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COMMITTEE OF PUBLIC SAFETY 
 

The CPS was formalised in March 1783. From 10 July 1793 to 27 July 1794, the 
Committee of Public Safety had a stable membership of twelve deputies and was 
delegated the authority to conduct the war and govern France. Working together and 
sharing responsibility, the so-called Great Committee initiated a number of radical 
measures to ensure France’s survival ranging from the institution of “Maximums” on 
wages and prices to a systematic use of Terror to cow opponents. The most notable 
members of the committee were Maximillien Robespierre, Georges Couthon, Louis-
Antoine Saint-Just, and Lazare Carnot, the “organizer of victory.” Ultimately, fears of the 
continuing Terror, and of Robespierre’s personal power, led to a coup on 9 Thermidor (27 
July), which broke the power of the Great Committee. The institution lasted another  

seventeen months until November 1795, but its powers were restricted to war and 
diplomacy. 

 

PARIS REVOLUTIONARY OR INSURRECTIONARY COMMUNE 
 

Most famously, that of Paris, but “commune” was the name given to every municipal 
government under French control after 14 July. Elected through the forty-eight sections 
(see section), the Paris Commune emerged as a center of radical thought and action. The 
first mayor was Bailly who was key in the revolutionary events of the Estates-General. 
The Commune was in command of the National Guard of the city 

On the 9th August 1792, the Commune underwent a name change and became the 
Revolutionary Commune. It was dominated by sans-culottes.  The Commune precipitated 
most of the revolutionary journées (days),but most notably 10 August 1792, which 
overthrew the monarchy, and 31 May–2 June 1793, which led to the expulsion of the 
Girondins from the National Convention.  The Revolutionary Commune was a major 
factor in pushing the central government toward a policy of Terror. Brought under the 
control of the Committee of Public Safety in December 1793, it throttled back the popular 
movement. After the Terror, the Paris Commune was stripped of its political role and 
disappeared completely under Napoleon Bonaparte. 

NATIONAL CONSTITUENT ASSEMBLY 
 

The National Assembly took this name on 9 July 1789, to reflect its self-appointed mission 
to write a constitution for France. The Constituent faced numerous crises until it 
disbanded at the end of September 1791. Not only did the King attempt to undermine the 
government, he even sought to flee the country for which he was suspended and 
eventually reinstated. This body also wrote the Declaration of the Rights of Man and 
Citizen and the Constitution of 1791 and tried to face up to the fiscal crisis by issuing new 
legal tender, the assignats. The results of these important efforts were quite mixed, but 
the Constituent Assembly was the first real legislature in French history. 



CORDELIER CLUB 
 

A Paris political society that had a more popular orientation than the Jacobins. Officially 
named the Society of the Friends of the Rights of Man and Citizen, it met in a former 
Franciscan monastery on the rue des Cordeliers. Although expelled from the building, the 
club kept the nickname. The Cordeliers section, led by Georges-Jacques Danton, Jean- 
Paul Marat, and Camille Desmoulins, spearheaded democratic agitation in Paris in 1789–
90. When the sections were created, the club soon dominated them. Women played a 
prominent role in the club. In the summer of 1791, the Cordeliers again championed 
democratization, this time of the new French constitution. Delegates met with a crowd on 
17 July 1791, on the Champ de Mars, but the crowd was dispersed by the National Guard. 
Subsequent repression focused on the club. Restored to prominence by the summer of 
1792, the Cordeliers were at the heart of the movement that overthrew the monarchy on 
10 August, called for the election of the National Convention and the widening of the 
suffrage to include all men. The Cordeliers also played an important role in the expulsion 
of the Girondins from the National Convention in May–June 1793 as they came under the 
influence of first the Enragés and then Jacques-Réné Hébert. In Ventôse, Year II (March 
1794), the club was purged and the Hébertistes sent to the guillotine. The club then 
submitted to the Jacobins, and a few members continued to meet until the spring of 1795, 
but by this point the club had little influence. 

DIRECTORY 
 

This five-member group functioned as the executive for the governmental system created 
by the Constitution of 1795. As its most visible component, the Directory gave its name to 
the entire government. It existed from October 1795 to November 1799, when it was 
overthrown by Napoléon Bonaparte with the assistance of one of the directors, 
Emmanuel-Joseph Sieyès. The directors staged a series of coups in Fructidor Year V 
(August-September 1797) and Floréal Year VI (April-May 1798) to overturn electoral 
results that they did not like, and the legislature purged the directors in Prairial Year VII. 
The Directory consolidated many of the gains of the first years of the Revolution and 
prosecuted the war successfully with the help of its brilliant young general Napoléon 
Bonaparte, but proved incapable of protecting the republic. 

FEUILLANT 
 

A political club founded in the summer of 1791, officially known as the Society of the 
Friends of the Constitution and sitting at the Feuillant (convent). After the Champ de Mars 
“massacre” of 17 July 1791, those deputies who had been members of the Jacobins 
withdrew and formed their own club, the Feuillants, which dominated political affairs in 
Paris that summer. Slowly the rump of the Jacobins recovered the initiative by developing 
their popular appeal. By the spring of 1792, the club had dwindled into insignificance. 

GIRONDIN 
 

A political faction of the Legislative Assembly and National Convention. The Girondins’ 
name derived from the fact that many prominent deputies in the faction came from the 
region around Bordeaux, which was the department of the Gironde. However, the term 
was not commonly used by contemporaries, who denoted this group by the various 
leaders, most of whom supported liberal economics and representative democracy, not 



the direct democracy favored by the Paris sections and the Mountain (see Montagnard 
and Mountain). Some have questioned the coherence of this group, but current 
scholarship supports the notion of a loose collaboration. The Girondins championed war 
against Austria in the fall of 1791. As France moved toward war in April 1792, the 
journalist-deputy Jacques-Pierre Brissot, a prominent Girondin, became the most 
powerful figure in the Legislative Assembly, and his faction dominated the ministries. After 
the declaration of the republic, the Girondins slowly fell out of favor in Paris, particularly 
during the trial of the King in the late fall of 1792. They also lost control of the Convention 
to the growing “Montagnard” faction. In the spring the Paris sections provoked a crisis in 
which they forced the National Convention to expel twenty-nine Girondins between 31 
May and 2 June 1793, and to destroy the movement politically. During the Terror many 
more were guillotined, and the faction was suppressed. Many Girondins returned to the 
Convention after 9 Thermidor (27 July 1794) and contributed to the vindictive divisions of 
the republicans that ultimately allowed Bonaparte to seize power. 

JACOBIN CLUB 
 

The most influential of the political clubs that emerged during the French Revolution. 
Originally known as the Breton Club, which grouped “patriot” deputies, and renamed 
“Society of the Friends of the Constitution,” it met at a former convent of the Jacobins on 
the rue Saint-Honoré that gave them their name. Affiliated clubs sprung up all over 
France. Initially, the Jacobins had a mostly middle-class membership, but as the 
Revolution radicalized, the membership reached further down the social scale to include 
many artisans and shopkeepers. During the trial of the King, moderates who opposed 
violence were excluded from the Paris club, which became a staunch supporter of the use 
of terror in defense of the revolutionary government. Despite this embrace of very 
advanced notions, this association with the government came to distance the club from 
the popular movement. Increasingly isolated from the sections and the sans-culottes, and 
even from the National Convention, the Jacobin Club suffered from the fate that befell 
Robespierre, one of its leading lights on 9 Thermidor (27 July). Public opinion blamed the 
Jacobins for the Terror, and the club was suppressed on 22 Brumaire Year III (12 
November 1794). The meeting place was even abolished and a “White Terror” against 
former Jacobins emerged in many places. However, the spirit of the Jacobins and 
Jacobinism survived. A Jacobin movement reemerged under the Directory in defense of 
the republic and did well in the elections of the Year VI (1798), but this movement was a 
shadow of its former self and soon faced renewed proscription, first under the Directory 
and then definitively under Bonaparte. Still today the term “Jacobinism” has meaning as a 
political commitment to small-propertied ownership of farms and shops. 

LEGISLATIVE ASSEMBLY 
 

This body met from 1 October 1791 to 20 September 1792. The deputies were chosen via 
indirect election and had to face continuing popular unrest and the fact that the 
executive—Louis XVI—could not be trusted. Since the King appointed ministers and 
exercised a suspensive veto regularly, the government was often deadlocked, swinging 
hazardously between dismissed ministers and vetoed initiatives, a fact that added an 
important impetus to the club movement. The assembly and the King ultimately shared 
only a desire to go to war with Austria and Prussia, although for different reasons. The 
assembly wanted to punish monarchs for their support of counterrevolutionaries. Louis 
XVI was hoping for a war that would enhance his position, either by destroying the 



Revolution or by showing his skill as commander in chief. War was declaredin March 
1792. The continuing obstructions of the King led to the insurrection of 10 August and the 
overthrow of the monarchy. The Legislative Assembly then called for new elections and 
voted to disband, leaving a rump of newly appointed ministers to run the war and the 
government. 

MONTAGNARD/MOUNTAIN 
 

Name of a political faction during the Terror. The Mountain, or Montagnards, competed 
during the Terror against the Girondins, with both trying to attract the Plain. The Mountain 
was a group of deputies from Paris to the National Convention who sat together on the 
high benches to the left of the chair’s podium. During the fall of 1792 and particularly 
during the trial of the King, this group emerged as a faction allied with the Commune of 
Paris and the popular movement that demanded radical measures, among them the 
death of the King. The Montagnards fought the Girondins for power in Paris and in the 
Convention. In between the two factions in the meeting hall of the Convention sat the 
uncommitted “Plain,” who comprised the majority of deputies. During the trial of the King 
in which the Mountain led the fight to put the King to death, the Montagnards slowly won 
influence from the Girondins, and over the course of the spring of 1793, they became the 
dominant group in the Convention. The term has since been applied to anyone willing to 
use political terror in the name of a revolutionary cause. 

NATIONAL CONVENTION 
 

Elected in September 1792 to write a constitution that would not include the King, this 
body held power until 5 Brumaire Year IV (27 October 1795). Elected via universal 
manhood suffrage, this assembly functioned as both the executive and legislative 
branches of government. It tried the King, executed him after a lengthy and divisive trial, 
prosecuted a war with most of Europe, faced enormous fiscal problems and two internal 
rebellions. In addition, a constitution written and submitted to the public in 1793 was 
suspended “until the peace.” The depth of these crises led it to resort to a systematic use 
of Terror as a method of facing the situation. The Convention also delegated much of its 
power to a twelve-member Committee of Public Safety headed by Maximillien 
Robespierre for nearly a year in 1793–94, until after the coup of 9 Thermidor (27 July). It 
took more than a year after the end of the Reign of Terror for the Convention to submit 
once again to the will of the voters, but it tried to limit continuing factionalism by 
promulgating a new constitution—that of 1795—and requiring that two-thirds of the 
deputies to the new legislature be current members of the Convention. Despite concrete 
achievements, the Convention failed to dampen factional violence and place the republic 
on secure footing. 

NATIONAL GUARD 
 

This organization of citizen-soldiers was created in early July 1789 on the suggestion of 
the electors of the city of Paris. They wanted to replace the traditional bourgeois militia 
with an organization that would allow them to resist the massing of regular troops by the 
King. After 14 July, the Marquis de Lafayette was named the organization’s commander. 
In July and August, cities and towns throughout France imitated Paris, setting up their 
troops of the National Guard. The guard chose to “federate” and through an invitation of 
the Paris Commune, representatives of the regular army and municipal National Guards 



met in Paris on 14 July 1790. This festival of the federation was one of the high points of 
the early years of the Revolution. 

 

 

 

 

PLAIN 
 

Name of a political grouping of uncommitted deputies. See Mountain. The Mountain, or 
Montagnards, competed during the Terror against the Girondins, with both trying to attract 
the Plain. The Mountain was a group of deputies from Paris to the National Convention 
who sat together on the high benches to the left of the chair’s podium. During the fall of 
1792 and particularly during the trial of the King, this group emerged as a faction allied 
with the Commune of Paris and the popular movement that demanded radical measures, 
among them the death of the King. The Montagnards fought the Girondins for power in 
Paris and in the Convention. In between the two factions in the meeting hall of the 
Convention sat the “Plain” who comprised the majority of deputies. During the trial of the 
King in which the Mountain led the fight to put the King to death, the Montagnards slowly 
won influence from the Girondins, and over the course of the spring of 1793, they became 
the dominant group in the Convention. The term has since been applied to anyone willing 
to use political terror in the name of a revolutionary cause. 

 

 

SANS-CULOTTES 
 

A social designation for a political position. Based primarily in the working class areas of 
Paris, the sans- culottes, composed of a wide range of artisans from masters to 
journeymen, opposed themselves to the educated, well-to-do. Their name, literally without 
breeches, indicates the commitment to trousers worn by the lower classes. Beyond this 
oppositional stance, these groups opted for controlled bread prices, small business, and 
revolutionary justice if necessary. By 1792 they were a powerful force on the Parisian 
scene and politicians required their support. Eventually they were kingmakers, thrusting 
the Jacobins into office in 1793. But as the latter exercised power over the next year, they 
abandoned the sans-culottes, eventually repressing them. Thus they were not available 
when Robespierre, their closest ally, needed their help as he was being overthrown in 
1794. Though weakened, the sans-culottes, reemerged and played a role in the Directory 
and, as a social ideal, well into the future. 

 

 

 


