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      Modern Europe: Europe in History, PART TWO, is my attempt to trace one of the most dramatic transformations in political history — the long, turbulent arc by which Europe moved from revolutions and empires toward systems of representation and the idea of universal suffrage. The story opens amid the chaos of the French Revolution: from the fall of Maximilien Robespierre in the Thermidorian Reaction of 1794 to the eventual collapse of the Directory in 1799 — moments when France teetered on the edge of profound uncertainty. Out of that turmoil rose a Corsican-born officer, Napoleon Bonaparte, whose rapid ascent would redraw borders, reorder governments, and cast a shadow that still informs modern political life.

      I trace Napoleon’s path from ambitious general to ruler of France — his seizure of power in 1799, his coronation as Emperor at Notre-Dame in 1804, and the unstable world that followed his defeat and exile. The restoration of the Bourbon monarchy in 1814–1815, the political experiment of Louis-Philippe as “King of the French” (1830–1848), and the vigorous debates ignited by thinkers such as Emmanuel-Joseph Sieyès — author of What Is the Third Estate? and a key figure in the 1799 coup — all reveal a continent wrestling with one central question: who should have the right to vote, and who should hold political power?

      The nineteenth century arrived with fresh convulsions. The fall of the July Monarchy and the revolutionary shock of 1848 exposed the brittle seams of European politics, and the dramatic rise of Louis‑Napoléon Bonaparte drove the point home: elected president of the French Republic in 1848, he seized power in the Coup of 1851 and, by 1852, had remade himself as Napoleon III. These upheavals were not just power struggles; they were the surface tremors of deeper intellectual currents reaching back to thinkers such as Aristotle—whose reflections on polity and citizenship, forged in 384–322 BCE, still cast long shadows over modern debates about authority and liberty.

      The narrative then shifts to Britain, where change followed a different, more incremental script. From the reign of Henry VIII through the Glorious Revolution, and amid the long rivalry of Whigs and Tories and the steady political framework of the Hanoverian age, Britain slowly stitched together institutions that altered the mechanics of representation and parliamentary power. The landmark Reform Act 1832 (passed in 1832) cracked open the old order and ushered in a new political era—one that would, over decades, broaden participation and gradually redefine the relationship between government and society.

      By the time the story reaches "The Rise of Universal Suffrage and the Long Transition From Kings to the People," the sweeping transformation of European politics is unmistakable. This book stitches together revolutions, rulers, thinkers, and mass movements to trace how the institutions we call modern democracy were hammered out through centuries of conflict, compromise, and intellectual struggle.
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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            THE FALL OF ROBESPIERRE

          

        

      

    

    
      It suddenly hit me that I had lavished far too much ink on the Enlightenment and the French Revolution. If I kept up that level of detail, the book would almost certainly become a narrative centered entirely on France, and I would be forced to race through everything that followed.

      From the standpoint of intellectual history, the Enlightenment and the French Revolution are almost the single key to making sense of modern Europe. For generations we've been keen to keep talking about them, yet we too often strip them of their real historical contexts and internal logic. We're used to explaining everything with neat, abstract labels — "Reason," "Revolution," "Reaction" — but we rarely confront the most basic question: who, at what exact moment, made which concrete choice?

      There is a saying often attributed to Napoleon — that one should read history again and again because it is the only true philosophy — and that captures what I call the "eye of the era." If you want to understand a historical figure, the task is not to judge them by today's standards, but to push back as far as you can into the time in which they lived, stand beside them, and see clearly the world they confronted then.

      All right, enough digression — let's cut to today's question: how did Robespierre, who until then seemed untouchable as the Revolution's dominant figure, tumble into ruin in barely a year's time? There were four main reasons:

      First, Robespierre refused to bring the new constitution into effect and failed to deliver the universal male suffrage it promised, a choice that stirred popular resentment.

      By means of the coup on 2 June 1793, the Jacobins—backed by the Paris Commune and the sans-culottes—purged the Girondins and took effective control of the National Convention. On 24 June 1793 the Convention adopted the constitution usually called the 1793 Constitution—a text influenced by drafts from figures such as Nicolas de Condorcet—but although it is sometimes referred to as “Condorcet’s version,” he was one contributor rather than its sole author. A nationwide plebiscite in August 1793 returned overwhelming approval (sources often cite roughly 1.8 million votes in favor), though turnout was limited and exact tallies vary across reports.

      Despite that apparent mandate, the Jacobin leadership—arguing that the nation faced an emergency of foreign war and internal revolt—postponed implementing the constitution’s provisions and deferred elections. Critics contend the decision also reflected a fear that a free, nationwide ballot would not yield a Jacobin majority. In practice, then, when the appointed day dawned the public hoped for ballots and found something far darker: the guillotine, the emblem of the Terror.

      In Paris the Jacobins could still rely on the sans-culottes to control events, but in the provinces rebellion flared. In the Vendée, above all, priests raised the cross high and led plain peasants in fierce resistance against the Jacobins.

      The Jacobins’ judicial machinery was riddled with flaws that cast a long, cold shadow over every layer of society, turning ordinary life into an exercise in fear and suspicion.

      Once the Jacobins seized effective control of the National Convention, they set about passing a string of harsh measures. One outcome was the Revolutionary Tribunal—a special court established by the Convention in March 1793 CE—which became the destination for anyone who had been denounced, suspected, or merely pointed at. But who did the denouncing? And who dragged the accused before that tribunal? To many people’s alarm, the work fell largely to the revolutionary committees attached to Paris’s 48 sections. These local sectional committees collected denunciations, organized arrests, and fed a steady stream of suspects into the Tribunal’s docket.

      The repression intensified with later laws that stripped defendants of safeguards. The Law of 22 Prairial (10 June 1794) drastically curtailed the right to defense, shortened trials, and removed many procedural protections—so much so that acquittals became vanishingly rare in practice. In short order, defendants were often denied counsel and trials became little more than a conveyor belt to the guillotine. Such an extreme, arbitrary judicial system was intolerable.

      Third, the Jacobin rule lacked a legitimate basis.

      Robespierre did not submit to the practical application of the 1793 Constitution, nor did his government call the national elections it presupposed. In theory the Constitution enshrined universal male suffrage, but it was suspended and never put into effect; the revolutionary authorities governed by emergency measures instead. Beyond the obvious fear that the Jacobin faction would likely lose at the ballot box, a deeper reason lay in Robespierre’s political outlook: he distrusted factional, party-driven representative politics and prized direct popular sovereignty, civic virtue, and a revolutionary executive—stances that made regular, competitive elections both politically risky and ideologically unwelcome to him.

      As mentioned earlier, Robespierre was a staunch, purist Rousseauist. The problem he set out to solve was rooted in his religious and political convictions: he accepted the existence of a supreme deity — the "Supreme Being" — and believed that such a being needed a public interpreter, a moral and ceremonial voice to convey its will to the nation. Unsurprisingly, he cast himself in that role. From that conviction he meticulously organized the so‑called "Festival of the Supreme Being."

      Had the festival never been staged, it might have caused little trouble; once it was mounted, however, it unleashed a cascade of problems. How should a state festival invoke the sacred? If it borrowed Catholic forms, critics would cry that it was resurrecting the old order; if it rejected those forms entirely, others would mock it as empty superstition. The result was an inherently awkward ceremony. For example, a young woman was placed on the platform to personify a goddess — but what name should she bear, and what exactly was her relation to the "Supreme Being"? For all his moral certainty, Robespierre had no ready, improvised answers to those questions.

      The Enlightenment stretched across more than forty years and spanned two generations, a long, rumbling debate that rewired how people spoke about God and authority. Among intellectuals the trend was clear: many turned to deistic or impersonal conceptions of the divine—God as a distant first cause or a kind of cosmic clockmaker—while, for the vast majority of ordinary people, traditional Catholic devotions remained deeply rooted. Robespierre’s attempt to square those worlds by inventing a civic religion—the Cult of the Supreme Being—struck many as incongruous, and with his fall it quickly collapsed.

      Fourth, once the Jacobins seized political control, fault lines opened up within their ranks as well: moderates and extremists, those who preferred terror and centralization and those who counseled restraint, rival tendencies that would fuel bitter infighting and, in time, consume many of the revolution’s own leaders.

      Danton argued that now matters had steadied and a measure of order had been restored, they should start behaving like a governing body and strictly follow the constitution. Constantly chopping people's heads off—what kind of regime is that? He aimed to push the Jacobin Club toward a more moderate, orderly course, essentially trying to steer it in a Girondin-like direction—an idea Robespierre was hardly going to accept.

      Facing Danton were even more extreme currents. Jacques Hébert, for example, urged radical economic and political measures: sweeping requisitions, harsh actions against the wealthy and the clergy, and state-controlled distribution of bread by ticket. Those schemes were plainly impractical. Hébert repeatedly accused Robespierre of abandoning the Revolution's essentials, charging him with having grown complacent and bourgeois—“putting on leather shoes,” as the mocking image went—and thus no longer able to march forward along the road of revolution. Such taunts were heard again and again.

      Between Hébert and Robespierre, which way did the sans‑culottes lean? There’s no mystery: they sided with Hébert. He was the firebrand who spoke the language of the streets, and in the end that popularity made a purge inevitable.

      That internal purge — above all the arrest and execution of Hébert and his followers in March 1794 — struck at Robespierre at his core. Once Hébert was removed from the scene, Robespierre lost his direct hold on the sans‑culottes at the grassroots; the deputies in the convention no longer trembled before him, and their minds began to stir.

      At this point you might ask: what about the National Guard?

      This is precisely the crux of the matter. When the National Guard was first organized, membership was limited to "active citizens"—men who paid sixty sous in direct electoral taxes (three livres). Even after enlisting, members were typically expected to provide and pay for their own uniforms and arms. So the Guard’s backbone was made up of relatively affluent citizens, staunchly loyal to the Assembly and the Constitution—a social and political make-up markedly different from the group the Jacobins relied on.

      Although Brissot later pushed through sweeping electoral reforms that greatly expanded male suffrage — moving the republic toward near‑universal male voting rights — and the poorer citizens were now able to enlist in the Guard, often clothed and armed at public expense, the officer corps of the National Guard remained largely unchanged in composition and outlook. Its leadership was still drawn from the bourgeois ranks and continued, for the most part, to answer to the Assembly rather than to the street.

      Taken together, these developments — broader suffrage and enlistment on the one hand, and an unreformed, Assembly‑aligned officer corps on the other — left Robespierre with far fewer levers of power than he might have hoped. Confronted with institutions that would not bend and a political order that still favoured the Assembly, he found himself, for the moment, constrained and politically hemmed in.

      On July 26, 1794, after a week-long absence, Robespierre reappeared in the National Convention and declared bluntly, "There is a conspiracy in the Republic." The remark sent a chill through the deputies; they pressed him to name the ringleaders, but he refused to do so.

      Earlier in the Revolution he had a pattern of vanishing without explanation—sometimes for days, sometimes for weeks. Contemporaries offered different explanations: some blamed the prolonged strain on his nerves and a need for rest; others whispered that he spent those absences in communion with the "Supreme Being" he had championed. The latter is speculative—he did promote the Cult of the Supreme Being, but there is no firm evidence that literal communication with a deity explains his disappearances. In his final months, Robespierre's words and actions grew steadily more enigmatic and inscrutable, feeding the sense that events were sliding toward an inevitable, dramatic climax.

      His frequent absences naturally gave the opposition fresh openings to exploit.

      On 26 July 1794 Robespierre rose in the National Convention and delivered a speech that hinted at a conspiracy; deputies at once demanded that he name the persons involved. That they could press him so publicly would have been inconceivable earlier, and it laid bare that he had already lost control of the Convention. That evening he went to the Jacobin Club to speak again, sharpening his rhetoric on the same theme — his words growing almost apocalyptic as he declared, in language his contemporaries would not forget, "I work in hell (the Assembly) with devils (the deputies)."

      On July 27, 1794, the National Convention voted to strip Maximilien Robespierre of legal protection—effectively declaring him outside the law—and the following day he was sent to the guillotine. Earlier that year, on April 5, 1794, Georges Danton had been led to the same fate; it is said that as he went to the scaffold he told Robespierre, “Robespierre, it won't be long before it's your turn.” Whether he actually spoke those words is uncertain, but the grim irony stands: Robespierre's own fall came just 114 days later—114 days, not very long.

      From the events of the French Revolution we can discern many echoes and shadows of the past.

      For example, Hébert’s resistance and quest for vengeance against Robespierre echo episodes we have already encountered in the tales of Cleon and Pericles from ancient Greece. Elsewhere, Rousseau’s ideas cast structural shadows that recall John Wycliffe’s doctrines, and one can even trace tangled, curious links between mesmerism and the Girondin movement. From the upheavals of the French Revolution we can also discern many threads that run into the present.

      Today, social-democratic parties govern or hold key positions in many European countries — Germany, Spain, Portugal, Sweden, Finland, Norway, Denmark, the United Kingdom, Austria, Belgium, France, and even Italy are often cited as examples — and their influence has shaped contemporary politics across the continent. After the end of the Cold War, several former Soviet-bloc and Eastern European states that had once followed centralized, Jacobin-like paths gradually shifted toward political models closer to those championed by the Girondins. They embraced, in varying degrees, the kinds of principles that Brissot and Condorcet argued for:

      1. A representative democratic system grounded in broad, universal suffrage;

      2. The protection of the greatest possible measure of freedom of speech and individual liberty;

      3. Narrowing the gulf between rich and poor through measures such as progressive taxation;

      4. Extending welfare protections so that every person is treated as a human being worthy of dignity.

      Winston Churchill famously remarked, “Democracy is the worst form of government, except for all the others that have been tried.” It is a shrewd and piercing observation. So far, democracy remains the only political arrangement capable of granting each member of a community the basic dignity due to a human being. Yet we must not confuse “the least bad option within the realm of experience” with “the ideal state in the realm of moral aspiration.” If Condorcet could rise from his coffin and behold Europe and America today, would he be satisfied? I suspect he would not.

      Earlier I noted two ways of looking at the French Revolution: Heine’s image of “sow dragon’s teeth and reap fleas” and Fu Le’s more pessimistic “sow fleas and still reap fleas.” I sympathize with Heine’s basic optimism, but I part company with him over who—or what—counts as the “dragon’s seed.” Heine seems to have pointed at the Girondins as that seed, only to watch them shrivel into fleas under the Jacobins. I see it differently: the true dragon’s seed, in my view, was Sieyès—and it had already begun to turn into fleas by the time the Girondins took the stage.

      By “dragon’s seed” I do not simply mean the institution of universal suffrage. I mean a deeper condition in which economic and political rights are properly matched: if the state demands that I pay taxes, then I ought to possess the right to partake in public affairs and the power to help decide how those affairs are conducted.

      The original intention in convening the Estates‑General in 1789 was straightforward: to overhaul the capitation — the head tax — and steady the kingdom’s broken finances by shifting toward a tax system more tied to property. When that fiscal transformation could not be achieved quickly, Abbé Emmanuel‑Joseph Sieyès pivoted and threw his weight into political reform. His central move was to draw a line between “active” and “passive” citizens: only those who paid a specified threshold of direct taxes would enjoy the franchise. Contemporary accounts sometimes cite an amount of 60 sous, but thresholds varied and the principle was what mattered — taxpaying as the test of political membership. I think that compromise was, in its way, fairly reasonable.

      Nicolas de Condorcet, by contrast, insisted that political participation was a basic human right and urged the abolition of the active/passive distinction. He argued for a much broader electoral franchise — a “leave no one out” impulse that treated civic participation as derived from human dignity rather than property. Some commentators have tried to trace this universalist spirit to religious ideas like the Last Judgment or to more obscure intellectual currents (even the late‑eighteenth‑century fascination with mesmerism and harmony); such influences are interesting hypotheses but remain speculative rather than proven causes.

      Still, the move to universalize the franchise collided with political realities and hard‑won historical practice. Long experience suggested that enfranchisement carries costs and consequences: in many premodern polities, including early Rome, full civic influence was structured by property, class, and status. Free citizens in Rome were not all equally empowered — slaves had no political rights, and wealth and rank often determined actual political weight — so the demand that everyone should simply be counted as an equal political actor clashed with the entrenched logics of power and the lessons governments had learned about stability and governance.

      Political equality rights that are divorced from any link to paying taxes give rise to three serious problems. Chief among them in contemporary societies is a sharp mismatch between rights and responsibilities that corrodes citizens' character. When rights are obtained easily—without effort and without corresponding obligations—they legitimize mediocrity and can even breed an uncomfortable complacency. As José Ortega y Gasset put it, “the mediocre demand mediocre rights with perfect justification, and try to impose this conception on others.” This, in fact, is one of the consequences universal suffrage has exerted in the modern world.

      The electoral principle of one person, one vote yields another striking effect: the will of the majority tends to be treated as if it were an absolute authority, almost a sacred mandate. That transforms the system into an inescapable bind—there is no real exit. Even those who abstain find themselves subject to the decisions of the majority; in practice, abstention does not exempt one from the rule of the prevailing vote. This is an unmistakable form of coercion from which, politically speaking, there is no easy refuge, which helps explain Madame de Staël’s observation: “Liberty is ancient and precious; despotism, on the contrary, is a product of modern society.”

      Once elections are reduced to the simple formula of one person, one ballot, and a winner decided merely by tallying votes, certain ugly effects begin to surface. As Jacques Necker, the finance minister to Louis XVI, warned in spirit: “Under such rules, flattering the common people becomes the only way to gain power; the motive of seeking power by pandering to the masses is the basest.” When the incentives of office are bought with applause and promises, the elites can corrode from within—and the people they serve can be dragged down alongside them.

      Gustave Le Bon, the author of The Crowd: A Study of the Popular Mind, argued that when a crowd treats “we are many” as the sole source of legitimacy, four unmistakable traits emerge: an absence of sober, critical thought; extreme suggestibility; emotions that swing wildly and intensely; and a refusal to accept responsibility. How far does this unthinking, shirking-of-reason go? “Just tell us who the bad man is, and we will attack him” — that phrase has, tragically, become almost the whole of many people’s political engagement.

      Twenty‑five years after Condorcet's death in 1794, Benjamin Constant delivered his now‑famous lecture in 1819 — De la liberté des Anciens comparée à celle des Modernes. In that lecture he drew a vivid distinction between two kinds of liberty: the liberty of the ancients, the right to take an active part in public affairs; and the liberty of the moderns, the freedom from coercion. For Constant, the latter — protection from arbitrary power and personal coercion — carried the greater weight.

      Unfortunately, since the French Revolution the political gravity of equality has proved hard to dislodge. As Alexis de Tocqueville observed in Democracy in America, people often prefer an equal servitude to an unequal liberty — a pithy way of saying that the demand for equality can drown out other political goods. Against that backdrop, any scheme that ties the franchise tightly to direct taxation, of the sort associated with property‑based notions of political worth, looks increasingly impractical: requiring strict tax‑based qualifications would very likely produce a sharp drop in turnout and popular legitimacy.

      By contrast, one might argue for a different, more pragmatic rule: temporarily suspending the franchise for adults who are currently receiving means‑tested welfare benefits, at least until beneficiaries cease to constitute a majority of the adult population. I admit this strikes me as a politically coherent solution — perhaps the most ideal form of system from that perspective. In many Christian‑majority civilized countries, this trajectory has already become politically unavoidable.

      If equality itself has raised so many restraints in its name, how are we to keep fighting even for the smallest freedoms? Even if blockchain-based decentralized autonomous organizations (DAOs) may face long odds of success, they still deserve our hope and our tireless efforts — for it is often the faintest, most uncertain experiments that open the widest doors to liberty.
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            THE FALL OF THE DIRECTORY

          

        

      

    

    
      We had already talked about Robespierre’s death. Although many deputies in the Convention had supported his arrest and execution at the time, the fall of Robespierre made it all but impossible for the Jacobins to regain mercy. In the months that followed, the Convention purged large numbers of its former members — scores of Jacobin deputies were forced out, and some among them took their own lives. On the streets, relatives of the victims prowled the avenues with iron-tipped cudgels; at the sight of a sans-culotte, they often descended on him with savage blows. The purges and reprisals in the provinces were even bloodier and more brutal, and an increasing number of Jacobins found themselves deported or sent away to overseas colonies and penal stations.

      After the Jacobins had largely been purged, the National Convention set about drafting a new constitution. I have to admit I rather admired what they produced. In short, the charter boiled down to a few decisive provisions:

      1. The franchise was still restricted to men aged 21 and over, but it was no longer universal. Voters had to be taxpaying males who had lived continuously at the same address for at least a year, which—together with the tax condition—effectively excluded roughly 40 percent of the poorer classes. By that reckoning, the pool of eligible primary electors nationwide amounted to roughly four million.

      2. Those four million primary electors did not choose deputies directly; they elected a smaller body of secondary electors, and those secondary electors in turn chose the deputies. The secondary electors numbered on the order of forty thousand, and to qualify one had to be both a taxpayer at the required level (roughly equivalent to 100 days’ direct taxes) and meet an age minimum (commonly set at 30). This two-tiered system was designed to concentrate real power in a narrower, wealthier stratum while keeping the appearance of popular participation.

      Elected deputies had to meet a direct-tax or property qualification roughly equivalent to the annual income of an ordinary laborer at the time — the precise thresholds varied in different post‑revolutionary laws, so it’s safer to think in terms of a significant tax/property requirement rather than a single fixed number.

      The legislature itself was reinvented under the Constitution of Year III (1795). By then the legal privileges of the nobility had been swept away, even though many former nobles still lived on in society; the new system was not a revival of aristocratic chambers but a practical reorganisation of republican government. The old single‑house assembly was replaced by two houses: the Council of Five Hundred (500 members), whose job was to draft and propose legislation, and the Council of Elders (250 members), charged with deliberation, revision and approval. Eligibility carried social and property expectations — the councils set minimum ages (30 for the Five Hundred, 40 for the Elders) and favored established householders; notions of “respectable” family status were influential in practice, though describing marriage as a blanket legal requirement is misleading. The practical effect was a legislature structured to separate initiative from review: the Five Hundred to compose bills, the Elders to deliberate and ratify them.

      In the executive branch, the Council of Five Hundred put forward fifty nominees, and the Council of Elders (the Council of Ancients) then selected five Directors from that slate. Those five men stood on equal footing, and each year one of them was replaced by lot. Because the executive was run by five personalities with their own quirks and habits, the regime quickly became known simply as the Directory.

      The constitution that governed this regime borrowed Sieyès’s crucial distinction between “active” and “passive” citizens, but it also improved on his original scheme. Sieyès had proposed a clear tax threshold for participation — often cited as a direct electoral tax of sixty sous — and that requirement had produced very low turnout. The Directory rewrote the mechanics: primary voters no longer had to pay a fee; only the secondary electors they chose were required to meet the tax qualification.

      It was predictable, then, that turnout among those secondary electors would be relatively high: the right to serve as an elector now carried a measurable monetary value. Yet removing the fee for primary voters did not trigger a surge in their participation; their turnout did not rise markedly compared with the elections under the 1791 constitution that had imposed the sixty-sous condition. That small paradox shows a larger truth — when something is handed out for free, it is often taken for granted. The Directory was unmoved by low primary turnout; its point was that money, tempered by revolutionary change, would now steer political influence. In short, the Revolution had reshaped the rules, and the bourgeoisie had at last stepped onto history’s central stage.

      What was Sieyès’s attitude toward this constitution, which in many ways reinforced his original blueprint? He answered plainly: “I accept this constitution, but only as an unpleasant political necessity that must be endured.” Deeply influenced by Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Sieyès preferred the simplicity of a unicameral legislature and imagined an executive concentrated in a single, strong chief rather than diffused among five directors rotating power. Personally, I agree that an executive run by five rotating directors was hardly a wise design. From the legislature’s standpoint, however, bicameralism clearly offers advantages over a single chamber. For readers who want a more extended discussion of the trade-offs between unicameral and bicameral systems, Yale constitutional scholar Bruce Ackerman has addressed the issue in his book Farewell, Montesquieu?: The End of the First Constitutional Era.

      Even so—despite these seemingly sensible arrangements—the Directory endured for only four years. Why did it fail to last? We will examine that question in detail. As I noted earlier, the Directory’s turn toward a system in which money largely determined political voice effectively made the bourgeoisie the de facto ruling class. Faced with this new configuration, the Directory had two tasks: on one side, to suppress the sans-culottes at the base of society; on the other, to prevent privileged groups from regaining power at the top. Suppressing the sans-culottes proved relatively straightforward. Soon after the constitution was promulgated, a violent assault threatened the assembly, and the Directory acted decisively—entrusting the twenty-six-year-old Napoleon with an important post and command responsibilities in the National Guard.

      When the Tuileries fell on 10 August 1792, it was the sans‑culottes and the mobilized Parisian crowd—urged on by figures like Danton—that drove the king from his palace. Napoleon, at that time, was still an obscure young officer on the fringes of revolutionary events. The two moments belong to the same convulsed era, but they are not the same story.

      A few years later, with the Directory clinging to power, another and very different threat arose. In October 1795, when royalist crowds surged through the streets and threatened to overturn the fragile regime, Napoleon—by then finally entrusted with artillery command—showed a cold, almost contemptuous decisiveness. He ordered his guns into action at point‑blank range, firing canister and grapeshot into the massed ranks. After several brutal rounds, the royalist formations broke and scattered. That swift, merciless use of artillery made clear that it was not the sans‑culottes but the royalists who posed the real danger to the Directory.

      As I mentioned earlier, the most striking trait—or perhaps the greatest shortcoming—of the French bourgeoisie is their lack of class consciousness: they despised their humble origins, and once they had a little money they urgently sought admission into the ranks of the nobility. Politically, many of them preferred a constitutional monarchy. The veteran revolutionaries—often men of letters or what some would call second‑rate philosophers—had been the driving force behind the Revolution: they helped abolish feudal privileges in 1789 and, later under the National Convention, overthrew the monarchy and saw Louis XVI executed in 1793. A Bourbon restoration, therefore, would have been distinctly bad news for those men.

      This created a sharp contradiction. The old deputies fought desperately to preserve the Revolution’s achievements—the abolition of privileges and the republican order that followed the fall of the monarchy—while the newly elected bourgeoisie hoped to revive the constitutional monarchy laid down in the 1791 constitution. To resolve the disagreement between the old and new deputies, the Directory took two measures:

      The first measure was political and conservative: the incumbent deputies insisted that, in the first election, two‑thirds of the assembly should be drawn from the existing members. It was a clever safeguard — a temporary plug to steady a creaking ship — but it could only hold for a while. As new elections brought in fresh faces, those who favored restoring a constitutional monarchy steadily multiplied.

      The second tactic was the old, familiar one: when you cannot settle the quarrel at home, you send it abroad — start wars to deflect domestic tensions. In the early 1790s many continental powers were otherwise engaged; Austria and Prussia were heavily involved in the partitions of Poland, and Russia’s attention lay in other directions, so the western front found fewer determined opponents. Some of those powers eventually stepped back or negotiated with France. Spain, already pushed out of the fight, had made terms, and only Britain remained the stubborn holdout — the First Coalition was, in effect, dead. France, carrying its constitution like a standard, spread both its ideas and its armies across Europe: creating “sister republics” — the Batavian state in the Netherlands, the Helvetic experiment in Switzerland, the various sister regimes in Italy — while at the same time annexing substantial territories.

      In the elections that followed, royalists won an almost complete supremacy. Alarmed, the Directory moved to blunt that victory—annulling many of the contested results and ultimately acting against royalist deputies, a struggle that culminated in the Coup of 18 Fructidor (4 September 1797). In that climate, exporting the Revolution became one of the Directory’s last levers for preserving its claim to legitimacy.

      The wars abroad were ruinously expensive. How to meet the bills? The regime leaned heavily on paper—issuing huge quantities of assignats—and the consequence was predictable. By 1797 the assignats’ purchasing power had all but collapsed, falling by roughly 99% and rendering the notes virtually worthless.

      That monetary collapse hit the city poor like a tidal wave. The new generation of sans-culottes, deprived of political influence and ground down by inflation and hunger, underwent a wrenching change of mood. Where they had once marched and bled for the Revolution, many now looked back with longing at the order and stability they imagined a monarchy might restore; yesterday they were sacrificing themselves for the Republic, today a large number declared they would serve the king.

      If the urban poor had swung to the king’s side, what about the vast rural population? You might expect the broad peasantry to back the Directory. After all, under the Directory their lives were relatively stable; more importantly, in the Revolution’s early years the government confiscated huge tracts of Church property and émigré estates—turning them into biens nationaux, parceling them out into small plots, and actively encouraging peasants to buy, even offering credit or installment arrangements to those short of cash. When the currency—above all the assignats—was driven toward worthlessness, many peasant debts, being nominal, were effectively wiped out. How many people became comfortably independent smallholders by this route? Even by conservative reckonings the number runs to more than 500,000 households.

      And yet, despite these tangible economic gains, the countryside did not accept the Revolution’s achievements. The reason was not simply material: it was religious. Measures such as the Civil Constitution of the Clergy, the displacement or exile of familiar parish priests, and periodic campaigns of dechristianization struck at the heart of rural religious life—alienating devout peasants who would not surrender the spiritual order that structured their communities.

      Religion proved a persistent, thorny problem for the Directory, and it deserves a closer look.

      As mentioned earlier, after the 1790 Civil Constitution of the Clergy was proclaimed, roughly half of France’s clergy refused the required oath of allegiance to the nation. Many of those “refractory” priests were persecuted—some were even executed during the Terror of 1793–1794 CE—and many more went into exile. The priests who did take the oath, the so‑called “constitutional” clergy, became state‑recognized, salaried ministers; but could this reduced and compromised clergy lead the French back to peaceful religious practice?

      That was not the case — these half‑baked theorists bore an intense hatred for Catholicism. During the Girondins’ brief ascendancy, revolutionary authorities in many places already began to clamp down: church bells were silenced on Christmas Eve in some towns, doors were shut, and congregations were sometimes barred from attending services. The more radical wave that followed went much further. Churches were turned into proclaimed “Temples of Reason,” the frenzy of dechristianization spread, and public Catholic worship was suppressed. Robespierre’s intervention later took a different civic form — he championed the Cult of the Supreme Being as a republican alternative — but the net effect for ordinary believers was the same: baptisms were interrupted, the dying were often denied confession, and traditional religious life was upended. No wonder the countryside boiled over.

      That was the broad picture. Once Enlightenment ideals and revolutionary reforms began to promise political equality and a wider share in power, the actual wishes of the population revealed themselves in plain, often contradictory terms: middle‑class men wanted security, legal standing and a restored sense of order that protected their property and status, while the lower orders — especially in rural parishes — longed for the priests and rites that had been the backbone of daily life. Put bluntly, the Revolution moved too fast and too abstractly; in many places it read like a cast of men of letters and amateur philosophers compulsively enforcing grand theories of liberty and reason that were painfully detached from the concrete habits, loyalties, and needs of ordinary people.

      During the Directory the regime eased up on religion to some extent: after the Terror many non‑juring priests who had fled abroad were able to return and public worship was permitted again. But the deeper issues were left untouched. The vast tracts of church land seized during the Revolution remained national property, the government’s promise to restore regular pay for the clergy proved largely hollow, and churches continued to be treated as state assets subject to municipal control. In practice, priests and congregations who wanted to use a church often had to file paperwork and obtain permissions in advance — a tangle of administrative obstacles that left ordinary believers hard‑pressed and bitter.

      Viewed in hindsight, one of the Directory’s gravest failures was its mishandling of the religious question. Intellectually it still wore the mantle of the Enlightenment, invoking “reason” at every turn, yet it failed to grasp a simple political reality: without some form of accommodation with Catholicism it was hard to secure the loyalty of the lower classes and stabilize the regime. No matter how cleverly a constitution is drafted, if it ignores popular feeling and the concrete conditions on the ground, it remains mere paper.

      The crisis came to a head in 1797, when annual elections produced a wave of gains for royalist candidates. The exact seat tallies vary by source, but the scale of the royalist advance alarmed the Directors and threatened to reverse many revolutionary gains. Alarmed, the Directory turned to the army. Rather than Napoleon — who was at that moment campaigning in Italy and not directly involved in Parisian politics — it was generals in and around Paris who were relied upon to intervene. In the coup of 18 Fructidor (4 September 1797) troops entered the legislative chambers, many royalist deputies were arrested on the spot, election returns were annulled, and prominent royalists were removed or deported, bringing the crisis to a decisive, if heavy‑handed, end.

      This bit of trickery produced a striking reversal. By the next year, when elections were held for hundreds of seats in the new legislature, a large number of Jacobin deputies staged a comeback. Of those who had voted for Louis XVI’s execution, 71 were re-elected — a figure cited in some accounts, though sources vary. With few options left, the Directory once again resorted to manipulation. Ironically, the Directory had written the electoral rules itself, yet it still could not win within them; increasingly, the government’s claim to legitimacy rested less on law or consent and more on the fortunes of war.

      Then came Napoleon’s Egyptian expedition in 1798. What began as a bold gamble ended in strategic disaster — most famously after the British victory at the Battle of the Nile — and it left France exposed abroad. The great powers seized the opening, coalesced into the Second Coalition, and rolled back many of the sister republics France had helped establish in Italy, Switzerland, and the Netherlands. France was suddenly plunged into a grave political and military crisis.

      The following year, Emmanuel-Joseph “Abbé” Sieyès was elected a Director. His elevation owed much to another round of tainted elections, riddled with irregularities and cheating that undercut the official rules. The other Directors, themselves compromised and lacking proper legitimacy, promoted an elder statesman like Sieyès to give their regime a more respectable face.

      Sieyès, of course, would not be content to play a mere ornamental mascot. He kept insisting that executive authority ought to be concentrated in a single hand, not scattered among a five‑member Directory. He also saw clearly that the existing electoral system could not prevent royalist influence from regaining ground in the legislature. So he struck an alliance with Napoleon, and on 9 November 1799 they toppled the Directory in the now‑famous Coup of 18 Brumaire. From that moment the parliamentary assemblies were effectively sidelined, and real power came to reside in the hands of the three consuls.

      The three consuls deliberately evoked the model of a Roman triumvirate. Unlike the Roman examples, however, the French arrangement explicitly named Napoleon First Consul, giving him primacy among the three. From that point the French Revolution entered its third phase — the Consulate — in which Napoleon emerged as the dominant executive authority, wielding the practical powers of government.
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