
Chapter 22 

The French Revolution and Napoleon 1789-1815 
THE STORY MATTERS… 
The French Revolution was a major turning point in Western history. At its most essential, it was a struggle for representational 
government, equality of opportunity, and a response to the near collapse of the French economy. As a child of the revolution, 
Napoleon Bonaparte created a legal code for France that realized some of the dreams of the revolutionaries: economic freedom, 
legal equality, and religious toleration, at least in part.  

Lesson 22-2 

Radical Revolution and Reaction 
READING HELPDESK 
Academic Vocabulary 
domestic percent 
Content Vocabulary 
electors   coup d’etat 
ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS 
• What causes revolution? 
• How does revolution change society? 
IT MATTERS BECAUSE 
The French Revolution could be chaotic. The government 
repeatedly changed hands, foreign powers threatened to 
intervene, and economic conditions in France showed little 
improvement. This instability led to calls for new measures to 
be taken to secure the future of the revolution and to improve 
the living conditions of the people in France. 

The Move to Radicalism 
GUIDING QUESTION Why did the French Revolution 
become more radical? 

In September 1792, the newly elected National 
Convention began meeting. The Convention had been called 
to draft a new constitution, but it also served as the ruling 
body of France. It was dominated by lawyers, professionals, 
and property owners. Two-thirds of its deputies were under 
the age of 45, but most had some political experience as a 
result of the revolution. Almost all distrusted the king. It was 
therefore no surprise that the National Convention’s first 
major step on September 21 was to abolish the monarchy 
and to establish a republic. 

After 1789, citizens had formed political clubs of varying 
social and political views. Many deputies belonged to these 
clubs. The Girondins (juh • RAHN • duhns) tended to 
represent areas outside Paris. They feared the radical mobs of 
Paris. The Mountain represented the interests of radicals in 
Paris, and many belonged to the Jacobin (JA • kuh • buhn) 
club. Increasingly they felt the king needed to be executed to 
ensure he was not a rallying point for opponents of the 
republic. 

In early 1793, the Mountain convinced the Convention 
to pass a decree condemning Louis XVI to death. On January 
21, the king was beheaded on the guillotine. Revolutionaries 

had adopted this machine because it killed quickly and, they 
thought, humanely. The king’s execution created new 
enemies for the revolution, both at home and abroad. A new 
crisis was at hand. 

The execution of King Louis XVI reinforced the trend 
toward a new radical phase. The local government in Paris-
the Commune-had a number of working-class leaders who 
wanted radical change. Led by Georges Danton, it put 
constant pressure on the National Convention to adopt more 
radical measures. Moreover, the National Convention itself 
still did not rule all France. Peasants in western France, as well 
as many people in France’s major cities, refused to accept the 
authority of the Convention. 

A foreign crisis also loomed large. After Louis XVI was 
executed, a coalition of Austria, Prussia, Spain, Portugal, 
Britain, and the Dutch Republic took up arms against France. 
The French armies began to fall back. By late spring 1793, the 
coalition was poised to invade. It seemed possible that the 
revolution would be destroyed and the old regime 
reestablished. 
READING PROGRESS CHECK  
Identifying What radical steps did the National 
Convention take? 

The Reign of Terror 
GUIDING QUESTION How did the new French government 
deal with crises? 

To meet these crises, the National Convention gave 
broad powers to a special committee of 12 known as the 
Committee of Public Safety. It came to be dominated by the 
radical Jacobin Maximilien Robespierre. For approximately a 
year during 1793 and 1794, the Committee of Public Safety 
took control of the government. To defend France from 
domestic threats, the Committee adopted policies that 
became known as the Reign of Terror. 

As a temporary measure, revolutionary courts were set up 
to prosecute counterrevolutionaries and traitors. Almost 
40,000 people were killed during the French Reign of Terror. 
Of those, 16,000 people, including Marie Antoinette and 
Olympe de Gouges, died by the guillotine. Most executions 



occurred in towns that had openly rebelled against the 
Convention. 

Revolutionary armies were set up to bring rebellious 
cities under the control of the Convention. The Committee 
of Public Safety decided to make an example of Lyon, a city 
that rebelled during a time when the Republic was in peril, 
and 1,880 citizens of Lyon were executed. When guillotining 
proved too slow, the condemned were shot with grapeshot (a 
cluster of small iron balls) into open graves. A foreign witness 
wrote: 
PRIMARY SOURCE 
“Whole ranges of houses, always the most handsome, burnt. 
The churches, convents, and all the dwellings of the former 
patricians were in ruins. When I came to the guillotine, the 
blood of those who had been executed a few hours 
beforehand was still running in the street... I said to a group of 
sans-culottes... that it would be decent to clear away all this 
human blood.-Why should it be cleared? one of them said to 
me. It’s the blood of aristocrats and rebels. The dogs should 
lick it up.’! 

-quoted in The Oxford History of the French Revolution 
In western France, too, revolutionary armies were brutal and 
merciless in defeating rebels. Perhaps the most notorious 
violence occurred in the city 

The Directory 
GUIDING QUESTION How did the constant transition within 
the French government influence its effectiveness? 

After the death of Robespierre, a reaction set in as more 
moderate middle class leaders took control. The Reign of 
Terror came to a halt. The National Convention reduced the 
power of the Committee of Public Safety. Churches were 
allowed to reopen. Finally, the Constitution of 1791 was 
scrapped and a new constitution was created. 

The Constitution of 1795 set up two legislative houses. 
A lower house, the Council of 500, drafted laws. An upper 
house of 250, the Council of Elders, accepted or rejected 
proposed laws. Members of both houses were chosen by 
electors, or qualified voters. Only those who owned or rented 
property worth a certain amount could be electors-only 
30,000 people in the whole nation qualified. This was a 
significant change from the universal male suffrage the Paris 
Commune had demanded. 

Under the new constitution, the executive was a 
committee of five called the Directory, chosen by the 
Council of Elders. The Directory, which lasted from 1795 to 
1799, became known mainly for corruption. People reacted 
against the sufferings and sacrifices that had been demanded 
in the Reign of Terror. Some people made fortunes from 
government contracts or by loaning the government money at 
very high interest rates. They took advantage of the 
government’s severe money problems during these difficult 
times. 

At the same time, the government of the Directory faced 
political enemies from both conservatives and radicals. Some 
people wanted to bring back the monarchy, while others 
plotted to create a more radical regime like Robespierre’s. 
Likewise, economic problems continued with no solution in 
sight. Finally, France was still conducting expensive wars 
against foreign enemies. 

To stay in power, the Directory began to rely on the 
military, but one military leader turned on the government. In 
1799 the successful and popular general Napoleon Bonaparte 
toppled the Directory in a coup d’etat (KOO day· TAH), a 
sudden overthrow of the government. Napoleon then seized 
power. 
READING PROGRESS CHECK  
Evaluating Did the transition from the Committee of Public 
Safety to the Directory help respond to the French people’s 
needs? 

REVIEWING VOCABULARY 

elector    an individual qualified to vote in an election  

coup d'etat    a sudden overthrow of the government 


