clamor for the return of the very man whose accounting had helped disguise how bad things were.

Then came Calonne, who inherited the wreckage in 1783 and spent his first years doing the opposite of retrenchment — spending lavishly, completing public works, maintaining a glittering confidence, on the theory that a state which appeared prosperous could keep borrowing on good terms. By 1786 the bluff had failed; the lenders were balking, and Calonne was forced to confront the truth he had been papering over. His response was, intellectually, the boldest plan of the whole pre-revolutionary period: a comprehensive overhaul that would replace the patchwork of unequal taxes with a single land tax payable by all proprietors without exemption, establish elected provincial assemblies to apportion it, free the grain trade, and abolish the internal customs barriers that turned France into a maze of tariff walls. It was, in essence, the program the Revolution would later enact — and, tellingly, it revived the very grain-trade liberalization that had destroyed Turgot a decade before, proof that the ministers kept arriving, by different roads, at the same short list of necessary things. Knowing the Parlement of Paris would never register such a plan, Calonne persuaded the king to convene an Assembly of Notables — a gathering of a hundred and forty-odd bishops, great nobles, magistrates, and officials, hand-picked as the cream of the realm — in the hope that their blessing would carry the reform past the courts.

The Notables met at Versailles in February 1787, and they refused. They were, after all, the very people the land tax would hit, and they were not about to vote away their own privileges to rescue a treasury they blamed on the minister’s extravagance. They demanded an audit; they cast doubt on Calonne’s alarming figures; and, most fatefully, they declared that they had no authority to consent to permanent new taxes binding on the whole nation — that only the Estates-General, the ancient representative body of the three orders, could do that. It was a defensive maneuver, a way of saying no while appearing to defer to a higher principle, but it planted an idea that would prove uncontrollable, for it conceded in advance that there existed a body with more right to speak for France than the king’s own hand-picked notables. Calonne, his plan in ruins and his enemies triumphant, was dismissed in April 1787, and his place was taken by one of his chief critics among the Notables, Étienne-Charles de Loménie de Brienne, the Archbishop of Toulouse — a worldly cleric of large ambition who had helped to sink Calonne and now found himself, with a certain poetic justice, facing the identical, insoluble problem.

Brienne discovered, as everyone did, that there was no other answer than the one already given. He took up much of Calonne’s program and tried to push the new taxes through the Parlement of Paris, which now refused to register them, declaring grandly that only the Estates-General could consent to new taxation — the magistrates having discovered, in their own self-interest, the language of national liberty. The conflict escalated into a full constitutional crisis. The king exiled the Parlement to the provincial town of Troyes; the magistrates, martyred, posed as the champions of the nation against despotism; the provinces, stirred up by their own parlements, erupted in protest. In the spring of 1788 the government tried the boldest stroke of all, a set of edicts that would have stripped the parlements of their power to obstruct altogether — and provoked what amounted to an aristocratic revolt. In Grenoble, on 7 June 1788, when royal troops moved to disperse the local magistrates, the townspeople climbed onto the rooftops and rained down roof tiles on the soldiers below, in the celebrated journée des tuiles, the Day of the Tiles — a scene that reads almost like a rehearsal for the barricades to come, ordinary townsfolk driving the king’s soldiers from the streets of a provincial city. The state was now fighting its own privileged orders. The bond market had seized up entirely; in August 1788 the treasury was reduced to suspending some of its payments, an admission of bankruptcy in all but name. Brienne capitulated on the only point that mattered: he announced that the Estates-General would be convened, for the first time since 1614, and fixed the date for May 1789. Then he resigned, and the king, with the relief of a drowning man clutching a familiar plank, recalled the one man the public still trusted — Jacques Necker, whose reappointment alone sent the paralyzed bond market surging back to life, so completely had confidence come to rest on a single name.

Here is the lesson the reader should carry out of this melancholy procession, and it is one that outlives the eighteenth century. Every minister failed in the same way, not for want of intelligence or even of courage, but because the problem was never really financial; it was constitutional. The money could be found — it lay in the untaxed wealth of the privileged — but there existed no legitimate mechanism to reach it against the will of those who held it, and no will at the top strong enough to make one. We recognize the shape of this today whenever a government knows precisely what it must do, and cannot summon the political power to do it: the diagnosis is easy, the prescription is easy, and the patient dies all the same for lack of anyone able to administer the cure. The Estates-General was coming. No one alive had seen one. No one quite knew how it should work. And into that uncertainty the whole pent-up grievance of a nation was about to flood.




Chapter 6: The Price of Bread

While ministers wrestled with bond yields and the parlements struck heroic constitutional poses, a different and far older crisis was building in the fields and marketplaces of France — one measured not in millions of livres but in the daily ration of a working family. For the overwhelming majority of French people in 1789, politics was an abstraction, but bread was not. Bread was life. A laborer in town ate something like two or three pounds of it a day; it was the foundation of the diet, the thing that filled the belly when there was little else, and its price was the single most important number in the lives of the poor. In normal times a worker might spend perhaps half his wages on bread. When the price rose, that share climbed pitilessly — to sixty percent, seventy, in the worst weeks of 1789 to as much as ninety percent of a laborer’s income. Put the figure the other way to feel its force: a family already spending half its earnings on bread, hit by a doubling of the price, must now find the entire wage for bread alone, and go without everything else — or go without bread. A family that spends nine-tenths of what it earns simply to keep from starving has nothing left for rent, for clothing, for the shoes and pots and cloth made by other workers — and so a bread crisis was also, immediately, an economic crisis, throwing artisans and shopkeepers out of work just as their customers vanished. Hunger and unemployment arrived together, and they arrived in the spring and summer of 1789 with appalling timing.

The proximate cause was the weather, and the weather that year was almost biblical in its cruelty. The harvest of 1788 had been ruined by a catastrophe that struck with the suddenness of an omen. On 13 July 1788 — exactly one year, to the day, before the eve of the Bastille, a coincidence that later chroniclers found hard to resist — a freak hailstorm of legendary violence swept across great swathes of northern France and the districts around Paris, flattening the ripening crops in the fields just weeks before they could be gathered. The English agricultural writer Arthur Young, who happened to be traveling through France in these very years and left one of the shrewdest eyewitness records we possess of the country on the brink, recorded the astonished reports that hailstones “as large as a quart bottle” had come down, killing men and livestock, stripping trees bare, and smashing standing grain to the ground over hundreds of miles. Whole districts that had expected a rich harvest were reduced, in the space of an afternoon, to fields of flattened straw. The hail was followed by a drought, and then, as if the sky had not done enough, by one of the most savage winters in living memory — the great frost of 1788 to 1789, when Paris is said to have endured some fifty-seven consecutive days of freezing, rivers froze solid, the mill wheels seized in the ice and could not turn to grind what grain there was, and the cold killed animals and people in their homes. By the spring of 1789, grain was scarce and dear, and as it grew dearer the familiar, terrible logic of subsistence panic took hold. Those who had grain hoarded it, expecting prices to rise further. Those who needed it bought in a frenzy, driving prices higher still. Markets emptied; rumors flew of speculators and engrossers deliberately starving the people for profit. The price of bread in Paris climbed through the winter and into the summer until, by mid-July 1789, it reached the highest level of the entire eighteenth century — around fourteen or fifteen sous for the four-pound loaf that had lately cost eight or nine, and dearer still in some places. It touched that peak, with a symbolism no novelist would dare invent, in the very days surrounding the fall of the Bastille.

This conjunction of crises — the political crisis of the bankrupt state and the economic crisis of the failed harvest — is essential to understanding why 1789 became a revolution rather than merely another round of constitutional wrangling. The two crises moved on different timescales and sprang from entirely different causes: one from a century of war finance, the other from a single afternoon of freak weather. But they peaked together, and in peaking together they fused. The political crisis gave France a vast public debate about the nature of government, a national election, and an assembly in which the grievances of the nation could find a voice. The economic crisis filled the streets of Paris and the lanes of the countryside with hungry, frightened, angry people who had nothing to lose. The lawyers and writers of the Third Estate would supply the Revolution’s ideas and its leadership; the hungry crowds would supply its muscle and its menace. Neither alone would have sufficed, and this is the point most often missed by those who look for a single cause. A bread riot without a political crisis is a bread riot, brutally suppressed and soon forgotten — France had endured dozens of them, including Turgot’s Flour War, without a revolution. A constitutional debate without a hungry crowd is a debate, conducted in halls and settled by compromise. It was the welding of the two — the philosophy and the famine, the pamphlet and the empty stomach — that made 1789 the hinge of the modern world.

The grievance of the poor was not, in the first instance, ideological. The crowds that would soon shake France were not, for the most part, demanding the rights of man or the abolition of the monarchy. They wanted bread at a fair price, and they understood the failure to provide it in the moral terms of an older world — what historians call the moral economy of the crowd, the deep-rooted popular belief that the community had a right to subsistence, that the authorities had a duty to ensure the people could eat, and that those who hoarded or profiteered in a time of dearth were committing a crime against the common good that justified direct action. When the price was unjust, the crowd felt entitled to set it right by force: to stop the grain carts, seize the sacks, and sell the contents themselves at what they judged a fair price, handing the money to the astonished merchant — a ritual known as taxation populaire, which was less a robbery than a rough act of enforcement, the community imposing the price it believed just. This was a traditional and even a conservative impulse, appealing to old rights and old duties rather than to any new philosophy. But in the charged atmosphere of 1789, it would be channeled, harnessed, and transformed by the political crisis swirling around it. The same crowd that gathered to demand cheap bread could be persuaded that the high price was the work of aristocratic plotters, that the famine was a weapon in the hands of the enemies of the people, that the salvation of their bellies and the salvation of the nation were one and the same cause.

The figure of the hungry crowd, often dismissed by hostile observers then and since as a mindless, criminal “mob,” deserves to be understood with more care, because it would be a protagonist of the Revolution from beginning to end, and the caricature is one the reader should set aside. The Parisian crowds that stormed the Bastille, marched on Versailles, and invaded the Tuileries were not random rabble swept up off
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