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South America 1820s  This map of South America from the 1820s records the compre-
hensive success of the independence movements. With the exception of the Guyanas, no colo-
nial governments remain. As we examine this map, we are also reminded of the failure of two 
political experiments designed to hold together geographically and ethnically diverse regions in a 
single national government. In the northwest is Colombia (also called Gran Colombia) created by 
the era’s greatest revolutionary leader, Simón Bolívar. It quickly broke apart to form the modern 
nations of Venezuela, Colombia, and Ecuador. The United Provinces of Río de la Plata, located 
in the southeast, also soon collapsed, giving birth to the nations of Argentina, Paraguay, and 
Uruguay.
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Between 1750 and 1870, nearly every part of the world experienced dra-
matic political, economic, and social change. The beginnings of indus-
trialization, the American, French, and Haitian revolutions, as well as 

the revolutions for independence in Latin America, transformed political and 
economic life. European nations expanded into Africa, Asia, and the Middle 
East while Russia and the United States acquired vast new territories.

The Industrial Revolution introduced new technologies and patterns of 
work that made these societies wealthier and militarily more powerful. West-
ern intellectual life became more secular. The Atlantic slave trade and later 
slavery itself were abolished, and the first efforts to improve the status of 
women were initiated.

The Industrial Revolution led to a new wave of imperialism. France con-
quered Algeria, and Great Britain expanded its colonial rule in India and 
established colonies in Australia and New Zealand. European political and 
economic influence also expanded in Africa and Asia. The Ottoman Empire 
and the Qing Empire met this challenge by implementing reform programs 
that preserved traditional structures while adopting elements of Western 
technology and organization. Though lagging behind western Europe in 
transforming its economy and political institutions, Russia attempted mod-
ernization efforts, including the abolition of serfdom.

The economic, political, and social revolutions that began in the mid-
eighteenth century shook the foundations of European culture and led to the 
expansion of Western power around the globe. Some of the nations of Asia, 
Africa, and Latin America reformed and strengthened their own institutions 
and economies, while others pushed for more radical change. After 1870 
Western imperialism became more aggressive, and few parts of the world 
were able to resist it.

Revolutions Reshape 
the World, 1750–1870
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Burning of Cap Français, Saint Domingue, in 1793  In 1791, the slaves of Saint Domingue, 
France’s richest colony, began a rebellion that, after years of struggle, ended slavery and created 
the Western Hemisphere’s second independent nation, Haiti.
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 ■ How did the costs of imperial wars and the 
Enlightenment challenge the established politi-
cal structures and forms of governance and reli-
gion in Europe and the American colonies?

 ■ What were the direct causes of the American 
Revolution?

 ■ What were the origins and accomplishments 
of the French Revolution?

 ■ How did revolution in one country help incite 
revolution elsewhere?

In August 1791 slaves and free blacks began an insur-
rection in the plantation district of northern Saint 
Domingue (san doe-MANG) (present-day Haiti). Dur-

ing the following decade and a half, Haitian revolution-
aries abolished slavery; defeated military forces from 
Britain and France; and achieved independence.

News and rumors about revolutionary events in 
France had helped move the island’s slave community 
to rebel. These same events had divided the island’s 
white population into royalists (supporters of France’s 
King Louis XVI) and republicans (who sought an end to 
monarchy). The large free mixed-race population secured some political rights from 
the French Assembly but then rose in rebellion when the slave-owning elite reacted 
violently.

A black freedman, François Dominique Toussaint, led the insurrection. Taking 
the name Toussaint L’Ouverture (too-SAN loo-ver-CHORE), he became one of the 
most remarkable representatives of the revolutionary era. He organized the rebels 
militarily, negotiated with the island’s competing factions and with representatives 
of Britain and France, and wrote his nation’s first constitution. Commonly portrayed 
as a fiend by slave owners, Toussaint became a towering symbol of resistance to 
oppression to slaves everywhere.

The Haitian slave rebellion was an important event in the political and cultural 
transformation of the Western world. Profound changes to the economy, politics, 
and intellectual life occurred as well. The Industrial Revolution (see Chapter 22) 
increased manufacturing productivity and led to greater global interdependence, 
new patterns of consumerism, and altered social structures. At the same time, 
intellectuals questioned the traditional place of monarchy and religion in society. 
Merchants, professionals, and manufacturers enriched by economic dynamism pro-
vided an audience for the new intellectual currents as they pressed for a larger politi-
cal role.

This revolutionary era turned the Western world “upside down.” The ancien 
régime (ahn-see-EN ray-ZHEEM), the French term for Europe’s old order, rested on 
medieval principles: politics dominated by powerful monarchs, intellectual and cul-
tural life dominated by religion, and economics dominated by hereditary agricultural 
elites. In the West’s new order, commoners entered political life; science took the 
place of religion in intellectual life; and economies opened to competition.

Revolutionary Changes 
in the Atlantic World, 1750–1850
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This radical transformation did not take place without false starts or setbacks. 
Imperial powers resisted the loss of colonies; monarchs and nobles struggled to 
retain their ancient privileges; and the church fought against the claims of science. 
While the liberal and nationalist ideals of the eighteenth-century revolutionary move-
ments were sometimes thwarted in Europe and the Americas, belief in national self-
determination and universal suffrage and a passion for social justice continued to 
animate reformers into the twentieth century.

PRELUDE TO REVOLUTION: 
THE EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY CRISIS

The cost of wars fought among Europe’s major powers over colonies and trade helped precipi-
tate the revolutionary era that began in 1775 with the American Revolution. Britain, France, and 
Spain were the central actors in these global struggles, but other imperial powers participated 
as well. While these nations had previously fought unpopular and costly wars and paid for them 
with new taxes, changes in Western intellectual and political environments now produced a 
much more critical response. Any effort to extend monarchical power or impose new taxes now 
raised questions about the rights of individuals and the authority of political institutions.

Colonial Wars and Fiscal Crises
In the seventeenth century competition among European powers became global in character. 
The newly independent Netherlands attacked the American and Asian colonies of Spain and 
Portugal, even seizing parts of Portugal’s colonial empire in Brazil and Angola. Europe’s other 
emerging sea power, Great Britain, attacked Spanish fleets and seaports in the Americas. These 
rivalries made the defense of trade routes and distant colonies more expensive and difficult.

The eighteenth century further tested the ability of European powers to pay for their impe-
rial ambitions. As Dutch power ebbed, Britain and France began a long struggle for political 
preeminence in western Europe and for territory and trade outlets in the Americas and Asia as 
the older empires of Spain and Portugal struggled to hang on. Nearly all of Europe’s great powers 
participated in the War of the Spanish Succession (1701–1714). A war between Britain and Spain 
over smuggling broadened into a generalized European conflict, the War of Austrian Succession 
(1740–1748). A frontier conflict between French and British forces and their Amerindian allies 
then led to a wider struggle, the Seven Years War (1756–1763). With peace Britain emerged with 
undisputed control of North America east of the Mississippi River and France had surrendered 
Canada and its holdings in India.

The enormous cost of these conflicts distinguished them from earlier wars. Traditional 
taxes collected in traditional ways no longer covered the obligations of governments. While Brit-
ain’s total budget before the Seven Years War had averaged only £8 million, in 1763 war debt 
had reached £137 million and interest payments alone exceeded £5 million. Even as European 
economies expanded, fiscal crises overtook one European government after another. In an intel-
lectual environment transformed by the Enlightenment, the need for new revenues provoked 
debate and confrontation within a vastly expanded and more critical public.

The Enlightenment and the Old Order
The complex and diverse intellectual movement called the Enlightenment applied the meth-
ods and questions of the Scientific Revolution of the seventeenth century to the study of human 
society as well as to the natural world. But some European intellectuals sought to systematize 
knowledge and organize reference materials. For example, the Swedish botanist Carolus Lin-
naeus (kar-ROLL-uhs lin-NEE-uhs) sought to categorize all living organisms, and Samuel 
Johnson published a comprehensive English dictionary. In France Denis Diderot (duh-nee 
DEE-duh-roe) worked with other thinkers to create a compendium of human knowledge, the 
thirty-five-volume Encyclopédie.

The Cost of War

Enlightenment A philo-
sophical belief system in 
 eighteenth-century Europe 
that claimed that one could 
reform society by discover-
ing rational laws that gov-
erned social behavior and 
were just as scientific as 
the laws of physics.

AP* Exam Tip  Be 
able to compare colonial 
wars and fiscal crises in 
different empires as part 
of the analysis of empire 
development.
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Other thinkers pursued lines of inquiry that challenged long-established religious and 
political institutions (see Chapter 17). Some argued that if scientists could understand the laws 
of nature, then surely similar forms of disciplined investigation might reveal laws of human 
nature. Others wondered whether society and government could be better regulated and more 
productive if guided by science rather than by hereditary rulers and the church. These new per-
spectives and the intellectual optimism that fed them helped guide the revolutionary move-
ments of the late eighteenth century.

The English political philosopher John Locke (1632–1704) argued in 1690 that governments 
were created to protect life, liberty, and property and that the people had a right to rebel when a 
monarch violated these natural rights. Locke’s closely reasoned theory began with the assump-
tion that individual rights were the foundation of civil government. In The Social Contract, pub-
lished in 1762, the French-Swiss intellectual Jean-Jacques Rousseau (zhan-zhock roo-SOE) 
(1712–1778) asserted that the will of the people was sacred and that the legitimacy of monarchs 
depended on the consent of the people. Although both men believed that government rested 
on the will of the people, Locke emphasized the importance of individual rights secured insti-
tutionally while Rousseau, much more distrustful of society and government, envisioned the 
people acting collectively as a result of shared historical experience.

All Enlightenment thinkers were not radicals like Rousseau. There was never a uniform pro-
gram for political and social reform, and the era’s intellectuals often disagreed about principles 
and objectives. While the Enlightenment is commonly associated with hostility toward reli-
gion and monarchy, few intellectuals openly expressed republican or atheist sentiments. Even 
Voltaire, one of the Enlightenment’s most critical intellects and great celebrities, believed that 
Europe’s monarchs were likely agents of political and economic reform.

Indeed, sympathetic members of the nobility and reforming European monarchs such as 
Charles III of Spain (r. 1759–1788), Catherine the Great of Russia (r. 1762–1796), and Frederick the 
Great of Prussia (r. 1740–1786) actively sponsored and promoted the dissemination of new ideas, 
providing patronage for many intellectuals. They recognized that elements of the Enlightenment 
buttressed their own efforts to expand royal authority at the expense of religious institutions, the 
nobility, and regional autonomy. Goals such as the development of national bureaucracies staffed 

The Intellectual Challenge 
to Old Order

Monarchs and 
the Enlightenment

The Americas Europe

1750
1754–1763 French and Indian War
1770 Boston Massacre

1756–1763 Seven Years War

1775 1776 American Declaration of Independence
1778 United States alliance with France
1781 British surrender at Yorktown
1783 Treaty of Paris ends American Revolution

1791 Slaves revolt in Saint Domingue (Haiti)

1798 Toussaint L’Ouverture defeats British in Haiti

1778 Death of Voltaire and Rousseau

1789 Storming of Bastille begins French Revolution; 
 Declaration of Rights of Man and Citizen in France

1793–1794 Reign of Terror in France
1795–1799 The Directory rules France
1799 Napoleon overthrows the Directory

1800
1804 Haitians defeat French invasion and declare 
independence

1804 Napoleon crowns himself emperor
1814 Napoleon abdicates; Congress of Vienna opens
1815 Napoleon defeated at Waterloo
1830 Greece gains independence; revolution in France 
 overthrows Charles X

1848 Revolutions in France, Austria, Germany, Hungary, 
and Italy

PRIMARY SOURCE: 
Rousseau Espouses 

Popular Sovereignty and the 
General Will Modern democ-
racies owe much to the political 
ideas of this French philosopher.

AP* Exam Tip  Be sure 
to study how changes in 
social structure led to revo-
lution in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries.
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by civil servants selected on merit, the creation of national legal systems, and the modernization 
of tax systems united many of Europe’s monarchs and intellectuals. Monarchs also understood 
that the era’s passion for science and technology held the potential of fattening national treasur-
ies and improving economic performance.

Though willing to embrace reform proposals when they served royal interests, Europe’s 
monarchs moved quickly to suppress or ban radical ideas that promoted republicanism or 
directly attacked religion. However, too many channels of communication were open to permit 
a thoroughgoing suppression of ideas. In fact, censorship tended to enhance intellectual reputa-
tions, and persecuted intellectuals generally found patronage in the courts of foreign rivals.

Many of the major intellectuals of the Enlightenment corresponded with each other as well 
as with political leaders. This communication led to numerous firsthand contacts among the 
intellectuals of different nations and helped create a more coherent assault on what they saw 
as ignorance—beliefs and values associated with the ancien régime. Rousseau met the Scottish 
philosopher David Hume in Paris. Later, when Rousseau feared arrest, Hume helped him seek 
refuge in Britain. Similarly, Voltaire sought patronage and protection in England and later in 
Prussia.

Women were instrumental in the dissemination of the new ideas. In England educated 
 middle-class women purchased and discussed books and pamphlets. Some were important 
contributors to intellectual life as writers and commentators, raising by example and in argu-
ment the issue of the rights of women. In Paris wealthy women made their homes centers of 
debate, intellectual speculation, and free inquiry. Their salons brought together philosophers, 
social critics, artists, members of the aristocracy, and the commercial elite.

The intellectual ferment of the era deeply influenced the expanding middle class in Europe 
and the Western Hemisphere. Members of this class were eager consumers of books and inex-
pensive newspapers and journals that were widely available. This broadening of the intellectual 
audience overwhelmed traditional institutions of censorship. New public venues like the thou-
sands of coffee-houses and teashops of cities and market towns also became locations to discuss 
scientific discoveries, new technologies, and controversial works on human nature and politics.

Many European intellectuals were interested in the Americas. Some Europeans continued 
to dismiss the region as barbaric and inferior, but others used idealized accounts of the New 
World to support their critiques of European society. Many looked to Britain’s North American 
colonies for confirmation of their belief that human nature unconstrained by the corrupted 
practices of Europe’s old order would quickly produce material abundance and social justice. 
More than any other American, the writer and inventor Benjamin Franklin came to symbolize 
the vast potential of America.

Born in Boston in 1706, the young Franklin trained as a printer. In Philadelphia he suc-
ceeded in business and became famous for his Poor Richard’s Almanac. He retired at forty-two 
to pursue writing, science, and public affairs. Franklin was instrumental in the creation of the 
Philadelphia Free Library, the American Philosophical Society, and the University of Penn-
sylvania. His contributions were both practical and theoretical. He was the inventor of bifocal 
glasses, the lightning rod, and an efficient wood-burning stove. In 1751 he published the scien-
tific paper, Experiments and Observations on Electricity, which won him acclaim from European 
intellectuals.

Franklin was also an important political figure. He served in many capacities in the colonies 
and was selected as a delegate to the Continental Congress that issued the Declaration of Inde-
pendence in 1776. He later became ambassador to Paris, where his achievements, witty conver-
sation, and careful self-promotion made him the symbol of the era. His life seemed to confirm 
the Enlightenment’s most radical objective, the freeing of human potential from the effects of 
inherited privilege.

As Franklin demonstrates, the Western Hemisphere shared in Europe’s intellectual ferment. 
As the Enlightenment penetrated the New World, intellectuals actively debated the legitimacy 
of colonialism itself. European efforts to reform colonial policies by unilaterally altering colo-
nial institutions and overturning long-established political practices further radicalized colo-
nial intellectuals. Among peoples compelled to accept the dependence and inferiority explicit in 
colonial rule, the idea that government authority rested on the consent of the governed proved 
explosive.

Many intellectuals resisted the Enlightenment, seeing it as a dangerous assault on the 
authority of the church and monarchy. This Counter Enlightenment was most influential in 

The Community 
of Belief Systems

The Enlightenment 
and the New World

The Counter 
Enlightenment

PRIMARY SOURCE: The 
United States Declara-

tion of Independence Read a 
selection from Jefferson’s 
famous text, which lays out the 
Enlightenment principles on 
which the United States was 
founded.

Benjamin Franklin Ameri-
can intellectual, inventor, 
and politician who helped 
negotiate French support for 
the American Revolution.
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France and other Catholic nations. Its adherents emphasized the importance of faith to human 
happiness and social well-being. They also emphasized duty and obligation to the community of 
believers in opposition to the concern for individual rights and individual fulfillment common 
in the works of the Enlightenment. Most importantly for the politics of the era, they rejected their 
enemies’ enthusiasm for change and utopianism, reminding their readers of human fallibility 
and the importance of history. While the central ideas of the Enlightenment gained strength 
across the nineteenth century, the Counter Enlightenment provided ideological support for the 
era’s conservatism and later popular antidemocratic movements.

Folk Cultures and Popular Protest
While intellectuals and the reforming royal courts of Europe debated the rational and secular 
enthusiasms of the Enlightenment, most people in Western society remained loyal to compet-
ing cultural values grounded in the preindustrial past. Regional folk cultures were rooted in the 
memory of shared experience and nourished by religious practices that encouraged emotional 
release. These cultural traditions included coherent expressions of the rights and obligations 
that connected people with their rulers. Authorities who violated these understandings were 
likely to face violent opposition.

In the eighteenth century, European monarchs sought to increase their authority and to 
centralize power by reforming tax collection, judicial practice, and public administration. 
Although monarchs viewed these changes as reforms, common people often saw them as viola-
tions of sacred customs and responded with bread riots, tax protests, and attacks on royal offi-
cials. These violent actions sought to preserve custom and precedent rather than overturn tradi-
tional authority. In Spain and the Spanish colonies protesting mobs often expressed love for the 

Reform and 
Popular Culture

Beer Street (1751)  William Hogarth’s 
engraving shows an idealized London 
street scene where beer drinking is associ-
ated with manly strength, good humor, 
and prosperity. The self-satisfied corpu-
lent figure in the left foreground reads a 
copy of the king’s speech to Parliament. 
We can imagine him offering a running 
commentary to his drinking companions 
as he reads.
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THE AMERICAN REVOLUTION, 1775–1800 
In British North America, clumsy efforts to increase colonial taxes to cover rising defense 
expenditures and to diminish the power of elected colonial legislatures outraged a populace 
accustomed to local autonomy. Once begun, the American Revolution ushered in a century-
long process of political and cultural transformation in Europe and the Americas. By the end of 
this revolutionary century constitutions had limited or overturned the authority of monarchs, 
and religion had lost its dominance of Western intellectual life. At the same time revolution-
ary changes in manufacturing and commerce replaced the long-established social order deter-
mined by birth with a new social ideal emphasizing competition and social mobility.

Frontiers and Taxes
After defeating the French in 1763, the British government faced two related problems in its 
North American colonies. As settlers pushed west into Amerindian lands, Britain feared the 
likelihood of renewed conflict and rising military expenses. Already burdened with heavy debts, 
Britain tried to limit settler pressure on Amerindian lands and get colonists to shoulder more of 
the costs of colonial defense and administration.

In the Great Lakes region the British tried to contain costs by reducing fur prices and by 
refusing to continue the French practice of giving gifts and paying rent for frontier forts to Amer-
indian peoples. But lower fur prices forced native peoples to hunt more aggressively, putting 
pressure on the environment and endangering some species. The situation got worse as settlers 
and white trappers pushed across the Appalachians to compete with indigenous hunters. The 
predictable result was renewed violence along the frontier led by Pontiac, an Ottawa chief. His 
broad alliance of native peoples drove the British military from some western outposts but was 
defeated within a year.

The British government’s panicked reaction was the Proclamation of 1763, which estab-
lished a western limit for settlement, undermining the claims of thousands of established farm-
ers without effectively protecting Amerindian land. No one was satisfied. In 1774 Britain tried 
again to slow the movement of settlers onto Amerindian lands by annexing western territories to 
the province of Quebec. This provoked bitter resentment in the colonies.

British Frontier Policy

monarch while at the same time assaulting his officials and preventing the implementation of 
reforms, shouting “Long Live the King! Death to Bad Government!”

Enlightenment-era reformers sought to bring order and discipline to the citizenry by ban-
ning or altering numerous popular traditions—such as harvest festivals, religious holidays, 
and country fairs—that enlivened the drudgery of everyday life. These events were popular cel-
ebrations of sexuality and individuality as well as opportunities for masked and costumed cel-
ebrants to mock the greed, pretension, and foolishness of government officials, the wealthy, and 
the clergy. Hard drinking, gambling, and blood sports like cockfighting and bearbaiting were 
popular in preindustrial mass culture, but reformers viewed them as corrupt and decadent. 

Reforming governments undertook to substitute 
civic rituals, patriotic anniversaries, and institu-
tions of self-improvement for older customs, often 
provoking protests and riots.

The efforts of ordinary men and women to 
resist the growth of government power and the 
imposition of new cultural forms provide an 
important political undercurrent to much of the 
revolutionary agitation and conflict between 1750 
and 1850. Spontaneous popular uprisings and pro-
tests punctuated nearly every effort at reform in 
the eighteenth century. But popular protest gained 
revolutionary potential only when it coincided 
with ideological division and conflict within the 
governing class.

SECTION REVIEW

 ● Wars fought to protect colonies and trade routes overwhelmed 
the fiscal resources of European powers.

 ● European intellectuals applied the methods of scientific 
inquiry to political structures and forms of governance in the 
Enlightenment.

 ● In the Counter Enlightenment some intellectuals rejected 
attacks on tradition and religion.

 ● The effort to create uniform and rational administration pro-
voked defense of folk culture and tradition.
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The Tarring and Feathering of a British Official, 1774  
British periodicals responded to the rising tide of 
colonial protest by focusing on mob violence and the 
breakdown of public order. This illustration portrayed 
the brutal treatment given John Malcomb, commis-
sioner of customs at Boston. For many in Britain, 
colonial demands for liberty were little more than an 
excuse for mob violence.Th
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While frontier issues increased colonial hostility and suspicion, they did not lead to a breach. 
But British efforts to transfer the cost of imperial wars to the colonists through a campaign of fis-
cal reforms and new taxes sparked a political confrontation that ultimately led to rebellion. New 
British commercial regulations endangered New England’s profitable trade with Spanish and 
French Caribbean sugar colonies. More disruptive still was Britain’s outlawing of colonial issues 
of paper money, a custom made necessary by the colonies’ chronic balance-of-payments defi-
cits. Colonial legislatures responded by protesting these measures while angry colonists orga-
nized boycotts of British goods.

Colonists deeply resented the Stamp Act of 1765, a tax on all legal documents, newspapers, 
pamphlets, and nearly all printed material. Now propertied colonists, including holders of high 
office and members of the colonial elite, assumed leading roles in protests. Critics of these mea-
sures used fiery political language, identifying Britain’s rulers as “parricides” and “tyrants,” 
while women from prominent colonial families organized boycotts of British goods. Colonial 
women now viewed the production of homespun textiles as a patriotic obligation. Organizations 
such as the Sons of Liberty were more confrontational, holding public meetings, intimidating 
royal officials, and organizing committees to enforce the boycotts. Although this combina-
tion of protest and boycott forced the repeal of the Stamp Act, Britain soon imposed new taxes 
and duties. Parliament also sent British troops to quell colonial riots. One indignant woman 
expressed her anger to a British officer:

[T]he most ignorant peasant knows . . . that no man has the right to take their money with-
out their consent. The supposition is ridiculous and absurd, as none but highwaymen and 
robbers attempt it. Can you, my friend, reconcile it with your own good sense, that a body 
of men in Great Britain, who have little intercourse with America . . . shall invest themselves 
with a power to command our lives and properties [?] 1

British authorities reacted to boycotts and attacks on royal officials by threatening colonial 
liberties. They dissolved the colonial legislature of Massachusetts and sent two regiments of sol-
diers to reestablish control of Boston’s streets. Popular support for a complete break with Britain 
grew after March 5, 1770, when British soldiers fired at an angry Boston crowd, killing five civil-

ians. The “Boston Massacre” exposed the naked force 
on which colonial rule rested and radicalized public 
opinion throughout the colonies.

Parliament attempted to calm colonial opinion 
by repealing some taxes and duties, but it stumbled 
into another crisis when it granted the East India 
Company a monopoly to import tea to the colonies. 
This decision raised again the constitutional issue of 
Parliament’s right to tax the colonies. The crisis came 
to a head when protesters dumped tea worth £10,000 
into Boston harbor. Britain responded by appointing 
a military man, Thomas Gage, as governor of Mas-
sachusetts and by closing the port of Boston. British 
troops now enforced public order in Boston, and pub-
lic administration was in the hands of a general. This 
militarization of colonial government undermined 
Britain’s constitutional authority and made rebellion 
inevitable.

New Colonial Tax and 
Commercial Policies

Colonial Protests
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The Course of Revolution, 1775–1783
When representatives elected to the Continental Congress met in Philadelphia in 1775, patriot 
militia had already fought British troops at Lexington and Concord, Massachusetts (see Map 
21.1). Events were propelling the colonies toward revolution. Congress assumed the powers of 
government. They created a currency and organized an army led by George Washington (1732–
1799), a Virginia planter who had served in the French and Indian War.

The angry rhetoric of thousands of street-corner speakers and the inflammatory pamphlet 
Common Sense, written by Thomas Paine, a recent immigrant from England, propelled popu-
lar support for independence. On July 4, 1776, Congress approved the Declaration of Indepen-
dence, the document that proved to be the most enduring statement of the revolutionary era’s 
ideology:

We hold these truths to be self evident: That all men are created equal; that they are endowed 
by their creator with certain unalienable rights; that among these are life, liberty and the 
pursuit of happiness; that, to secure these rights, governments are instituted among men, 
deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed.

The Declaration’s affirmation of popular sovereignty and individual rights would influence the 
language of revolution and popular protest around the world.

Great Britain reacted by sending additional military forces to pacify the colonies. By 1778 
Britain had 50,000 British troops and 30,000 German mercenaries in the colonies. Despite the 
existence of a large loyalist community, the British army found it difficult to control the coun-
tryside. Although British forces won most of the battles, Washington slowly built a competent 
Continental army as well as civilian support networks that provided supplies and financial 
resources.

The British government also tried to find a political compromise that would satisfy colonial 
grievances. Half-hearted efforts to resolve the conflict over taxes failed, and an offer to roll back 
the clock and reestablish the administrative arrangements of 1763 made little headway. Over-
confidence in its military and poor leadership kept the British from finding a political solution 
before revolutionary institutions were in place and the armies engaged. By allowing confronta-
tion to occur, the British government lost the opportunity to mobilize and give direction to the 
large numbers of loyalists and pacifists in the colonies.

Along the Canadian border, both sides solicited Amerindians as allies and feared them as 
potential enemies. For over a hundred years, members of the powerful Iroquois Confederacy—
Mohawk, Oneida, Onondaga, Cayuga, Seneca, and (after 1722) Tuscarora—had protected their 
traditional lands with a combination of diplomacy and warfare. Just as the American Revolution 
forced settler families to join the rebels or remain loyal, it divided the Iroquois, who fought on 
both sides.

The Mohawk proved to be valuable British allies. Their loyalist leader Joseph Brant (Thay-
endanegea [ta-YEHN-dah-NEY-geh-ah]) organized Britain’s most potent fighting force along 
the Canadian border. His raids along the northern frontier earned him the title “Monster” Brant, 
but he was actually a man who moved easily between European and Amerindian cultures. Edu-
cated by missionaries, he was fluent in English and helped translate Protestant religious tracts 
into Mohawk. He was friendly with many loyalist families and British officials and had traveled 
to London for an audience with George III (r. 1760–1820).

The defeat in late 1777 of Britain’s general John Burgoyne by General Horatio Gates at Sara-
toga, New York, put the future of the Mohawk at risk. American forces followed this victory with 
destructive attacks on Iroquois villages that reduced their political and military power. After 
Britain’s defeat, Brant and the Mohawk joined the loyalist exodus to Canada.

The British defeat at Saratoga also convinced France to enter the war as an ally of the United 
States in 1778. French military help proved crucial, supplying American forces and forcing the 
British to defend their colonies in the Caribbean. The French contribution was most clear in the 
final battle, fought at Yorktown, Virginia, in 1781 (see Map 21.1). With the American army sup-
ported by French soldiers and a French fleet, General Charles Cornwallis surrendered to Wash-
ington as the British military band played “The World Turned Upside-Down.”

This victory effectively ended the war, and the Continental Congress sent representatives 
to the peace conference with instructions to work in tandem with the French. Believing that 
France was more concerned with containing British power than with guaranteeing a strong 

George Washington Military 
commander of the American 
Revolution. He was the first 
elected president of the 
United States (1789–1799).

Joseph Brant Mohawk 
leader who supported the 
British during the American 
Revolution.
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United States, America’s peace delegation chose to negotiate directly with Britain and gained 
a generous settlement. The Treaty of Paris (1783) granted unconditional independence and 
established generous boundaries for the former colonies. In return the United States promised 
to repay prewar debts due to British merchants and to allow loyalists to recover property confis-
cated by patriot forces. In the end, loyalists were badly treated, and thousands left for Canada.

The Construction of Republican Political Structures, to 1800
Even before the Declaration of Independence, many colonies had created new governments. 
Leaders in the new states summoned constitutional conventions to draft formal charters. Euro-
peans were fascinated by the drafting of written constitutions and by their ratification by popu-
lar vote. Many early state constitutions were translated and published in Europe. Remember-
ing colonial conflicts with royal governors, state constitutions placed severe limits on executive 
authority and granted broad powers to legislatures. Many state constitutions included bills of 
rights to provide further protection against tyranny.

It proved more difficult to frame a national constitution. The Second Continental Congress 
sent the Articles of Confederation—the first constitution of the United States—to the states for 
approval in 1777, but it was not accepted until 1781. It created a one-house legislature in which 
each state had a single vote. While a simple majority of the thirteen states was sufficient to pass 
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MAP 21.1  The American Revolutionary War The British army won most of the major battles, and British troops held most 
of the major cities. Even so, the American revolutionaries eventually won a comprehensive military and political victory.
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Constitutional Convention 
Meeting in 1787 of the 
elected representatives 
of the thirteen original states 
to write the Constitution of 
the United States.

SECTION REVIEW

 ● Britain tried to prevent new settlements on Amerindian lands 
and limit the expense of frontier defense.

 ● New colonial tax and commercial policies provoked colonial 
protest and boycotts in North America.

 ● Armed conflict between British troops and colonists led to 
the calling of the Continental Congress and the Declaration of 
Independence.

 ● French support for the American Revolution proved crucial.

 ● The American states supported the creation of a new constitu-
tion that divided the powers of government.

THE FRENCH REVOLUTION, 1789–1815
The French Revolution undermined traditional monarchy and hereditary aristocracy as well as 
the power of the Catholic Church but, unlike the American Revolution, did not create endur-
ing representative institutions. The colonial revolution in North America, however, did not con-
front so directly the entrenched privileges of an established church, monarchy, and aristocracy. 
Among its achievements, the French Revolution expanded mass participation in political life 
and radicalized the democratic tradition inherited from the English and American experiences. 
The political passions unleashed by revolutionary events in France also ultimately led to rule by 
popular demagogues and the dictatorship of Napoleon.

French Society and Fiscal Crisis
French society was divided in three estates. The clergy, called the First Estate, numbered about 
130,000 in a nation of 28 million. The Catholic clergy was organized hierarchically, and members 
of the hereditary nobility held almost all top positions in the church. The church owned about 

minor legislation, nine votes were necessary for declaring war, imposing taxes, and coining or 
borrowing money. A committee, not a president, exercised executive power. Given the intended 
weakness of this government, it is remarkable that it defeated Great Britain.

Many of the most powerful political figures in the United States recognized that the Confed-
eration was unable to enforce unpopular requirements of the peace treaty such as the recogni-
tion of loyalist property claims, the payment of prewar debts, and even the payment of military 
salaries and pensions to veterans. As a result, Virginia invited the other states to discuss the 
government’s failure to deal with trade issues in September 1786. This assembly called for a new 
convention to meet in Philadelphia. A rebellion led by Revolutionary War veterans in western 
Massachusetts gave the assembling delegates a sense of urgency.

The Constitutional Convention, which met in May 1787, achieved a nonviolent second 
American Revolution. The delegates pushed aside the announced purpose of the convention— 
“to render the constitution of the federal government adequate to the exigencies of the union”—
and secretly undertook to write a new constitution with George Washington serving as presid-
ing officer.

Debate focused on representation, electoral procedures, executive powers, and the relation-
ship between the federal government and the states. The final compromise distributed political 
power among executive, legislative, and judicial branches and divided authority between the 
federal government and the states. The chief executive—the president—was to be elected indi-
rectly by “electors” selected by ballot in the states.

Although this constitution created the most democratic government of the era, only a minor-
ity of the adult population had full political rights. While some northern states were hostile to 
slavery, southern leaders protected the institution. Slaves were denied participation in the polit-
ical process, but slave states were permitted to count three-fifths of the slave population to allo-

cate the number of congressional representatives, 
thus multiplying the political power of the slave-
owning class. Southern delegates also gained a 
twenty-year continuation of the slave trade to 1808 
and a fugitive slave clause that required all states 
to return runaway slaves to masters.

Women had led prewar boycotts and had orga-
nized relief and charitable organizations during 
the war. Some had served in the military as nurses, 
and a smaller number had joined the ranks dis-
guised as men. Nevertheless, women were denied 
political rights in the new republic. Only New Jer-
sey granted the vote to women and African Ameri-
cans who met property requirements, and in 1807 
state lawmakers eliminated this right.

The Limits of Democracy
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Parisian Stocking Mender  The poor lived very dif-
ficult lives. This woman uses a discarded wine bar-
rel as a shop where she mends socks.Pr
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10 percent of the nation’s land and extracted substantial amounts of wealth from the economy in 
the form of tithes and ecclesiastical fees, but it paid few taxes.

The 300,000 members of the nobility, the Second Estate, controlled about 30 percent of the 
land and retained ancient rights on much of the rest. Nobles held most high administrative, 
judicial, military, and church positions. Though barred from some types of commercial activity, 
nobles were important participants in wholesale trade, banking, manufacturing, and mining. 
Like the clergy, this estate was hierarchical: important differences in wealth, power, and outlook 
separated the higher from the lower nobility. In the eighteenth century many wealthy common-
ers who purchased administrative and judicial offices claimed noble status.

The Third Estate included everyone else, from wealthy financiers to beggars. The number 
of propertied and successful commoners grew rapidly in the eighteenth century. Commerce, 
finance, and manufacturing accounted for much of the wealth of the Third Estate. Wealthy com-
moners also owned nearly a third of the nation’s land. This literate and socially ambitious group 
supported an expanding publishing industry, subsidized the fine arts, and purchased many of 
the extravagant new homes built in Paris and other cities.

Artisans, shopkeepers, and small landowners owned property and lived decently when 
crops were good and prices stable, but by 1780 poor harvests had increased their cost of living 
and led to a decline in consumer demand for their products. They were rich enough to fear the 
loss of their property and status and well educated enough to be aware of the growing criticism 
of the king, but they lacked the means to influence policy.

Poverty was common. Peasants accounted for 80 percent of the French population. The 
poverty and vulnerability of peasant families forced young children to seek seasonal work and 
led many to crime and beggary. In Paris and other French cities the vile living conditions and 
unhealthy diet of the urban poor were startling to visitors from other European nations. City 

streets swarmed with beggars and prostitutes. 
The problem of child abandonment suggests the 
wretchedness of the French poor. On the eve of the 
French Revolution parents gave up at least 40,000 
children per year. Their belief that these children 
would be adopted was no more than a convenient 
fiction; in reality the majority died of neglect.

Unable to afford decent housing, obtain steady 
employment, or protect their children, the poor 
periodically erupted in violent protest and rage. 
In the countryside the decisions of the nobility or 
clergy to increase taxes and other burdens often led 
to violence. In towns and cities any increase in the 
price of bread could spark a riot, since bread prices 
determined the quality of life of the poor. These 
explosive episodes, however, were not revolution-
ary in character; rioters sought immediate relief 
rather than structural change. That was to change 
when the Crown tried to solve its fiscal crisis.

The cost of the War of the Austrian Succession 
began the crisis. Louis XV (r. 1715–1774) tried to 
impose new taxes on the nobility and other privi-
leged groups, but this led to widespread protests. 
New debt from the Seven Years War deepened the 
crisis and compelled the king to impose emergency 
fiscal measures. The Parlement of Paris, an appeal 

The Third Estate

The Poor
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court, resisted these measures. Frustrated by these actions, French authorities exiled members 
of the Parlement and pushed through a series of unpopular fiscal measures.

When the twenty-two-year-old Louis XVI assumed the throne in 1774, he faced a desperate 
fiscal situation compounded by the growing opposition of French courts. In 1774 his chief finan-
cial adviser warned that the government could barely afford to operate; as he put it, “the first 
gunshot [act of war] will drive the state to bankruptcy.” Despite this warning, the king decided 
to support the American Revolution, delaying collapse by borrowing enormous sums and dis-
guising the growing debt in misleading fiscal accounts. By the end of the war, more than half of 
France’s national budget was required to pay the interest on its debt.

In 1787 the desperate king called an Assembly of Notables to approve a radical and compre-
hensive reform of the economy and fiscal policy. Despite the fact that the king’s advisers selected 
this assembly from the high nobility, the judiciary, and the clergy, these representatives of privi-
lege proved unwilling to support the proposed reforms and new taxes.

Protest Turns to Revolution, 1789–1792
In frustration, the king dismissed the Notables and attempted to implement reforms on his own, 
but his effort was met by an increasingly hostile judiciary and by popular demonstrations. The 
refusal of the elite to grant needed tax concessions forced the king to call the Estates General, 
a customary consultative body representing the three estates that had not met since 1614. The 
narrow self-interest and greed of the rich—who would not tolerate an increase in their own 
taxes—rather than the grinding poverty of the common people had created the conditions for 
revolution.

In late 1788 and early 1789 members of the three estates came together throughout the 
nation to discuss grievances and elect representatives to meet at Versailles (vuhr-SIGH). The 
Third Estate’s representatives were mostly men of substantial property, but some were angry 
with the king’s ministers and inclined to move France toward constitutional monarchy with 
an elected legislature. Many nobles and members of the clergy sympathized with the reform 
agenda of the Third Estate, but deep internal divisions over procedural and policy issues limited 
the power of the First and the Second Estates. Nevertheless, some clergy, and eventually nobles, 
joined with the Third Estate.

After six weeks of deadlock, the Third Estate, with allies from the other estates, signaled its 
ambitions by calling itself the National Assembly. Fearful of the growing assertiveness of these 
representatives, the king locked them out of their meeting place. They moved to an indoor ten-
nis court and pledged to write a constitution. The ascendant ideas of the era, that the people are 
sovereign and the legitimacy of rulers depends on their fulfilling the people’s will, now swept 
away the king’s narrow desire to solve the nation’s fiscal crisis. Louis prepared for a confronta-
tion with the National Assembly by moving military forces to Versailles. Before he could act, the 
people of Paris intervened.

A succession of bad harvests beginning in 1785 had propelled bread prices upward through-
out France and provoked an economic depression as demand for nonessential goods collapsed. 
By the time the Estates General met, nearly a third of the Parisian work force was unemployed. 
Hunger and anger marched hand in hand through working-class neighborhoods.

When the people of Paris heard that the king was massing troops in Versailles to arrest the 
representatives, crowds of common people began to seize arms and mobilize. On July 14, 1789, a 
crowd attacked the Bastille (bass-TEEL), a medieval fortress used as a prison. The futile defense 
of the Bastille cost ninety-eight lives before its garrison surrendered. Enraged, the attackers 
hacked the commander to death and then paraded through the city with his head and that of 
Paris’s chief magistrate stuck on pikes.

These events coincided with uprisings by peasants in the country. Peasants sacked manor 
houses and destroyed documents that recorded their traditional obligations. They refused to 
pay taxes and dues to landowners and seized common lands. Forced to recognize the fury rag-
ing through rural areas, the National Assembly voted to end traditional obligations and the priv-
ileges of the nobility and church, essentially ending the feudal system. Having won this victory, 
peasants ceased their revolt.

These popular uprisings strengthened the hand of the National Assembly in its dealings 
with the king and led to passage of the Declaration of the Rights of Man and the Citizen, which 
stated the principles for a future constitution. There were similarities between the language 

The Politics of Debts 
and Taxes

The Third Estate Acts

The Bastille Falls

Declaration of 
the Rights of Man 

and the Citizen

Estates General France’s 
traditional national assembly 
with representatives of the 
three estates, or classes, in 
French society: the clergy, 
nobility, and commoners. 
The calling of the Estates 
General in 1789 led to the 
French Revolution.

Declaration of the Rights of 
Man and the Citizen State-
ment of fundamental politi-
cal rights adopted by the 
French National Assembly at 
the beginning of the French 
Revolution.
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of this declaration and the U.S. Declaration of Independence. Thomas Jefferson, author of the 
American document, was U.S. ambassador to Paris and offered his opinion to those drafting the 
French statement. The French declaration, however, was more sweeping in its language. Among 
the enumerated natural rights were “liberty, property, security, and resistance to oppression.” 
The Declaration of the Rights of Man and the Citizen also guaranteed free expression of ideas, 
equality before the law, and representative government.

While delegates debated political issues in Versailles, the economic crisis worsened in Paris. 
Women employed in the garment industry and small shopkeepers were particularly hard hit. 
Because the working women of Paris faced high food prices every day as they struggled to feed 
their families, their anger had a hard edge. Public markets became political arenas where the 
urban poor met daily in angry assembly. Here the revolutionary link between the material depri-
vation of the French poor and the political aspirations of the French bourgeoisie was forged.

On October 5, thousands of market women marched the 12 miles (19 kilometers) to Ver-
sailles. They forced their way into the National Assembly to demand action: “the point is that 
we want bread,” they shouted. The crowd then entered the royal apartments, killed some of the 
king’s guards, and searched for Queen Marie Antoinette (ann-twah-NET), whom they hated as 
a symbol of extravagance. They then forced the royal family to relocate to Paris.

With the king’s ability to resist democratic change overcome by the Paris crowd, the National 
Assembly achieved a radically restructured French society in the next two years. It passed a 
new constitution that dramatically limited monarchial power and abolished the nobility as a 
hereditary class. Economic reforms swept away monopolies and trade barriers within France. 
Renamed the Legislative Assembly, legislators took on the church, seizing its lands to use as col-
lateral for a new paper currency, mandating the election of priests, and placing them on the pub-
lic payroll. When the Assembly forced priests to take a loyalty oath, however, many Catholics 
joined a growing counterrevolutionary movement.

At first, many European monarchs welcomed the weakening of the French king, but by 1791 
Austria and Prussia threatened to intervene in support of the monarchy. The Legislative Assem-
bly responded by declaring war. Although the war went badly at first for French forces, people 
across France responded patriotically to foreign invasions, forming huge new volunteer armies 
and mobilizing national resources to meet the challenge.

The Terror, 1793–1794
In this period of national crisis and foreign threat, the French Revolution entered its most radi-
cal phase. A failed effort by the king and queen to escape from Paris cost the king his  remaining 

The Women of Paris Act

Revolutionary 
Changes Begin

Parisians Storm the 
 Bastille  An eyewitness 
to the storming of the 
Bastille on July 14, 1789, 
painted this representation 
of this epochal event, still 
celebrated by the French as 
a national holiday.

Ph
ot

os
12

.c
om

-A
RJ

PRIMARY SOURCE: 
The Declaration of the 

Rights of Man and the Citi-
zen This document, drafted 
by the National Assembly of 
France, is an Enlightenment 
cousin of Jefferson’s 
Declaration.

      Copyright 2011 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s). 
Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



614  CHAPTER 21 Revolutionary Changes in the Atlantic World, 1750–1850

popular support. On August 10, 1792, a crowd invaded his palace in Paris, forcing the king to 
seek protection in the Legislative Assembly, which suspended his authority and ordered his 
imprisonment. These actions helped lead to the creation of a new legislative and executive body, 
the National Convention.

Rumors of counterrevolutionary plots kept working-class neighborhoods in an uproar, and 
in September a mob surged through the city’s prisons, killing nearly half the prisoners. Swept 
along by popular passion, the newly elected National Convention convicted Louis XVI of trea-
son, sentenced him to death, and proclaimed France a republic. The guillotine ended the king’s 
life in January 1793 (see Environment and Technology: The Guillotine). These events precipi-
tated a wider war with nearly all of Europe’s powers allied against France.

The National Convention—the new legislature of the French Republic—convened in Sep-
tember. Almost all its members were from the middle class, and nearly all were Jacobins (JAK-
uh-bin)—the most uncompromising democrats. Deep political differences, however, separated 
moderate Jacobins—called “Girondists (juh-RON-dist),” after a region in southern France—
and radicals known as “the Mountain.” Members of the Mountain—so named because their 
seats were on the highest level in the assembly hall—were more sympathetic than the Girondists 
to the demands of the Parisian working class and less patient with parliamentary procedure. 
Maximilien Robespierre (ROBES-pee-air), a young, little-known lawyer influenced by Rous-
seau’s ideas, dominated the Mountain.

With the French economy in crisis and Paris suffering from inflation, high unemployment, 
and scarcity, Robespierre used the popular press and political clubs to forge an alliance with the 
volatile Parisian working class. His growing strength in the streets allowed him to purge and 
execute many of his enemies in the National Convention and to restructure the government. He 
placed executive power in the hands of the newly formed Committee of Public Safety, which cre-
ated special courts to seek out and punish enemies of the Revolution.

Among the groups that lost influence were the active feminists of the Parisian middle class 
and the working-class women who had sought the right to bear arms in defense of the Revolu-
tion. These women had provided decisive leadership at crucial times, helping propel the Revo-
lution toward widened suffrage and a more democratic structure. Armed women had actively 
participated in every confrontation with conservative forces. It is ironic that the National 
 Convention—the revolutionary era’s most radical legislative body—chose to repress the militant 
feminist forces that had prepared the ground for its creation.

Faced with rebellion in the provinces and foreign invasion, Robespierre and his allies 
unleashed a period of repression called the Reign of Terror (1793–1794) (see Diversity and Domi-
nance: Robespierre and Wollstonecraft Defend and Explain the Terror). During the Terror, exe-
cutions and deaths in prison claimed 40,000 lives while another 300,000 suffered imprisonment. 
The revolutionary government took new actions against the clergy as well, including the pro-
vocative measure of forcing priests to marry. Even time was subject to revolutionary change. A 
new republican calendar created twelve 30-day months divided into 10-day weeks. Sunday, with 
its Christian meanings, disappeared from the calendar.

By spring 1794 the Revolution was secure from foreign and domestic enemies, but repres-
sion continued. Among the victims were some of Robespierre’s closest political collaborators 
during the Terror. The execution of these former allies prepared the way for Robespierre’s own 
fall by undermining the sense of invulnerability that had secured the loyalty of his remaining 

The Jacobins

Women and 
the Revolution

The End of Robespierre

Jacobins Radical repub-
licans during the French 
Revolution. They were led by 
Maximilien Robespierre from 
1793 to 1794.

Maximilien Robespierre 
Young provincial lawyer who 
led the most radical phases 
of the French Revolution. His 
execution ended the Reign 
of Terror.

Playing Cards from the 
French Revolution  Even 
playing cards could be 
used to attack the aristoc-
racy and Catholic Church. 
In this pack of cards, 
“Equality” and “Liberty” 
replaced kings and queens. Ar
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ENVIRONMENT + TECHNOLOGY

The Guillotine

partisans. After French victories eliminated the immediate foreign threat in 1794, conservatives 
in the Convention voted to arrest Robespierre and then ordered his execution along with that of 
nearly a hundred of his allies in July 1794.

Reaction and the Rise of Napoleon, 1795–1815
Purged of Robespierre’s collaborators, the Convention began to undo the radical reforms. It 
removed emergency economic controls that held down prices and protected the working class. 
Gone also was toleration for violent popular demonstrations. When the Paris working class rose 
in protest in 1795, the Convention reacted with overwhelming military force. It allowed the 
Catholic Church to regain much of its former influence, but it did not return the church’s con-
fiscated wealth. It also put in place a more conservative constitution that protected property, 
established a voting process that reduced the power of the masses, and created a new executive 
authority, the Directory.

After losing the election of 1797, the Directory refused to give up power, effectively end-
ing the republican phase of the Revolution. Political authority now depended on coercive force 
rather than elections. Two years later, a brilliant young general in the French army, Napoleon 
Bonaparte (1769–1821), seized power. Just as the American and French Revolutions had been 
the start of the modern democratic tradition, the military intervention that brought Napo-
leon to power in 1799 marked the advent of another modern form of government: popular 
authoritarianism.

Napoleon

No machine more powerfully symbolizes the revolutionary 
era than the guillotine. The machine immortalizes Joseph 
Ignace Guillotin (1738–1814), a physician and member of the 
French Constituent Assembly. In 1789 Guillotin recommended 
that executions be made more humane by use of a beheading 
device. He sought to replace hangings, used for commoners, 
and beheadings by axe, used for the nobility. Both forms of exe-
cution were often conducted with little skill, leading to grue-
some and painful deaths. Guillotin believed that a properly 
designed machine would produce predictable, nearly painless 
deaths and remove the social distinction between commoners 
and nobles, embarrassing in a more egalitarian age.

After 1791 execution by beheading became the common 
sentence for all capital crimes. Another physician, Antoine 
Louis, secretary of the College of Surgeons, designed the actual 
machine. Once directed to produce a suitable device, Louis, 
in many ways a typical technician of his time, systematically 
examined devices used elsewhere and experimented until sat-
isfied with his results. Praised by contemporaries because it 
seemed to remove human agency, and therefore revenge, from 
the death penalty, the guillotine became the physical symbol 
of the Terror.

The Guillotine  The guillotine, introduced as a more humane 
and democratic alternative to traditional executions, came to 
symbolize the arbitrary violence of the French Revolution. In 
this contemporary cartoon Robespierre, the architect of the 
Terror, serves as executioner while surrounded by guillotines. Th
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Napoleon Bonaparte 
General who overthrew 
the French Directory in 
1799 and became emperor 
of the French in 1804. Failed 
to defeat Great Britain and 
abdicated in 1814. Returned 
to power briefly in 1815 but 
was defeated and died in 
exile.
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Many Europeans who had been sympathetic to the French Revo-
lution were repelled by the Terror. In 1793 and 1794, while France 
was at war with Austria, Prussia, Great Britain, Holland, and 
Spain, revolutionaries in Paris executed about 2,600 people, 
including the king and queen, members of the nobility, and 
Catholic clergy. Critics of the Revolution asked if these excesses 
were not worse than those committed by the French monarchy. 
Others defended the violence as necessary, arguing that enemies 
of the Revolution provoked the Terror.

The following two opinions date from 1794. Maximilien 
Robespierre was the head of the Committee of Public Safety, 
the effective head of the revolutionary government. He was a 
provincial lawyer who rose to power in Paris as the Revolution 
radicalized. In the statement that follows he argues that violence 
is necessary in the defense of liberty, making this statement on 
the eve of his own political demise. In 1794 the revolutionary 
movement he had helped create removed him from power and 
ordered his execution. 

Mary Wollstonecraft, an English intellectual and advocate for 
women’s rights who was living in Paris at the time of the execu-
tion of Louis XVI, was troubled by the violence, and her discus-
sion of these events is more an apology than a defense. She had 
published her famous A Vindication of the Rights of Woman 
in 1792, after which she left for Paris. Wollstonecraft left Paris 
after war broke out between France and Britain. She remained 
an important force in European intellectual life until her death 
from complications of childbirth in 1797.

Maximilien Robespierre, “On the 
Moral and Political Principles 
of Domestic Policy”
[L]et us deduce a great truth: the characteristic of popular 
government is confidence in the people and severity towards 
itself.

The whole development of our theory would end here if 
you had only to pilot the vessel of the Republic through calm 
waters; but the tempest roars, and the revolution imposes on 
you another task.

This great purity of the French revolution’s basis, the very 
sublimity of its objective, is precisely what causes both our 
strength and our weakness. Our strength, because it gives to us 
truth’s ascendancy over imposture, and the rights of the public 

interest over private interests; our weakness, because it rallies 
all vicious men against us, all those who in their hearts con-
templated despoiling the people and all those who intend to 
let it be despoiled with impunity, both those who have rejected 
freedom as a personal calamity and those who have embraced 
the revolution as a career and the Republic as prey. Hence the 
defection of so many ambitious or greedy men who since the 
point of departure have abandoned us along the way because 
they did not begin the journey with the same destination in 
view. The two opposing spirits that have been represented in a 
struggle to rule nature might be said to be fighting in this great 
period of human history to fix irrevocably the world’s desti-
nies, and France is the scene of this fearful combat. Without, 
all the tyrants encircle you; within, all tyranny’s friends con-
spire; they will conspire until hope is wrested from crime. We 
must smother the internal and external enemies of the Repub-
lic or perish with it; now in this situation, the first maxim of 
your policy ought to be to lead the people by reason and the 
people’s enemies by terror.

If the spring of popular government in time of peace is vir-
tue, the springs of popular government in revolution are at 
once virtue and terror: virtue, without which terror is fatal; ter-
ror, without which virtue is powerless. Terror is nothing other 
than justice, prompt, severe, inflexible; it is therefore an ema-
nation of virtue; it is not so much a special principle as it is a 
consequence of the general principle of democracy applied to 
our country’s most urgent needs.

It has been said that terror is the principle of despotic gov-
ernment. Does your government therefore resemble despo-
tism? Yes, as the sword that gleams in the hands of the heroes 
of liberty resembles that with which the henchmen of tyranny 
are armed. Let the despot govern by terror his brutalized sub-
jects; he is right, as a despot. Subdue by terror the enemies of 
liberty, and you will be right, as founders of the Republic. The 
government of the revolution is liberty’s despotism against 
tyranny. Is force made only to protect crime? And is the thun-
derbolt not destined to strike the heads of the proud?

. . . Society owes protection only to peaceable citizens; the 
only citizens in the Republic are the republicans. For it, the 
royalists, the conspirators are only strangers or, rather, ene-
mies. This terrible war waged by liberty against tyranny is it 
not indivisible? Are the enemies within not the allies of the 
enemies without? The assassins who tear our country apart, 
the intriguers who buy the consciences that hold the people’s 

DIVERSITY + DOMINANCE

Robespierre and Wollstonecraft Defend and Explain the Terror

The American and French Revolutions resulted in part from conflicts over representation. 
If the people were sovereign, what institutions best expressed popular will? In the United States 
the answer was the expansion of the right to vote and creation of representative institutions. The 
French Revolution took a different direction with the Reign of Terror. Interventions on the floor 
of the National Convention by market women and soldiers, the presence of common people at 
revolutionary tribunals and at public executions, and the expansion of military service were all 
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red sky of vengeance, to confound the innocent with the guilty. 
The mob were barbarous beyond the tiger’s cruelty. . . .

Let us cast our eyes over the history of man, and we shall 
scarcely find a page that is not tarnished by some foul deed or 
bloody transaction. Let us examine the catalogue of the vices 
of men in a savage state, and contrast them with those of men 
civilized; we shall find that a barbarian, considered as a moral 
being, is an angel, compared with the refined villain of artifi-
cial life. Let us investigate the causes which have produced this 
degeneracy, and we shall discover that they are those unjust 
plans of government which have been formed by peculiar cir-
cumstances in every part of the globe.

Then let us coolly and impartially contemplate the 
improvements which are gaining ground in the formation of 
principles of policy; and I flatter myself it will be allowed by 
every humane and considerate being that a political system 
more simple than has hitherto existed would effectually check 
those aspiring follies, which, by imitation, leading to vice, 
have banished from governments the very shadow of justice 
and magnanimity.

Thus had France grown up and sickened on the corruption 
of a state diseased. . . . it is only the philosophical eye, which 
looks into the nature and weighs the consequences of human 
actions, that will be able to discern the cause, which has pro-
duced so many dreadful effects.

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYSIS
1. Why does Robespierre believe that revolution cannot toler-

ate diversity of opinion? Are his reasons convincing?
2. How does Robespierre distinguish the terror of despots 

from the terror of liberty?
3. How does Wollstonecraft explain the “ferocity” of the 

Parisians?
4. What does Wollstonecraft believe will come from this period 

of violence?

Sources: Maximilien Robespierre, “On the Moral and Political Principles of 
Domestic Policy,” February 5, 1794, Modern History Sourcebook: Robespierre: 
Terror and Virtue, 1794, http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/mod/robespierre-
terror.html; Mary Wollstonecraft, “An Historical and Moral View of the Origin 
and Progress of the French Revolution,” A Mary Wollstonecraft Reader, ed. 
Barbara H. Solomon and Paula S. Berggren (New York: New American Library, 
1983), 374–375, 382–383.

mandate; the traitors who sell them; the mercenary pamphle-
teers hired to dishonor the people’s cause, to kill public vir-
tue, to stir up the fire of civil discord, and to prepare political 
counterrevolution by moral counterrevolution—are all those 
men less guilty or less dangerous than the tyrants whom they 
serve?

Mary Wollstonecraft, “An Historical 
and Moral View of the Origin and 
Progress of the French Revolution”
Weeping scarcely conscious that I weep, O France! Over the 
vestiges of thy former oppression, which, separating man 
from man with a fence of iron, sophisticated [complicated] all, 
and made many completely wretched; I tremble, lest I should 
meet some unfortunate being, fleeing from the despotism of 
licentious freedom, hearing the snap of the guillotine at his 
heels, merely because he was once noble, or has afforded an 
asylum to those whose only crime is their name—and, if my 
pen almost bound with eagerness to record the day that lev-
eled the Bastille [an abbey used as a prison before the Revo-
lution] with the dust, making the towers of despair tremble to 
their base, the recollection that still the abbey is appropriated 
to hold the victims of revenge and suspicion [she means that 
the Bastille remained a prison for those awaiting revolution-
ary justice]. . . .

Excuse for the Ferocity of the Parisians
The deprivation of natural, equal, civil, and political rights 
reduced the most cunning of the lower orders to practice 
fraud, and the rest to habits of stealing, audacious robberies, 
and murders. And why? Because the rich and poor were sepa-
rated into bands of tyrants and slaves, and the retaliation of 
slaves is always terrible. In short, every sacred feeling, moral 
and divine, has been obliterated, and the dignity of man sul-
lied, by a system of policy and jurisprudence as repugnant to 
reason as at variance with humanity.

The only excuse that can be made for the ferocity of the 
Parisians is then simply to observe that they had not any con-
fidence in the laws, which they had always found to be merely 
cobwebs to catch small flies [the poor]. Accustomed to be pun-
ished themselves for every trifle, and often for only being in the 
way of the rich, or their parasites, when, in fact, had the Pari-
sians seen the execution of a noble, or priest, though convicted 
of crimes beyond the daring of vulgar minds? When justice, or 
the law, is so partial, the day of retribution will come with the 

forms of political communication that temporarily satisfied the French people’s desire to influ-
ence their government. Napoleon tamed these forms of political expression to organize Europe’s 
first popular dictatorship. He succeeded because his military reputation promised order to a 
society exhausted by a decade of crisis, turmoil, and bloodshed.

Napoleon sought to realize France’s dream of dominating Europe while providing effective 
protection for persons and property at home. Negotiations with the Catholic Church led to the 

France Under Napoleon
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SECTION REVIEW

 ● The heavy burden of debt, caused in part by support of the 
American Revolution, forced Louis XVI to call the Estates 
General.

 ● When some members of the nobility and clergy joined the 
rebellious Third Estate they formed the National Assembly.

 ● The hungry Parisian masses radicalized the movement for 
reform by storming the Bastille and forcing the king to move 
to Paris.

 ● The Legislative Assembly, led by Robespierre, executed the 
king and initiated the Terror.

 ● Exhausted by the violence of the Terror and threatened by 
foreign enemies, France turned to Napoleon Bonaparte, who 
dominated Europe until he was defeated in 1814.

REVOLUTION SPREADS, CONSERVATIVES 
RESPOND, 1789–1850

Even as the dictatorship of Napoleon tamed the democratic legacy of the French Revolution, rev-
olutionary ideology was spreading and taking hold in Europe and the Americas. In Europe the 
French Revolution promoted nationalism and republicanism. In the Americas the legacies of 
the American and French Revolutions led to a new round of struggles for independence. News of 
revolutionary events in France destabilized the colonial regime in Saint Domingue (present-day 
Haiti), a small French colony on the western half of the island of Hispaniola, and helped initi-
ate the first successful slave rebellion. In Europe, however, the spread of revolutionary fervor 
was met by the concerted reaction of an alliance of conservative monarchs committed to extin-
guishing further revolutionary outbreaks.

Concordat of 1801. This agreement gave French Catholics the right to freely practice their reli-
gion, but it also recognized the French government’s authority to nominate bishops and retain 
priests on the state payroll. In his comprehensive rewriting of French law, the Civil Code of 1804, 
Napoleon won the support of the peasantry and the middle class by asserting two basic prin-
ciples inherited from the moderate first stage of the French Revolution: equality in law and pro-
tection of property. Some members of the nobility were won over when Napoleon declared him-
self emperor and France an empire in 1804. Despite his willingness to make dramatic changes, 
he continued the denial of political rights for women begun during the Terror. The Civil Code 
denied women basic political rights and only allowed them to participate in the economy with 
the guidance and supervision of fathers and husbands.

While it reestablished order, the Napoleonic system denied or restricted many individual 
rights. Free speech was limited. Criticism of the government, viewed as subversive, was pro-
scribed, and most opposition newspapers disappeared. Spies and informers directed by the 
minister of police enforced these draconian policies.

Ultimately, the Napoleonic system depended on the success of French arms (see Map 21.2). 
From Napoleon’s assumption of power until his fall, no single European state could defeat the 
French military. Austria and Prussia suffered humiliating defeats and became allies of France. 
Only Britain, protected by its powerful navy, remained able to thwart Napoleon’s plans to domi-
nate Europe.

Desiring to again extend French power to the Americas, Napoleon invaded Portugal in 1807 
and Spain in 1808. Spanish and Portuguese patriots supported by Great Britain eventually tied 
French armies down in a costly conflict. Frustrated by events on the Iberian Peninsula and 
faced with a faltering economy, Napoleon made the fateful decision to invade Russia. In June 

1812 he began his campaign with the largest army 
ever assembled in Europe, approximately 600,000 
men. His army took Moscow but after five weeks 
abandoned the city. During the retreat, the bru-
tal Russian winter and attacks by Russian forces 
destroyed Napoleon’s army. A broken and battered 
remnant of 30,000 made it back to France.

After the debacle in Russia, Austria and Prus-
sia deserted Napoleon and entered an alliance 
with England and Russia against France. Unable 
to defend Paris, Napoleon abdicated the throne in 
April 1814 and was exiled to the island of Elba off 
the coast of Italy. The victorious allies then restored 
the French monarchy. The following year Napoleon 
escaped from Elba and returned to France, but an 
allied army defeated his forces in 1815 at Water-
loo, in Belgium. His final exile was on the distant 
island of St. Helena in the South Atlantic, where he 
died in 1821.

French Expansion 
and Defeat
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The Haitian Revolution, 1789–1804
In 1789 the French colony of Saint Domingue was among the richest colonies in the Americas. 
Its production of sugar, cotton, indigo, and coffee accounted for two-thirds of France’s tropical 
imports and generated nearly one-third of all French foreign trade. This wealth depended on a 
brutal slave regime. The harsh punishments and poor living conditions experienced by Saint 
Domingue’s slaves were notorious throughout the Caribbean. The resulting high mortality and 
low fertility rates created an insatiable demand for African slaves. As a result, in 1790 the major-
ity of the colony’s 500,000 slaves were African-born.

When news of the meeting of the Estates General arrived on the island in 1789, wealthy plant-
ers sent a delegation to Paris to seek more home rule and greater economic freedom for Saint 
Domingue. The free mixed-race population, the gens de couleur (zhahn deh koo-LUHR), also 
sent representatives. Representing a large class of free black planters and urban merchants who 
owned slaves, they sought to limit race discrimination, not to end slavery. As the French Revo-
lution became more radical, the gens de couleur forged an alliance with sympathetic French 
radicals, who saw the colony’s wealthy planters as royalists and aristocrats.

The political turmoil in France weakened the authority of colonial administrators in Saint 
Domingue. In the vacuum that resulted, rich planters, poor whites, and the gens de couleur all 
pursued their narrow interests, engendering an increasingly bitter and confrontational struggle. 
Given the slaves’ hatred of the brutal regime that oppressed them and the accumulated griev-
ances of the free people of color, there was no way to limit the violence once the control of the 
slave owners slipped. When Vincent Ogé (oh-ZHAY), leader of the gens de couleur mission to 
France, returned to Saint Domingue in 1790, the planters captured him and ordered his torture 
and execution. The free black and slave populations soon repaid this cruelty in kind.

By 1791 whites, led by the planter elite, and the gens de couleur were engaged in open war-
fare. A slave rebellion begun on the plantations of the north transformed this conflict (see Map 
21.3). Rebelling slaves destroyed plantations, killed masters and overseers, and burned crops. 
Their emerging leadership relied on elements of African political practice and revolutionary 
ideology from France to mobilize and direct the rebelling slaves.

The rebellious slaves gained the upper hand under the command of François Dominique 
Toussaint L’Ouverture, a former domestic slave, who created a disciplined military force. The 
1794 decision of the radical National Convention in Paris to abolish slavery in all French pos-
sessions strengthened Toussaint politically. As leader he swept aside his local rivals, defeated a 
British expeditionary force in 1798, and then led an invasion of the neighboring Spanish colony 

The Haitian 
Revolution Begins

Toussaint L’Ouverture

gens de couleur Free men 
and women of color in Haiti. 
They sought greater political 
rights and later supported 
the Haitian Revolution.

Haiti’s Former Slaves 
Defend Their Freedom  
In this representation, 
a veteran army sent by 
Napoleon to reassert 
French control in Haiti 
battles with Haitian forces 
in a tropical forest. The 
combination of Haitian 
resistance and yellow 
fever defeated the French 
invasion. Be
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François Dominique Tous-
saint L’Ouverture Leader of 
the Haitian Revolution. He 
freed the slaves and gained 
effective independence for 
Haiti despite military inter-
ventions by the British and 
French.

AP* Exam Tip  Be able 
to compare the Haitian 
Revolution with the French 
Revolution.
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of Santo Domingo, freeing slaves there. While Toussaint asserted his loyalty to France, he gave 
the French government no effective role in local affairs.

As reaction overtook revolution in France, both the abolition of slavery and Toussaint’s 
political position were threatened. When the Directory contemplated the reestablishment of 
slavery, Toussaint protested:

Do they think that men who have been able to enjoy the blessing of liberty will calmly see it 
snatched away? They supported their chains only so long as they did not know any condi-
tion of life more happy than slavery. But today when they have left it, if they had a thousand 
lives they would sacrifice them all rather than be forced into slavery again.2

In 1802 Napoleon sent a large military force to reestablish both French colonial authority 
and slavery in Saint Domingue (see Map 21.3). At first French forces were successful, capturing 
Toussaint and sending him to France, where he died in prison. Eventually, however, the loss 
of thousands of lives to yellow fever and the resistance of the revolutionaries turned the tide. 
In 1804 Toussaint’s successors declared independence, and the free republic of Haiti joined the 
United States as the second independent nation in the Western Hemisphere.

The Congress of Vienna and Conservative 
Retrenchment, 1815–1820
In 1814–1815 representatives of Britain, Russia, Austria, Prussia, and other European nations 
met as the Congress of Vienna to reestablish political order in Europe. The French Revolution 
and Napoleon’s imperial ambitions had threatened the survival of Europe’s old order. Ancient 
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MAP 21.3  The Haitian Revolution On their way to achieving an end to slavery and gaining national independence, the 
Haitian revolutionaries were forced to defeat British and French military interventions as well as the local authority of the slave 
masters.
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monarchies had been overturned and dynasties replaced with interlopers. Long-established 
political institutions were overturned and international borders ignored. The very existence of 
the nobility and church had seemed at risk. Under the leadership of the Austrian foreign minis-
ter, Prince Klemens von Metternich (MET-uhr-nik) (1773–1859), the victorious allies worked to 
create a comprehensive peace settlement that would safeguard the conservative order.

The central objective of the Congress of Vienna was to create a strong and stable France 
as the best guarantee of future peace. It reestablished the French monarchy and recognized 
France’s 1792 borders, although most of the allies received some territorial gains. Metternich 
believed that a strong and stable France had to be offset by a balance of power. Austria, Russia, 
and Prussia therefore formed a separate alliance to repress revolutionary and nationalist move-
ments that sought to imitate the French Revolution. In 1820 this “Holy Alliance” used military 
force to defeat liberal revolutions in Spain and Italy. The Holy Alliance also attempted to blunt 
the force of revolutionary ideas by repressing republican and nationalist ideas in universities 
and the press. While Metternich’s program of conservative retrenchment succeeded in the short 
term, the powerful ideas associated with liberalism and nationalism remained a vital part of 
European political life throughout the nineteenth century.

Nationalism, Reform, and Revolution, 1821–1850
Despite the power of the conservative monarchs, popular support for national self- determination 
and democratic reform grew throughout Europe. Greece had been under Ottoman control since 
the fifteenth century. In 1821 Greek patriots launched an independence movement. Metternich 
and other conservatives opposed Greek independence, but European artists and writers enam-
ored with the cultural legacy of ancient Greece rallied political support for intervention. After 
years of struggle, Russia, France, and Great Britain forced the Ottoman Empire to recognize 
Greek independence in 1830.

The victorious allies placed Louis XVIII, brother of the executed Louis XVI, on the throne 
of France in 1814. Unlike his ancestors, he ruled as a constitutional monarch until his death in 
1824. His brother, the conservative Charles X, inherited the throne. His decision to repudiate the 
constitution in 1830 provoked a mass uprising in Paris that forced him to abdicate. The crown 
then went to the king’s cousin, Louis Philippe (loo-EE fee-LEEP) (r. 1830–1848), who agreed to 
accept the constitution and extended voting privileges.

Revolutionary violence in France made the British aristocracy and the conservative Tory 
Party fearful of democracy and mass movements of any kind. In 1815 the British government 
passed the Corn Laws, which limited the importation of foreign grains. The laws favored the 
profits of wealthy landowners who produced grain, rather than the poor who would now be 
forced to pay more for their bread. When poor consumers organized to overturn these laws, the 
government outlawed public meetings and used troops to crush protest in Manchester. React-
ing against these policies, English reformers increased the power of the House of Commons, 
redistributed votes from agricultural to industrial districts, and increased the number of voters 
by nearly 50 percent. Although the most radical demands of reformers, called Chartists, were 
defeated, new labor and economic reforms addressing the grievances of workers were put in 
place (see Chapter 22).

Despite the achievement of Greek independence and limited political reform in France and 
Great Britain, conservatives continued to hold the upper hand. In 1848 the desire for demo-
cratic reform and national self-determination led to upheavals across Europe. The Revolutions 
of 1848 began in Paris, where members of the middle class and workers united to overthrow 
the regime of Louis Philippe and create the Second French Republic. Reformers gave adult men 
voting rights, abolished slavery in French colonies, ended the death penalty, and legislated the 
ten-hour workday. But Parisian workers’ demands for programs to reduce unemployment and 
prices provoked conflicts with the middle class, which wanted to protect property rights. When 
workers rose up against the government, French troops crushed them. Desiring the reestablish-
ment of order, the French elected Louis Napoleon, nephew of the former emperor, president in 
December 1848. Three years later, he overturned the constitution and, after ruling briefly as dic-
tator, proclaimed himself Emperor Napoleon III.

The Holy Alliance

Greek Independence

Revolutionary Fears 
in France and Britain

The Revolutions of 1848

Revolutions of 1848 Demo-
cratic and nationalist revo-
lutions that swept across 
Europe. The monarchy in 
France was overthrown. 
In Germany, Austria, Italy, 
and Hungary the revolutions 
failed.

AP* Exam Tip  Be 
familiar with the rise of 
nationalism.
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The Revolution of 1830 in Belgium  After the 1830 uprising that overturned the restored monarchy in France, Belgians rose up 
to declare their independence from Holland. In Poland and Italy, similar uprisings combining nationalism and a desire for self-
governance failed. This painting by Baron Gustaf Wappers romantically illustrates the popular nature of the Belgian uprising by 
bringing to the barricades men, women, and children drawn from both the middle and the working classes.
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SECTION REVIEW

 ● The slaves of Saint Domingue, led by Toussaint L’Ouverture, 
overthrew slavery and gained independence.

 ● The Congress of Vienna and the Holy Alliance attempted to pre-
vent new revolutionary outbreaks in Europe.

 ● Nationalism and the desire for democracy led to revolutions in 
1830 and 1848, but most failed.

In 1848 reformers in Hungary, Italy, Bohemia, and elsewhere pressed for greater national 
self-determination from the Austro-Hungarian Empire. When the monarchy did not meet their 
demands, students and workers in Vienna took to the streets to force political reforms similar to 
those sought in Paris. With revolution spreading throughout the Empire, Metternich, the sym-
bol of reaction, fled Vienna in disguise. Little lasting change occurred, however, because the 
new Austrian emperor, Franz Joseph (r. 1848–1916), used Russian military assistance and loyal 
Austrian troops to reestablish his authority.

Similarly, middle-class reformers and workers in Berlin joined forces to force the Prussian 
king to accept a liberal constitution and seek German unification. But the Constituent Assem-
bly called to write a constitution and negotiate national integration was diverted to deal with 
diplomatic conflicts with Austria and Denmark. As a result, Frederick William IV (r. 1840–1861) 
reasserted his authority and thwarted constitutional reform and unification.

Despite their heroism on the barricades of 
Paris, Vienna, Rome, and Berlin, the revolution-
aries of 1848 failed to gain their nationalist and 
republican objectives. Monarchs retained the sup-
port not only of aristocrats but also of professional 
militaries, largely recruited from among peasants 
who had little sympathy for urban workers. Revo-
lutionary coalitions, in contrast, proved fragile, 
as when workers’ demands for higher wages and 
labor reform drove their middle-class allies into 
the arms of the reactionaries.
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CONCLUSION
The last decades of the eighteenth century began a long period of revolutionary upheaval in 
the Atlantic world. Costly wars in Europe and along Europe’s colonial frontiers in the Americas 
and Asia helped to provoke change, forcing European monarchs to impose new and unpopular 
taxes. The American Revolution initiated these transformations. Having defeated Britain, the 
citizens of this new American republic created the most democratic government of the time. 
While full rights were limited and slavery persisted, many Europeans saw this experiment as 
demonstrating the efficacy of the Enlightenment’s most revolutionary political ideas. In the end, 
however, the compromises over slavery that had made the Constitution possible in 1787 failed, 
and, as discussed in Chapter 23, the new nation nearly disintegrated after 1860.

The French Revolution led temporarily to a more radical formulation of representative 
democracy, but it also led to the Terror, which cost thousands of lives, the militarization of west-
ern Europe, and a destructive cycle of wars. Yet, despite these terrible costs, the French Revolu-
tion propelled the idea of democracy and the ideal of equality far beyond the boundaries estab-
lished by the American Revolution. The Haitian Revolution, set in motion by events in France, 
not only created the second independent nation of the Western Hemisphere but also delivered 
a powerful blow to the institution of slavery. In Europe the excesses of the French Revolution 
and the wars that followed in its wake promoted the political ascent of Napoleon Bonaparte and 
democracy’s modern nemesis, popular authoritarianism.

Each revolution had its own character. The revolutions in France and Haiti proved to be 
more violent and destructive than the American Revolution. American revolutionaries defeated 
Great Britain and established independence without overturning a colonial social order that 
depended on slavery in most of the southern colonies. Revolutionaries in France and Haiti faced 
more strongly entrenched and more powerful oppositions as well as greater social inequalities 
than American revolutionaries. The resistance of entrenched and privileged elites led inexo-
rably to greater violence. Both French and Haitian revolutionaries also faced powerful foreign 
interventions that intensified the bloodshed and destructiveness of these revolutions.

The conservative retrenchment that followed the defeat of Napoleon succeeded in the short 
term. Monarchy, multinational empires, and the established church retained the loyalty of mil-
lions of Europeans and could count on the support of many of Europe’s wealthiest and most 
powerful individuals. But liberalism and nationalism continued to stir revolutionary sentiment. 
The contest between adherents of the old order and partisans of change was to continue well 
into the nineteenth century. In the end, the nation-state, the Enlightenment legacy of rational 
inquiry, broadened political participation, and secular intellectual culture prevailed. This out-
come was determined in large measure by the old order’s inability to satisfy the demands of 
new social classes tied to an emerging industrial economy. The narrow confines of a hereditary 
social system could not contain the material transformations generated by industrial capital-
ism, and the doctrines of traditional religion could not contain the rapid expansion of scientific 
learning.

These revolutions began the transformation of Western society, but they did not complete it. 
Only a minority gained full political rights. Women did not achieve full political rights until the 
twentieth century. Democratic institutions, as in revolutionary France, often failed. Moreover, 
as Chapter 23 discusses, slavery endured in the Americas past the mid-1800s, despite the revolu-
tionary era’s enthusiasm for individual liberty.
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  5. Besides being an inventor and a writer, Benjamin 
Franklin was also

(A) an important advocate of socialism.
(B) an important actor in the political debate that 

would lead to the American Revolution.
(C) a major landholder in Pennsylvania and Georgia.
(D) a leading member of the House of Lords.

  6. One reason for the passage of the Proclamation of 1763 
was to

(A) increase the cost of lands west of the Appalachian 
Mountains.

(B) prevent the French from moving into the New Eng-
land colonies.

(C) prevent costly wars among the colonists and the 
Indians as the colonists moved west.

(D) increase tax revenues from taxes on lumber and 
furs.

  7. One common way that the English colonists protested 
increased taxation was to

(A) only pay the lower price for goods.
(B) substitute barter for the use of coin and currency.
(C) write letters of protest to their representatives in 

Parliament.
(D) boycott the goods being taxed.

  8. Prior to 1789, French society was divided into Estates. 
The largest of these was the

(A) Second Estate.
(B) Third Estate.
(C) First Estate.
(D) Estates General.

 9. Besides undergoing a financial crisis, in the period from 
1785 to 1789, France

(A) was stricken with a plague.
(B) experienced poor harvests and famine.
(C) lost one war each year.
(D) suffered the loss of fifteen colonies that provided 

resources.

  1. In the early 1600s, the rivalry among the European pow-
ers intensified when

(A) Russia joined the balance of power.
(B) the Dutch began an assault on the American and 

Asian colonies of Spain and Portugal.
(C) England and Portugal became allies against 

France.
(D) English settlers in North America attacked the 

French colony in Canada.

  2. Which of the following is true of seventeenth- and 
 eighteenth-century warfare in Europe?

(A) Increased trade and wealth from the colonies more 
than made up for the cost of the wars.

(B) The majority of the wars were fought at sea and 
required large navies.

(C) The balance of power tipped in favor of the Catholic 
nations.

(D) The cost of the wars led nation after nation into fis-
cal crises.

  3. John Locke, an English political philosopher, argued 
that

(A) monarchs ruled with God’s grace.
(B) no government should have an executive.
(C) the government should own the means of 

production.
(D) the people had a right to revolt when the monarch 

violated their natural rights.

  4. Though willing to embrace Enlightenment ideals when 
they served royal interests, the monarchs of Europe

(A) suppressed or banned radical ideas that promoted 
republicanism or directly attacked religion.

(B) really supported any Enlightenment ideal that 
undermined their enemies.

(C) only supported the ideas that helped develop more 
trade.

(D) generally viewed the Enlightenment as a new way 
to create wealth.

AP* REVIEW QUESTIONS FOR CHAPTER 21
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13. One reason that Napoleon needed to suppress the revo-
lution in Haiti was that

(A) he could not afford to send a large naval and mili-
tary force to Haiti while he was at war in Europe.

(B) Haiti was the richest colony that France possessed.
(C) it would have been an international embarrass-

ment for him to lose it.
(D) the revolution in Haiti was a slave rebellion and 

needed to be stopped to prevent other slave rebel-
lions in other French colonies.

10. The most uncompromising democrats in the French 
Revolution were the

(A) Louisettes.
(B) Republicans.
(C) Girondists.
(D) Jacobins.

11. One result of the beginning of revolution in France was

(A) war with Austria and Prussia in support of the 
French monarchy.

(B) the United States directly aiding the revolution.
(C) Belgium declaring its independence from France.
(D) Great Britain supporting the revolution.

12. Which group lost social, economic, and political stand-
ing with the rise of Napoleon?

(A) French citizens born in the French colonies
(B) Women
(C) Soldiers who served in the French army
(D) Common laborers
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