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    This is a book about how a city seized its own destiny and discovered the cost of that audacity. History of the Commune of 1871 recounts the brief, incandescent experiment in popular government that flared in Paris during the spring of 1871. Its author, Prosper-Olivier Lissagaray, was a journalist who lived through the upheaval, and his account bears the urgency of someone writing with smoke still in his lungs. At once narrative and analysis, the book compels readers to consider the stubborn tension between grassroots democracy and state authority, between revolutionary hope and the grim logistics of survival in a besieged metropolis.

Situated at the intersection of reportage and history, the work belongs to the genre of eyewitness political chronicle. The setting is Paris in the aftermath of the Franco-Prussian War and the collapse of the Second Empire, a city straining under privation, competing loyalties, and the reassembly of national power. First published in French in the late nineteenth century and subsequently translated into English before that century closed, the book emerged amid fierce debates over how the events should be remembered. Lissagaray writes with the resolve of a participant intent on the record, yet with the steadiness of a historian aware of posterity’s scrutiny.

Without presuming knowledge of outcomes, the narrative opens with Paris wresting civic initiative from authorities who seemed distant or hostile, and it follows the formation of new municipal structures, elected delegates, and neighborhood committees. Lissagaray moves street by street and day by day, giving dates, sites, and names a palpable textual geography while maintaining a lucid throughline. The voice is insistent but disciplined, the tone sober even when passions run high, and the style favors clear, rapid chapters over abstract theorizing. The result reads like a dispatch from the front combined with a ledger of decisions that collectively map a political learning curve.

Central to the book are questions of legitimacy: who governs when established institutions falter, and by what mandate? Lissagaray traces how workers, artisans, and civic activists sought to translate principles into municipal practice, exposing the friction between ideals and necessities. He examines the role of assemblies and the press, the pressure of military realities, and the constant task of distinguishing rumor from verified fact. Though written by a partisan of popular sovereignty, the work repeatedly confronts errors, hesitations, and missed signals, treating them as instructive rather than merely accusatory. Memory, evidence, and responsibility are the axes on which his interpretation turns.

For contemporary readers, the story resonates wherever cities become laboratories of politics under stress. The pages illuminate dilemmas that recur in moments of crisis: how to safeguard democratic procedures when time is scarce, how to balance transparency with security, how to sustain broad coalitions amid scarcity and fear. Lissagaray’s insistence on dates, documents, and named actors offers a model of accountability at a time when competing narratives proliferate rapidly. The Commune’s debates over citizenship, labor representation, and municipal autonomy prefigure discussions that continue to animate public life, making the book less a relic than a mirror held up to the present.

Readers encounter not only events but also the craft of reconstruction. Lissagaray collects proclamations, records, and testimonies, threading them through a fast-moving storyline while noting points of contention among accounts. The texture is granular without becoming pedantic, and the pacing alternates between scenes of collective deliberation and the terse cadence of street-level conflict. An English translation made the work accessible across borders in the same century it appeared, and later editions have kept it in circulation. The prose’s combination of immediacy and restraint ensures that the book remains readable as history while retaining the emotional temperature of lived experience.

To approach History of the Commune of 1871 today is to enter a workshop in which history is hammered into coherence while still hot. Lissagaray’s method encourages readers to measure political claims against verifiable facts, to test ideals against the contingencies of administration and defense, and to resist caricature in favor of complexity. The book matters because it records a collective attempt to redefine citizenship from the ground up and because it models a way of writing that refuses both romantic gloss and cynical dismissal. It asks us to remember carefully, argue honestly, and consider what responsibility democracy demands in hard times.
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    History of the Commune of 1871, written by Prosper-Olivier Lissagaray, offers a participant’s chronicle of the Paris uprising that followed the Franco-Prussian War. First published in French in the 1870s and later translated into English by Eleanor Marx, the book combines eyewitness testimony with extensive use of official documents and contemporary press. Lissagaray states a double intention: to narrate events with precision and to contest hostile portrayals of the insurgents. The work proceeds day by day, situating municipal decisions, military operations, and popular mobilization within the wider national crisis. Its tone is urgent yet analytic, balancing narrative vigor with pointed evaluation of actors and institutions.

Opening with the collapse of the Second Empire and the siege of Paris, Lissagaray traces how wartime privation and political distrust shaped the city’s radicalization. He recounts the tensions between the Government of National Defense and the armed citizenry organized in the National Guard. The armistice with Prussia intensifies conflict over authority, provisioning, and the control of artillery posted on the city’s heights. Lissagaray emphasizes the widening gap between Paris and the executive that decamps to Versailles, framing a struggle over sovereignty and civic autonomy. This background establishes the conditions under which neighborhood committees, clubs, and newspapers coalesced into a durable insurgent milieu.

The narrative then moves to the March 18 uprising, sparked by attempts to remove cannons and culminating in the withdrawal of regular troops from Paris. The Central Committee of the National Guard assumes provisional authority and organizes municipal elections. Lissagaray follows the proclamation of the Commune and the ceremonial and practical steps that consolidate a new local government. He details the composition of the Commune Council, the creation of commissions, and the effort to reestablish public services amid siege aftershocks. Early measures, public meetings, and festivals reveal both confidence and improvisation, as the insurgent administration seeks legitimacy while contending with shortages, refugees, and looming military pressure.

Governance becomes the focus: the Commune issues decrees to secularize institutions, reorganize justice and education, and relieve urgent social distress. Lissagaray records efforts to defer or remit burdens accumulated during the siege, to reopen workshops left idle, and to place defense in the hands of citizen-soldiers. He follows debates over municipal federalism, labor representation, and the balance between emergency authority and communal democracy. Cultural life is not neglected; associations of artists and teachers mobilize for civic initiatives. Throughout, the author stresses the administrative and ethical ambitions of the Commune while noting the scarcity of resources, bureaucratic inexperience, and the pressures imposed by a hostile national government.

Confrontation with Versailles dominates the middle chapters. Lissagaray narrates skirmishes on the city’s approaches, the bombardment of forts, and attempts to negotiate or counterattack. He is sharply critical of strategic hesitations, especially the failure to strike decisively against Versailles and to leverage financial power, notably at the Bank of France. Internal fractures deepen as the Commune establishes a Committee of Public Safety, provoking disputes over centralization, press freedoms, and military command. The book dissects rival currents—Jacobins, socialists, Blanquists, and independents—while tracking the frayed coordination between the Commune Council, the Central Committee, and frontline units. Orders, counter-orders, and factional rivalries erode operational cohesion.

As the siege tightens, Lissagaray portrays a city under relentless pressure: outer positions give way, neighborhoods construct barricades, and emergency committees multiply. The narrative highlights both moments of ingenuity and mounting fatigue, with units improvising defenses street by street. The final battles bring the conflict into the heart of Paris, culminating in a devastating crackdown remembered as the Bloody Week. Lissagaray documents arrests, trials, and dispersal into prisons, exile, and deportation, while tracing the fate of prominent figures across clandestine flight and capture. Without sensationalism, he assembles a dossier of proclamations and testimonies to illustrate the scale of repression and the human costs of defeat.

The closing sections reflect on responsibility and lessons. Lissagaray argues that misinformation and indecision compounded external force, and urges a record grounded in verifiable evidence rather than polemic. He advances questions that outlive the episode: how a capital governs itself in wartime, how popular sovereignty relates to national authority, and how social reforms fare under military siege. The book has been read as both documentary chronicle and partisan testimony, informing debates on revolution, labor, and urban democracy. Its endurance rests on methodical reconstruction, the insistence on naming errors and achievements alike, and the continuing resonance of the Commune as a touchstone for political memory.
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    Prosper-Olivier Lissagaray’s subject is Paris at the end of the Second French Empire and the dawn of the Third Republic. Under Napoleon III, the capital had been rebuilt by Baron Haussmann into wide boulevards, new administrative spaces, and militarized vistas. Around it stood the Thiers fortifications, completed in the 1840s, with outlying forts that would frame later battles. Paris was also a center of finance, print culture, and craft industry, where mutual aid societies, political clubs, and the International Workingmen’s Association gained adherents. These institutions, and conflicts over representation in the empire’s liberalizing final years, formed the stage for 1870–1871.

The Franco-Prussian War, declared by France in July 1870, quickly exposed imperial weakness. Catastrophic defeats at Wörth and Gravelotte were followed by the encirclement at Sedan; on 2 September Napoleon III surrendered with his army. Paris proclaimed the Third Republic on 4 September and formed a Government of National Defense. From 19 September 1870 to 28 January 1871, the city endured siege, bombardment, rationing, and political mobilization. The National Guard swelled with citizen-soldiers, many aligned to neighborhood battalions and clubs. Sections of the International Workingmen’s Association helped articulate demands for municipal autonomy and social reform amid hunger and disillusion.

An armistice ended the siege on 28 January 1871 and permitted elections on 8 February. Rural voters returned a predominantly monarchist and conservative National Assembly, which met first at Bordeaux and then at Versailles. Adolphe Thiers became head of the executive, tasked with negotiating peace and order. The indemnity and cession terms later codified in the Treaty of Frankfurt intensified Parisian resentment. Tensions climaxed on 18 March, when government troops attempted to remove National Guard cannon from Montmartre. Mutinies and popular resistance forced the government to evacuate Paris, leaving a Central Committee that organized municipal elections on 26 March.

The elected Commune, proclaimed on 28 March 1871, sought to defend Paris and refound local government. Its council, drawn from various left currents, created commissions for finance, war, labor, education, and justice. Decrees addressed immediate hardships: remission of overdue rents, return of pawned tools, and support for families of Guardsmen. The Commune separated church and state, secularized many schools, and curtailed clerical influence in public institutions. It abolished night work in bakeries, encouraged worker control of abandoned workshops, and mandated elected National Guard officers. These measures combined republican municipalism with emergent social politics that had circulated in Parisian clubs.

Political culture inside the Commune reflected diverse traditions. Neo-Jacobins stressed unity and civic virtue; Blanquists emphasized insurrectionary resolve; Proudhonist and Internationalist delegates advanced federalism, cooperative labor, and social guarantees. Debates over centralization produced sharp controversies, culminating in the creation of a Committee of Public Safety in early May. Newspapers, neighborhood clubs, and battalion assemblies voiced demands and criticisms, while women organized relief and political work through associations such as the Union des femmes. Lissagaray, a radical republican journalist and participant, observed both the democratic vitality and the strategic disarray that factionalism and improvisation imposed amid constant military pressure.

The Versailles government, meanwhile, reorganized the army with returning prisoners of war and provincial forces. It established its seat at Versailles and, with German acquiescence after the armistice, operated around the capital. Skirmishes and artillery duels escalated along the western and southern forts—Courbevoie, Issy, and Vanves—while Paris suffered shortages and bombardment. As defenses deteriorated, government troops entered Paris on 21 May 1871. The ensuing "Bloody Week" saw street fighting and summary reprisals across working-class districts. Thousands were killed, and many more were captured. Lissagaray’s account traces the military decisions and urban terrain that shaped this rapidly tightening vise.

After the suppression, military courts conducted mass arrests and trials. Thousands were imprisoned; many were deported to penal colonies, notably New Caledonia, while others were exiled. Property seizures and dismissals reshaped working-class neighborhoods. The Wall of the Federated at Père-Lachaise became a site of mourning. In 1880 a general amnesty allowed many exiles to return, and arguments over the Commune’s meaning entered party platforms, unions, and commemorations. Karl Marx’s The Civil War in France offered an internationalist defense that influenced socialist readings. This contested memory—repression, reform, and political aspiration—provides the backdrop against which Lissagaray crafted his narrative and judgments.

Lissagaray wrote as a participant determined to document events against hostile official and conservative accounts. He gathered testimony, minutes, and press materials in exile in Belgium and London, revising his history to correct errors and incorporate new sources. First published in French in 1876 and substantially reworked for a later edition, the book reached Anglophone readers in 1886 through Eleanor Marx’s translation. Endorsed by Engels for its rigor, it combines reportage with analysis of organization, logistics, and politics. The work reflects its era’s conflicts by defending republican-socialist aspirations while criticizing strategic misjudgments that allowed the nascent Third Republic to prevail.
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In six days the Empire loses three battles; Alsace gone, the Moselle exposed. On 9 August Paris surges—Place de la Concorde, quays, Corps Législatif—awaiting the Left’s word. Soldiers waver, shouting crowds cry, “To the frontier,” officers reply, “Our place is not here.” Inside, Republicans seize the Salle des Pas Perdus[1]; Thiers shrugs, “Well, then, make your republic!” Schneider enters amid cries of “Abdication!” Delegates press the deputies: “What are you waiting for? Show yourselves.” Numbers are doubted, mouths gape. Favre moves to seize power; Mamelukes snarl. Jules Simon reappears: “They threaten to shoot us… Well, shoot us.” Yet he returns, still stalling.

Schneider abruptly ends the sitting; Ollivier is tossed overboard; a coup-d’état ministry rises. Masses flow across the bridges, expecting the Republic, and hear only Simon’s airy call to meet tomorrow. Next morning police seal every approach. One gesture would have toppled the pasteboard Empire, yet the Left abandons the last armies. For three weeks the Bas-Empire pantomime drags on: Gambetta bursts, “We must wage Republican war,” then sits; Favre’s Committee of Defence is refused; deputies swallow lies about Metz, Jaumont, and MacMahon’s mad march. Thiers whispers ruin in the corridors, but no hand seizes the helm.

France watches its governing classes collapse as they once did in 1813: cowardice grafted on luxury. At Versailles the same grand bourgeois who served the Empire applaud the cry, “Varus, give us back our legions[2].” For eighteen years they had bartered freedom for privilege, letting Napoleon plunder Mexico, Rome and the treasury, then wagering lives and milliards on the word of a Lebœuf. The lean middle-class, once fiery, now spoiled, drifts behind Liberal augurs; Gambetta, Crémieux, Pelletan hold the ‘closed Left’, Picard the ‘open’. Warned of the foreign blade, they bow, and the invader strikes.

Poor France! Who will rescue you? A scant band of unarmed workers and young bourgeois, true heirs of 1789, stand while the rich bargain for comfort and Liberals seek office. The regime tries bribes, but laborers hiss its Cæsarian tutors and, lacking press or tribune, assert themselves from 1863. In 1867 they honour Manin’s tomb and, despite police batons, denounce Mentana. The socialist apparition enrages the parliamentary Left. When naive operatives ask Jules Favre if the Liberal bourgeois will rise with them, he sneers, “Gentlemen workmen, you made the Empire; unmake it.” Picard adds, “Socialism does not exist, and we will not treat with it.

October 1869 ignites revolt: crowds threaten the Corps Législatif, soon elect Rochefort, sing the Marseillaise, and, two hundred thousand strong, escort Victor Noir’s coffin, ready to sweep away the throne. The terrified Left cries desperadoes, yet these leaders challenge every platform and head the drive against the plebiscite. On 15 July, while Ollivier merrily votes war, socialist columns flood the boulevards shouting “Vive la paix!” and singing “Les peuples sont pour nous des frères…,” trading fists with chauvinists. Next day Ranvier’s banner meets sabres, then appeals, “Brothers, we want peace, labour, liberty.” Berlin workmen answer, “We too will die for the Universal Republic.

Authority is absent; repression keeps workers inexperienced, entangled with plotters while Varlin’s International teaches discipline. On the eve of war they press Crémieux, who answers, “Wait for another disaster, the fall of Strasbourg.” Blanqui’s circle refuses: 14 August they seize La Villette, crying “Vive la République! Death to the Prussians!” The crowd looks on; ten are condemned despite Michelet’s plea. Sedan follows, Napoleon yields on 2 September, deputies stay mute. Gambetta warns the boulevards, “You are wrong; make no revolution.” At dawn 4 September citizens storm the Corps Législatif; Gambetta, cornered, abolishes the Empire. The people demand the Republic and sweep deputies to the Hôtel-de-Ville.

In the Salle du Trône, agitators already on the ground tried to steer events. The Left burst in, and, urged on by cheers, Jules Favre took the chair; Millière yielded it, declaring, “Only one thing matters—driving out the Prussians.” Favre, Simon, Ferry, Gambetta, Crémieux, Arago, Glais-Bizoin, Pelletan, Garnier-Pagès, Picard read their own names aloud, the crowd adding Delescluze, Ledru-Rollin, Blanqui; they refused any but Paris deputies, yet admitted Rochefort. Twelve men thus seized France. They courted General Trochu, the sulking pamphleteer made governor by Napoleon; he demanded a place for God and the presidency, and received both.

Self-proclaimed as the Government of National Defence, they based legitimacy on their Paris mandate and roaring acclamation. That night International and trade syndicates offered help; Blanqui’s La Patrie en Danger pledged “our most energetic, absolute co-operation.” Paris, dazzled by the peril, embraced its new masters. Etienne Arago became tearful mayor, appointing loyal mayors and adjuncts, promising swift elections and the spirit of 1792. Favre thundered to Europe, “We will yield neither an inch of soil nor a stone of fortress,” earning ecstatic applause. On 14 September Trochu reviewed 250 000 National Guards; the armed multitude vowed another Valmy.

Disillusion deepened: Châtillon’s plateau lost, the city ringed. Committees of Vigilance met in the Rue de la Corderie, urged elected commune, arms, requisitions, free press; journals branded them Prussian and ripped their posters. On the 20th they demanded “war à outrance”; Ferry pledged on his honor, then cancelled elections. Ministers whispered surrender: Trochu, “Resistance is heroic madness,” Picard, “Hope is chimerical,” Crémieux, “They’ll enter like a knife in butter,” the chief of staff, “We have decided not to defend ourselves.” Yet they kept command, dispatching Thiers to Europe and Favre to bargain with Bismarck, waging token battles only to soften him.

Trochu, vowing to spare blood, let the Prussians encircle Paris, staging harmless skirmishes for spectators. At Chevilly on 30 September his troops advanced, then retreated, abandoning a battery; newspapers still trumpeted victory, though Revolutionists, warned by Toul and Strasbourg, saw defeat. Flourens, blazing with childlike ardor, marched his Belleville battalions to the Hôtel-de-Ville demanding “levée en masse, sorties, elections, bread-rationing.” Trochu answered with an oration, his twelve advisers dismissed him. Delegates from the twenty arrondissements likewise pressed for a Commune; on 7 October the Government haughtily refused, provoking an 8 October protest and cries of “Vive la Commune” beneath its windows.

Battalions loyal to the Government paraded while Jules Favre declaimed that elections were “impossible, everybody ought to be at the ramparts.” Trochu’s note of 16 October—“I shall pursue the plan I have traced for myself to the end”—revived the saloon catchphrase, “Let him alone; he has his plan,” and agitators were branded Prussian tools. October passed in fruitless sorties: Bagneux captured then left, Châtillon missed, Malmaison nearly opened the road to Versailles until Ducrot, fielding only six thousand, fell back and lost two guns. Gazettees repackaged each withdrawal as triumph, Gambetta inventing provincial armies and the heroic defence of Châteaudun.

On 20 October Bourget fell; the staff boasted yet left 1,600 men unfed and unsupported until 15,000 Prussians reclaimed it on the 30th. Dawn of 31st brought three blows—Bourget lost, Metz surrendered, Thiers seeking an armistice. Placards paired “good and bad news”; rain could not stem crowds shouting “No armistice!” They burst into the palace, jeering “Down with Trochu,” calling him “liar,” driving ministers away. Mayors suggested municipal elections; masses demanded Commune, abolished Government, named a commission, then yielded to Flourens, who from the table proclaimed a Committee of Public Safety. Chaos followed; Trochu slipped out, Arago posted election notices at night.

Morning, 31 October: Jules Ferry concedes, "From highest to lowest Paris hated us; everyone thought we should be dismissed." Trochu’s men idle, and Tamisier’s battalion reaches the Hôtel-de-Ville, butts banging. Evening turns the tide; news that ministers captive and Flourens with Blanqui replace them races through town, drums roll, battalions fill Place Vendôme expecting elections. Inside linger thousand civilians and Flourens’ tirailleurs. Delescluze gains Dorian’s pledge: Commune elections next day, governmental the day after; Millière says, "Gentlemen, you are free," but guards demand pledges and stall release. Ferry smashes a door, Breton mobiles enter, seize tirailleurs, free Favre. Tamisier leaves with Blanqui and Flourens, while Trochu parades.

Night’s victory evaporates; the Government strips Dorian and Schœlcher’s placards, postpones municipal elections to 5 November and couples them with a plebiscite: "Those who wish to maintain the Government will vote aye." Radical journals cry "No," yet Paris, recalling the war plebiscite, again complies—322,000 ayes, including 237,000 soldiers; only 63,000 say "no." Sixty thousand revolutionaries cannot steer opinion because they lack cadres, method, organisers. Siege fever never disciplined them, and veterans of 1848 stayed aloof. Blanqui and Delescluze keep to circles; Félix Pyat thinks chiefly of himself; Ledru-Rollin, Louis Blanc, Schœlcher return vain and timid; Radical lawyers shun workers; the Committee of twenty issues mere manifestoes.

Outside the faubourgs, Paris is a sickroom; people whisper, "No insurrection before the enemy! No fanatics!" but give no lead. Elections of 5 and 7 November repeat the plebiscite: twelve mayors re-elected, four reactionary, while radicals Delescluze, Ranvier, Millière, Lefrançais, Flourens are hunted, breaking Dorian and Tamisier’s accord. Of seventy-five councillors fewer than ten are revolutionary. The meek body installs Ferry at the central mairie and names Clément-Thomas commander of the National Guard without cry of, "Where are you leading us?" Yet Paris still fields ample troops and cannon funds; Trochu keeps forces divided, generals sneer, soldiers taunt "Les à outrance! Les trente sous!", clash imminent.

After 31 October nothing changed: negotiations stopped, marching companies formed, cannon cast, yet rulers still plotted peace and feared riots. The bourgeoisie, dreading an armed proletariat, pushed Trochu, while the clergy steered him, and the general, sure of his conscience, swore to save society by surrendering Paris. On 28 November he staged his first show. Ducrot strutted like Leonidas: “I take an oath before you, before the nation; I shall return dead or victorious. You may see me fall—you will never see me retreat.” Paris thrilled. Bridges at Nogent failed, surprise vanished; Champigny fell, then stalled; on 2 December he ordered retreat, leaving 8,000 of 50,000 engaged.

During three weeks Trochu rested; Clément-Thomas disbanded Belleville tirailleurs and the 200th battalion, Flourens jailed. On 20 December Seine mobiles, sent without artillery, attacked Stains and Bourget, smashed; some yelled “Vive la paix!” After two days under sixty guns on the Ouron plateau, the post was abandoned. Hunger deepened: horse a luxury, bread queues, children died, fireplaces fed Gambetta’s bulletins. Mayor Delescluze alone protested; on 30 December and 4 January he demanded Trochu’s removal, mobilisation, a defence council—ignored. The arrondissement committee’s red poster cried, “Those who govern kill us… Make way for the Commune!” Signers arrested; Trochu proclaimed, “The governor of Paris will never capitulate,” and crowds applauded.
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