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Introduction
‘In order to govern France,’ declared Léon Gambetta after the fall of the Paris Commune, ‘we need violent words and moderate deeds.’
  This study focuses on the ‘violent words’ of French revolutionaries during the period 1871 to 1881.  I aim to show that these ‘violent words’ should be seen neither as reflective of the possibility of actual revolution, nor as merely ancillary.  Instead, we can use them to shed some light on French revolutionary radicalism in the decade following the Paris Commune; a subject heretofore little studied.


Early on the morning of 18 March 1871, following a French capitulation which had ended a lengthy siege of Paris (and consequently the Franco-Prussian War), Adolphe Thiers ordered troops into working-class districts of Paris.  The objective was to remove cannons that had been placed there several weeks earlier in order to prevent them from falling into German hands.  This supposedly routine operation ended in armed revolt.  The cannons in question remained on the heights of Montmartre and other strongholds in northern and eastern Paris.  Two generals were captured and executed, and the remaining troops were withdrawn to Versailles with the government hot on their heels.  For the next two months, Paris ruled itself as a revolutionary commune, calling elections, passing legislation and fighting the national government.  In doing so, Paris caught the attention of the world, and its revolutionary masters drew support and condemnation from all corners of Europe.  This situation finally came to an end in the last week of May 1871, when the Versailles troops re-entered Paris, commencing a series of bloody street battles that came to be known as the Semaine Sanglante.  Communards escaping arrest fled the country.  Those caught were transported en masse to New Caledonia, while Thiers crowed over ‘the dead body of socialism’.
  It was not until 1880, when a full amnesty was declared, that Communard exiles were finally allowed to return legally to France.


In the seemingly black and white world of the Cold War, the Commune was frequently employed by both sides as an example of the power of socialism.  Following in the textual footsteps of Karl Marx, leaders such as Mao, Lenin, and Stalin lauded it as a social triumph: the glorious dawn of the working-class revolution.  Conversely, Western or conservative historians attempted to dismiss it rather as the painful end to a peculiarly French revolutionary tradition.  By emphasising its political dimensions and the extraordinary circumstances in which the Commune came to be, they hoped not only to show the ascendancy of Western parliamentary liberalism (embodied by the Third Republic), but also to disinvest a powerful socialist symbol of its meaning.  Now, though, the Commune has as few enemies as admirers.  Influential, ideologically-motivated communist countries are few and far between, and the absence of a leftist foe has perhaps rendered the Commune rather redundant to liberal political historians, for it is difficult to fit the Commune into any kind of European triumphalist liberal ‘story’.  While 1789 and 1848 are easily romanticised as the birth of the modern world and a fight for democracy respectively, the Commune cannot be made to fit into such a neat box.  What little writing there has been on it recently has largely ignored its politics.  New analysis has focused above all on the category of gender.  These histories clearly have an overt agenda; the reinsertion of women into history.  As a result, they tend to stress the unparalleled opportunities open to women in a period of crisis.  Despite the claims of this body of scholarship to offer a new perspective, it has served only to reinforce pre-existing perceptions of the Commune as an exceptional event on ‘the limits of history’.


This study will be primarily concerned with French revolutionary thought in the 1870s and, to a lesser extent, the 1880s.  The end-date of 1881 has been chosen to coincide with the symbolic watersheds of the death of the prominent revolutionary Louis-Auguste Blanqui and the appointment of L(on Gambetta as pr(sident du conseil.  Although I do not consider these events synonymous with radical change, the date provides a neat symbolic transition from an ‘old’ form of radicalism to a new, purely constitutional form of republicanism.


My primary source material consists in the main of around fifty radical French newspapers, mostly from the 1870s, although some date from the 1860s, 1880s, and 1890s.  In an effort to elucidate radical (as opposed to revolutionary) viewpoints, I have looked at several other papers from the period of the Government of National Defence (GND) and from immediately after the Commune.  I have aimed to look not just at what was written about, but at how it was written, and in what words.  In doing so, it has been my aim to establish some kind of boundaries in which revolutionaries of the 1870s thought, and examine how they related to other discursive and intellectual traditions.


Of course there are problems with this approach, as with any other.  Perhaps due to the acute military situation Communards found themselves in, much popular opinion was infrequently and inadequately recorded.  Moreover, newspapers in 1871 Paris were decidedly different from those today.  Papers are now thought of as largely stable, and while they often rely heavily on wealthy investors, their longevity ultimately depends upon public interest and approval.  Many publications during the Commune enjoyed none of this stability or appeal.  It is practically impossible to know how many people read them, and even circulation figures would probably be no help, as one copy may have been read by many.  Print runs of the more ephemeral papers were often only several weeks long, and it is difficult to ascertain whose views they represented.  The money to publish was frequently raised by the editors, and their continuation was subject to cash flow, rather than popular approval.  Newspapers were often more manifestos than representations of popular or reader opinion.  The problem of how many people ones assertions really apply to is thus ever present, but it must be hoped that by studying a wide range of popular publications, we can assume a reasonable audience.


By concentrating upon sources that, to my knowledge, have previously been little-studied, I hope to say something about the purported intellectual lacuna that emerged after 1871.  This period is little-studied in terms of French revolutionary radicalism, and when it is mentioned, it is usually as something of a wasteland.  Traditional historiography tends to jump from the Commune to the Guesdists and the founding of the Parti Ouvrier Fran(ais (POF) in 1879-80, with little regard for what goes in between.  Jules Guesde and Paul Lafargue are, inadvertently or not, painted as the saviours of French activism.  I aim to move away from this historiography, to disprove the notion that nothing of intellectual or political significance occurred before 1879, and to free the historical revolutionaries of this period from the teleology and cursory glances to which they are usually subjected.  I wish to, in the words of Sudhir Hazareesingh, ‘make sense of their discourse in the precise political and ideological contexts of the time’.
  The Commune prompted a distinct drop in revolutionary activity in France, but ideas kept coming, and changes were gradual rather than sudden.  French exiles in Geneva, London, and Spain continued to be prominent in revolutionary and radical action, and to produce ideas, which were subsequently smuggled back into France.  

I wish to suggest that the ideas of the Commune and the 1870s were shaped primarily by chance and circumstance, as opposed to grand theory.  In effect, to rehistoricise 1871, relating it only to the nineteenth-century context, rather than to twentieth-century events, and in the process reconstituting the agents as thinking, acting people, rather than pawns of fate.  The aim is not to discover nineteenth-century French revolutionary thought wie es eigentlich gewesen, or to discredit or ignore the subsequent socio-political treatments of it; the arguments themselves are testament to the tortured and would-be totalising history and historiography of the twentieth century.  Rather, I hope to look at an influential episode in a new light; in terms of its own present.  Freed from the restrictive shackles of 1917 and beyond, perhaps we will be able to take a more immediate and localised view of the Commune.


While the 1870s represented an important and dynamic time for French revolutionaries, the Commune also created deep splits which would influence both French and international revolutionary movements more deeply and profoundly than has previously been suggested.  This change may have been coming anyway, but the Commune acted as a catalyst, providing both the need, and, in exile, the situation for the construction of revised socialisms which embraced the past, the present, and the future.  The period of exile, far from being a decade of dormancy, was particularly fertile.


The newspapers I have examined overwhelmingly illuminate the continuity of revolutionary discourse from Proudhon and 1848 to the years following the Commune.  Ideas were often marketed as beneficial to ‘the People’ and ‘the nation’, and frequent references were made to French revolutionary heritage.  As we shall see, the theme of fraternity was a particular constant.  It is in an attempt to demonstrate this remarkable continuity that I shall often give related examples from quite different years.  I aim to show that the linguistic boundaries within which revolutionaries operated in the 1870s moved only very slightly.  Furthermore, these papers delineate the efforts by a number of actors to adapt traditional revolutionary rhetoric to the changed (and increasingly constitutional) situation of the 1870s.  By continuing to express themselves in recognised terms, revolutionaries were able to maintain their links to the French revolutionary past, which the increasingly ‘leftist’ and republican governments of the 1870s were also attempting to claim.  The challenge of a professedly republican and therefore less ‘obvious’ enemy made these bids for past legitimacy and virtue all the more important.  Languages of religion, populism, and patriotism allowed revolutionaries considerable ambiguity in terms of their attitudes to revolution.  This ambiguity enabled them to lay claim to a grand French revolutionary history, but also to appeal to the voting public with manageable policies for quotidian change.  New ideas remained cloaked in traditional languages of right and radicalism, for ‘to speak the past and, through it, the present…with legitimate authority is to produce a dominant definition of social reality’, which in turn guarantees widespread support.


Chapter One deals with memories of the Commune.  Ideas of violence, responsibility, and fraternity allowed revolutionaries to sweep difficult questions raised by the Commune under the carpet, and present a more unified and legitimate front in trying times.  It was these memories that unambiguously related the revolutionaries of the 1870s to the French Revolution, 1830, and 1848, legitimating their ideas by linking them to the past.  Chapters Two, Three, and Four deal more substantively with the language used by revolutionaries in this period.  I focus upon the continued use of well-worn tropes of religion, populism, and patriotism to suggest that the Commune did not constitute a decisive break in revolutionary thought or language.  In particular I aim to disprove the assumption that quasi-Marxism was the ‘saviour’ of the French revolutionary movement.  I suggest that ideas owing to federalist, and specifically French traditions were more attuned to the conditions of this period, and therefore more popular.  In Chapter Two I use the example of the continued use of religious language to show that Marxist discourse was neither common nor popular in France during this period.  Chapter Three elaborates upon this, indicating that broad-based populist rhetoric remained a more effective tool than class discourse.  Writers continued to address their work to ‘the People’, and anti-political rhetoric remained important.  Federalist revolutionaries were able to use this language to dismiss their governmental and revolutionary enemies as elitist and exclusive.  In Chapter Four, I juxtapose this anti-state rhetoric with romantic views of the nation.  I explore the idea that, contrary to the assertions of Marxist accounts of this period, patriotism and specifically French languages retained considerable power for revolutionaries after the Commune.

In my dissertation I aim to prove several points.  Firstly, I wish to revise the view that the decade after the Commune represented an intellectual wasteland.  The 1870s were not a period of cataclysmic decline or of a Marxist surge, but they were extremely important.  The notion that French revolutionary radicalism was practically eradicated in the suppression of the Commune and did not revive until the 1879 Marseilles Congress (and the related inference that the Marxist-Guesdists were the ‘saviours’ of French socialism) must be abandoned.  Secondly, through an appraisal of revolutionary publications, I hope to elucidate the content of French revolutionary thought at this time, and reconstruct the relationship between it and French revolutionary tradition.  Whilst French revolutionaries adopted certain new strategies for gaining support, these were heavily adapted and linked to persistent ‘traditional’ ideas of inclusion, responsibility, and morality.  Revolutionary radicalism remained culturally, rather than socio-economically, defined, and I shall focus on several dominant themes, such as fraternity, religion, and popular patriotism.  By doing so, I hope more generally to begin to suggest the apertures and continuities in the political thought of the French revolutionary left at the beginning of the Third Republic.
1
Responsible Revolutionaries
I

The Commune, as the dramatic start to our period, could reasonably be expected to feature heavily in writings of the 1870s.  Around the turn of the century, remembering the Commune would become a major theme in revolutionary writing.  Countless revolutionaries and ex-Communards claimed that it ‘saved the Republic’, and anticipated progressive policies on secularism and education.
  However, this was not the case in the 1870s, and authors writing in both periods can be seen to have significantly altered their recollections.  Malon, for example in 1892, celebrated the Commune for having ‘implant( la République en France’,
 but this sentiment is generally absent from his 1871 work.
  On the rare occasions that it is mentioned by revolutionaries in this period it is normally only in terms of the violence which marked its failure.  La F(d(ration merely describes how the Commune was ‘sombré dans l’affreuse tempête…de sang’.
  This discursive use of violence raises several questions.  Firstly, how did revolutionaries use discourses of violence during this period and secondly, why was it that they chose to emphasise violence above all else?  

In this section I shall concentrate on newspapers and texts published by Communards and other revolutionaries in exile in the early 1870s.  Le 18 mars, a newspaper published in 1872 by Jules Bergeret, a former member of the Comité Central is more in the style of a political treatise than a newspaper, and details a wide range of Bergeret’s views, from his hatred of the provinces to his memories of the Commune.  La F(d(ration, a ‘bilingual’ paper published in London by Blanquist exiles from 1872-1875, was in fact solely concentrated on the interests of French revolutionaries and shows how isolating the experience of exile could be.  Although claiming to be bilingual, the translations are extremely bad and editions appear only in French.  These will be compared with later revolutionary writings such as Gustave Lefrançais’s Souvenirs d’un révolutionnaire, published well after the Communards’ return to France, and various works of Benoît Malon and Jules Guesde, to elucidate the continuity of rhetoric between anarchist-Possibilists and quasi-Marxists.


This period was characterised by multiple threats to revolutionary support.  The exile forced upon most revolutionaries after the Commune was a novel and disorientating experience.  For the most part previously clumped together in Paris, they were now forcibly scattered to different parts of the world.  Patterns of migration mirror the different groups, thus Blanquists generally made for Britain and anarchists for Spain, whilst federalists and the few Marxists ended up in Switzerland, and surfaced in Belgium and the United States.  As we will see later, this contributed significantly to the solidification of divides.  Meanwhile, in France itself the government began to pay more attention to the revolutionary opposition, perhaps seeing it as a more substantial threat.  The years immediately after the Commune were characterised by strong repression such as the 1872 Dufaure Law, which banned the International.  Simultaneously, as Stafford and Stuart have argued, Opportunist politicians
 took advantage of this situation, stepping into the gap left by departed revolutionaries and advancing more palatable versions of socialist ideas as their own, thus poaching a lot of support.
  The subsequent elections of 1876-77 installed a republican government, and the resignation of President MacMahon opened the country up to reform for the first time in years.  Exiled revolutionaries were forced to observe events in France from afar, and activists and propagandists within France were effectively neutralised, compounding ideas of revolutionary failure.


By concentrating only on the violence of the Semaine Sanglante and linking it to past violence, revolutionaries were able to use the Commune for a variety of purposes.  It allowed them to gloss over the difficult experience of government and present their ideas (many of which had been advanced during the Commune) as fresh and new alternatives.  This was achieved primarily through use of the language of fraternity, which allowed revolutionaries to emphasise their unity in the face of new challenges, and contrast themselves with those they deemed lacking in communitarian ideals.  It was precisely the divorce of ideas from the Commune that allowed revolutionaries to continue to present themselves as a workable alternative.  Unlike later on, for the revolutionaries of the 1870s, the bloody end of the Commune was more useful than its successes.
II
In response to these potential divisions, revolutionaries aimed to portray themselves as unified and above all, responsible.  Later on, French revolutionaries would blame each other extensively for the failure of the Commune.  Although occasionally authors in the 1870s did list the failings of the Commune, these are often let slide.  Malon notes that the Blanquists Raoul Rigault and Th(ophile Ferr( were ineffective at the Pr(fecture de Police,
 but ultimately concludes that ‘[é]tant donn(e la situation, il (tait difficile de faire mieux’.
  By focusing on conditions rather than actions, revolutionaries were able to avoid blaming each other and stress their unity.  One of the easiest ways to do this was to blame others for the situation they found themselves in, either for provoking the violence itself or for the failings that led to it.  The government was a principal target.  Perhaps predictably, Versailles and the counter-revolutionaries are depicted solely in terms of the havoc they wrought.  They are shown as enraged, unreasonable, and even of a different race:
 ‘démons déguisés en soldats français’.
  In an attempt to substantiate this, they were ascribed the worst possible character traits.  The reaction is frequently painted as ‘ivre de haine’,
 implying that an irresponsible lack of control led to the ‘butchery’ of the Semaine Sanglante,
 which was later recalled as an ‘orgie de férocité’.
  


The most frequent charges levelled at the government are those of secrecy and despotism.  Revolutionaries linked the current government to past autocratic regimes.  La F(d(ration charges that ‘Nous, de La F(d(ration, nous aimons la lumi(re.  Vous pr(f(rez, comme les bonapartistes, laver votre linge sale en famille’, suggesting that, like the Ancien R(gime, the government was unreceptive to Enlightened ideals.
  La R(volution drives home this point by describing the government as hidden ‘derri(re les murs b(tis par le Roi-Soleil, de despotique m(moire’.
  By bringing historical divisions to their aid and linking the current situation to images of the past, revolutionaries were able to legitimate their own actions and contrast themselves with their opposition.  Addressing the men of the GND, Paris libre contended that ‘Entre eux et nous il y a un ab(me!’
 and Marx, in The Civil War in France, describes how the revolution of 18 March ‘remained so free from the acts of violence in which the revolutions, and still more the counter-revolutions, of the “better classes” abound’.
  Revolutionary portrayals of the government as secretive, cowardly, and impulsive, enabled revolutionaries to blame others for provoking the violence of the Semaine Sanglante, at once constructing a unified identity for themselves, glossing over difficult questions, and discrediting the opposition.


It was not only governmental opposition that came in for these kinds of attacks.  Foreign supporters of the Commune, particularly Marx and the International were ascribed characteristics that are elsewhere blamed for the intellectual and practical failings of the Commune.  La F(d(ration, for example, ran a systematic assassination of Marx’s character.  It relates how he ‘accidentally’ passed papers on several Berlin revolutionary groups to a Hungarian spy, and their subsequent arrests.
  He is accused of lacking fraternity, and this is then linked in another article to the fact that ‘[h]e has always and everywhere caused divisions and failures.’
  Initially a critique of Marx may seem strange given that Marxism was not popular in France at this time.  However, it was influential in several of the places where Communards lived in exile, notably London and Geneva.  The use of languages of fraternity and comradeship is clearly designed to highlight the ‘responsibility’ of revolutionaries, even in exile, suggesting that they care for more than themselves, and work together for the greater good of a community.


In the revolutionary lexicon, lack of fraternity was a damning charge.  It implied not only bad character, but an inability to rule effectively.  It was especially damning because contemporary writers including Marx made much of the idea that it was attention to community and fraternity that set revolutionaries apart from capitalist society.  They are presented as essential, unteachable qualities that constitute a sound moral basis upon which to build.  Lefran(ais deemed loyalty ‘toujours la principale force des r(volutionnaires’,
 and Brousse counselled ‘[s]i tu tiens ( rester honn(te homme, ami de la R(volution, ne laisse pas tes camarades’, implying that fraternity was indispensable.
  This ideal remained important, and even in 1885, L’Union socialiste r(volutionnaire was talking about comrades marching together; ‘socialistes r(volutionnaires…sous le plis du rouge drapeau de la sociale.  Drapeau des r(volt(s du juin 1848, des communards de mai 1871, drapeau de la r(volution internationale.’
  A sense of loyalty to the past and ones brothers in arms was portrayed as essential to the success of the revolutionary cause.  The fraternal ideal emphasised unity and created a sense of community across time, linking the revolutionaries of the 1870s to previous revolutions, giving them powerful historical allies and thus an aura of legitimacy.

The importance of community and brotherhood is further highlighted by the significant attempts revolutionaries made to portray themselves as an entirely independent, alternative society.  Chief among these was the focus on education.  Utopian socialists had earlier emphasised the importance of education as a tool for radical change, and the Commune was keen on educational reform for the same reason.  Accordingly, newspapers professed to offer their readers the chance to better themselves by broadening their horizons, both spatially and intellectually.  Le Drapeau and La Patrie en danger contained extensive advertisements for institutions such as the Biblioth(que nationale de France and (coles mutuelles, along with a list of recommended reading.  These lists consisted mainly of a combination of ancient political thought and nineteenth-century French thinkers.
  The aim of this was presumably to provide readers with both a sound ethical foundation and an entry into critiques of current society.  In contrast to the laissez-faire ideals of nineteenth-century European states and businesses, the revolutionary community is portrayed as inclusive and caring, keen to educate, yet not dictatorial.  Even those who are not educated show responsibility and a desire to be taken seriously through their attempts to better themselves.  The suggestion in this rosy picture of revolutionary harmony is that this need not remain a closed community; that these ideals could theoretically be applied to the whole nation.  Indeed, that, due to their overwhelming fraternity, revolutionaries were more caring, and would therefore prove better leaders than those currently in charge.

By clearly ascribing the violence of the Semaine Sanglante solely to the Establishment and foreign supporters, revolutionaries aimed not only to create a distinct identity for themselves, but also one that would compare favourably with the government, which in this period declared itself increasingly receptive and republican.  It was, in other words, an attempt to prove themselves worthwhile by proving others were not so.  As Gareth Stedman Jones has suggested, in order to retain support, a political vocabulary ‘must convey a practicable hope of a general alternative and a believable means of realising it, such that potential recruits can think within its terms’.
  Revolutionaries in the 1870s were above all pragmatic in their attempts to retain support, and it is in terms of adapting to new circumstances that this focus on violence should be seen.

III

The use of government violence as a propaganda theme had an extensive history in radical circles.  Republicans such as Victor Hugo seeking to put pressure on the embattled imperial regime in the late 1860s began to stress the violence of Napoleon III’s 1851 coup d’état.  Tenot published a book, Le coup d’(tat, and memorials to Baudin, the deputy killed in the coup drew huge numbers.  Revolutionaries, then, were not unused to highlighting government violence for their own ends.  As James Leith has shown, though, prior to the Commune revolutionaries often criticised their enemies for being Catholic, or collaborators.
  Why, then, did revolutionaries in the 1870s choose to fix upon the violence rather than any other aspect of the Commune?  Several explanations were advanced by authors contemporary to the Commune.  The most common is that the extraordinary circumstances in which the Commune found itself make it impossible to adequately assess its success.
  Similar reasons are given by historians.  Patrick Hutton, for example, has suggested that ‘[t]he Commune was too short-lived and harried by adversity to acquire clear definition’ and therefore that ‘[t]he meaning of this regime for those who viewed it in retrospect…was derived less from what it was than from their hopes for what it might have been.’
  However, writing on the Commune is not, as Hutton suggests, dominated by wishful thinking, and as ex-Communards writing later such as Lefran(ais and Gaston da Costa show, there was no lack of memory of the two months of rule.  Although not overtly Marxist, Hutton’s focus on the material conditions of the Commune seems dogged by Marxian distaste for memory and tradition; the fear that ‘[t]he tradition of the dead generations weighs like a nightmare on the minds of the living’.
  It is overwhelmingly in terms of its relation to the development of Marxism that historians have chosen to assess this decade.  This interpretation depicts the Commune as a decisive rupture that shaped everything which came after.  Memory and memorialisation are dismissed as methods by which out of touch traditionalists kept their foot in the door of the revolutionary movement, even as they became more isolated from its thought and action.
  


A historical criticism accompanies the historiographical one made above.  Marxism as an ideology had practically no following in France during this period.  Indeed Marx and the International were often blamed for the Commune’s shortcomings and eventual failure.  I would like to suggest another interpretation.  It was neither for want of time nor recollection that writers of the 1870s focused on violence.  In his powerful account of the historiography of Indian Partition, Gyanendra Pandey explores, through analysis of a series of interviews, how individual communities continue to deal with the inescapable reality of fierce communal violence during Partition: 

‘nations and communities that would be nations, seem to deal with the moment of violence in their past (and present) by the relatively simple stratagem of drawing a neat boundary around themselves, distinguishing sharply between “us” and “them”, and pronouncing the act of violence an act of the other or an act necessitated by a threat to the self’.
  

In other words, communities use selective memories of external violence to reconstitute themselves and demonstrate that their internal unity has not been affected by the trauma.  


By applying these ideas to the Commune, we can make more sense of revolutionary memories of violence during this period.  The Commune exposed deep divisions in the revolutionary movement, but it was unity, fraternity, and morality that revolutionaries continued to emphasise as their defining characteristics.  Under a government which celebrated itself as republican and secular, revolutionaries were no longer able to directly criticise their enemies in administration as Catholic or monarchist.  Rather it was on grounds of violence that revolutionaries found a way to attack the republican politicians of the 1870s and 1880s, some of whom had supported the Versailles government during the Commune, while others had been willing to ally with Thiers to defeat the royalists in the mid-1870s.  Revolutionaries used the memory of the Semaine Sanglante to discredit them as brutal and capricious, and link them to past administrations that had opposed change and exercised arbitrary power.  At the same time, the depiction of themselves as victims of this violence allowed revolutionaries to reconstitute the semblance of a community and retain the morality which they deemed essential to their movement.  As Lefran(ais asserts in relation to the divisions within the Commune’s government, ‘Ces deux expressions - majorit( et minorité - allaient dispara(tre devant le p(ril supr(me pour n’(tre plus qu’un souvenir historique.’
  Far from a position to which an endangered group of revolutionaries retreated after the quashing of their dreams, the mythologisation of violence actually constituted a fiercely active part of French revolutionary identities.


We can see, then, why the revival of the memory of the Semaine Sanglante mattered.  The 1870s was a decade of momentous change on the political stage.  The alien experience of exile, and the prospect of obsolescence in the face of new, more subtle enemies created a need for the reconstitution of revolutionary unity: a papering over of cracks.  This was part of a concerted effort to regroup after a fracturing experience, and was also an attempt to reassert revolutionary influence on a history which, under the Third Republic, seemed to be forgetting it.  Memory was essential to reminding readers that the Commune was more than just ‘an aberration that we can happily put behind us’,
 and showing that revolutionaries really did constitute a fresh, unified, workable alternative to the government.  Indeed the Commune proved fiercely effective in its role as myth (far more so than it had been in reality), as evidenced by Establishment attempts to sweep it under the carpet: ‘maintenant c’est affaire faite.  N’en parlons plus.’
  If the Commune was seen merely as an event, a ‘t(moignage d’invincible esp(rance’,
 it could be celebrated simply for having existed, and revolutionaries could gloss over its failures.  Clearly it was thought that memories of this repression would act as a kind of spur; that by looking back, one could go forward.  As Hazareesingh suggests, ‘myths can sometimes be just as important as reality itself.’
  

Languages of fraternity and violence were used by revolutionaries in an attempt to distinguish themselves from others and manage internal differences.  The experience of power during the Commune had exposed the many splits within the revolutionary movement, effectively discrediting them as plausible leaders.  Selective memories of violence allowed revolutionaries to celebrate the Commune’s potential, and avoid the difficult problems raised by it, whilst using fraternity to link themselves to past revolutions and thus create an image of themselves as legitimate revolutionaries.  Simultaneously, the imagery of violent repression helped to discredit their other, the increasingly popular moderate republic, emphasising its ruthless attitude towards dissenters.  It is not enough to see the Commune and the ensuing decade merely in terms of rupture.  As Marcel Gauchet writes, to make sense of oneself, the individual ‘needs to feel a part of a larger structure that makes sense in a way he can understand’.
  Whilst the trauma of the Commune may have forcibly created new forms of community, there necessarily remained remarkable continuities.  It is to several of these that we now turn.
2
Revolutionary Religions
I

Socialism is commonly held to be an ideology outside religion.  Revolutionaries such as Jules Guesde frequently and overtly professed their atheism,
 and perhaps because of this, uses of religious imagery and language have been neglected.  Until recently, historians have remained content to gloss over questions of religion and assume that it no longer played a part in modern revolutionaries’ lives;
 like the Communards, we prefer to avoid difficult questions.  While historians may have moved on, the relative paucity of work on the Commune since 1971 means that it has been somewhat left behind.  The sheer power of ‘ideology’ in the twentieth century has left even its fiercest critics with the impression that it must have carried a similar weight at its inception.  Marx and Engels’s attempts to write out ‘the religious pre-history of communism’
 have truly been successful.  However, religious imagery and deference to tradition remained vital to French revolutionaries in the 1870s, indicating that they still had considerable power in late nineteenth-century France.  By contrast, the ‘ideology’ that was to become so important in the twentieth century (and has coloured so many historical accounts) did not play a significant role.  As we shall see, the continued use of religious language had a significant impact upon the development of revolutionary thought in this period.  The same language was used by almost all revolutionaries, but it helps to expose important differences between groups.


Socialism is often presented as a substitute for religion and culture.  L’Ouvrier de l’avenir calls socialism ‘la religion de l’Avenir’,
 and Malon describes how 18 March became a ‘P(que socialiste’, which was faithfully observed.
  Indeed, even the atheism of revolutionaries was presented in terms of a somewhat all-encompassing religion.  Blanqui, for example, wrote a book, L’Eternit( par les astres, in which he explained his ‘scientific’ theory of the afterlife, or alternative to Heaven.
  As with the earlier efforts of Chartists in Britain, the association with and replacement of traditional religious holidays with revolutionary milestones represents part of an attempt by writers to create an alternative society and culture.  This enabled revolutionaries to paint adherence to their ideals as a lifestyle choice in which entire families and communities could participate, rather than as the exclusive preserve of political fundamentalists.  By showing that they had an alternative to everything conventional society had to offer, revolutionaries were also able to present themselves as a workable and undemanding alternative; one that did not require its supporters to sacrifice too much.


Revolutionary commemoration also acted as a replacement for religion, and is demonstrative of the important role religious ritual continued to play in French society.  Antoine Prost describes honouring war dead in terms of an open religion; one ‘in which citizens celebrated themselves and paid heartfelt homage to their fellow citizens who had done their civic duty.’
  Historians have frequently interpreted revolutionaries’ (especially Blanquists’) increasing interest in commemoration and tradition and their belief in revolution as mutually exclusive.  Hutton, for example, describes how ‘for the present-minded Blanquists’ the lack of revolutionary prospects in the 1870s and 1880s turned revolution into ‘a topic…devoid of passion’.
  The purpose of memorials such as the mur des F(d(r(s, though, was not necessarily to deify specific revolutionaries, but to deify the revolution itself; ‘to indicate the importance of people’, and what they could do.
  Commemoration, like Possibilist and Guesdist forays into politics, was a way of dealing with the repressive conditions revolutionaries found themselves under in post-Commune France.  It was a technique for sustaining interest in, and support for, revolutionary activity and ideals.  As Prost asserts, ‘A Republic that does not teach itself and does not celebrate itself is a dead Republic; that is, a Republic for which people are no longer willing to die.’
  The large showings at these memorials suggest the continued vivacity of both revolutionary and religious rituals.

Revolutionary leaders are described in Christ-like terms in an effort to increase their appeal.  Da Costa gifts Blanqui with ‘puissance rayonnante’,
 and Watteau attributes to Gustave Tridon, the influential essayist, the gifts of a prophet, who wrote work which was ‘tissue de rayons et de flammes’ and foretold the coming of the Commune.
  Past revolutions are also deified, with Arnould describing how the people are ‘encore ébloui de la grande lumi(re de 92’,
 and Watteau asserting that it appeared ‘sur le Sina(’.
  The inevitable coming revolution is described in religious terms, and Bergeret compares humanity to Jesus suffering on the cross, writing, ‘O pauvre humanit(, depuis bien des si(cles pourtant tu gravis ton Calvaire, la corde au cou, les fers aux pieds’.
  It is likely that this kind of imagery was still familiar to most Frenchmen, and religion offered a link to tradition.  By using familiar religious language and imagery, revolutionaries could attempt to identify with sections of the population (especially those in rural areas) that were not traditionally supporters of revolution, or even moderate change.


Juxtaposed with this are portrayals of the author’s perceived enemies as cultish, clerical, and even pagan.  This echoed Enlightenment critiques, which denounced the mystical and controlling structures of organised religion, rather than simply religion or belief itself.  Flourens reportedly described the GND as ‘political Jesuits’,
 a reference to the Roman Catholic religious order which in the eighteenth century was expelled from France, and condemned by philosophes as inimical to progress.  Malon asserted that Jacobinism ‘n’est autre que la continuation des proc(d(s inquisitoriaux et monarchiques’,
 and in reference to Marx, La F(d(ration dismissed ‘the avowed or occult influence of the sect of Holborn’.
  Similar to their utilisation of memories of secretive and deceptive administrations, revolutionaries attempted to discredit their adversaries by playing on Enlightened and Revolutionary associations of Roman Catholicism with weak and anti-national government.  The continued use of religious imagery suggests that religion retained an important role in everyday life that revolutionaries needed to cater to if they wished to appeal to a broader section of society.  However, for revolutionaries, Napoleon III’s Catholicism had been one of his biggest problems.  By describing the revolution in millenarian terms, revolutionaries were able to avoid explicit references to Catholicism and suggest that they were different from previous regimes in many ways, as well as able to fill the spiritual and cultural vacuum.

II

Of course, it should not be surprising that revolutionaries of the 1870s continued to use religious symbolism.  As recently as 1848, radicalism and religion had been inextricably linked.  In fact, the use of religious tropes should be seen as proof of the continued popularity of specifically French forms of revolutionary tradition.  Quasi-religious reassurances that society will inevitably be transformed fit with Marxian theories on the stages and timing of revolution, but they were ultimately seen as palliative measures.  As suggested in Chapter One, the increased reliance on an alternative revolutionary culture outside the state represented a pragmatic response to the decreasing possibility of a revolution.  It was an attempt to retain support by effecting gradual change and showing themselves to be responsible revolutionaries.  At the same time, the assurance that societal change was just around the corner provided a placating social vision, relieving the tensions of the present, and offering consolation after defeat.  For revolutionaries in a non-revolutionary era, the idea that their current trials were ultimately building towards an inevitable revolution, and that those currently in power would pay for their deeds, must have provided comfort, and also legitimacy for their actions.  


For many in this period, palliative measures took precedence over grand ideological posturing, and this benefited the Possibilists at the expense of Marxist groupings such as the Guesdists.  The improvement of existing circumstances was not something that Marx and Engels, as advocates of allowing society to get worse in order for it to get better, agreed with.  Proudhon, on the other hand, and his later adherents in the Commune’s minority, concentrated on small but achievable change.  This view continued to be popular, and was later adopted by Paul Brousse and Beno(t Malon, whose Possibilists took their name from the desire to concentrate only on attainable goals.  Partly as a result of experiences in exile (especially in London, where Stafford claims Brousse came face to face with the real effects of poverty for the first time
) and the changed circumstances in France, they were converted to the idea of campaigning only for achievable change.  In Brousse’s 1874 Le suffrage universel et le probl(me de la souverainet( du peuple, utopia becomes a term of veritable derision.
  The ideal of an international socialist revolution is scorned, largely because it fails to offer a legitimate alternative to the current situation.  The Possibilists were able to combine reform-minded ideas with powerful revolutionary rhetoric and a credible history, and thereby position themselves as something like the popular Opportunist government, but with more revolutionary and moral credentials.  The expulsion of Guesde and Lafargue from the POF in favour of Brousse and Malon suggests that, by 1881, their popularity was widespread.  

The emphasis on achievable reform rather than idealist revolution remained evident well into the 1890s.  Indeed, in Marxism in Modern France, Lichtheim contends that one can draw a direct line from Proudhon, through the Commune’s minority, to the Possibilists, and later, Jaur(s and Blum.
  The Possibilist manifesto in La Cocarde proclaims that ‘Nous ne faisons pas de manifestation dans la rue.  Cela est inutile…Nous affirmerons par tous les moyens pacifiques’.  Perhaps more surprisingly, the Guesdist manifesto of international socialist revolution collapsed into calls for the eight hour working day; ‘Vive la journ(e l(gale de huit heures!  Vive le Parti Ouvrier!  Vive le socialisme international!’
  The spectacle of a group which, in theory, called for international revolution demanding only such achievable changes in practice is indicative of the impact of the Commune and its aftermath.  The repression which followed forced revolutionaries of all hues to adapt and considerably reduce their aims if they wished to continue to be seen as credible opposition, and this had a considerable impact upon the way later revolutionaries thought and presented their ideas.  The 1870s left a far greater impression on French political life than has previously been suggested.

In fact, the continued use of religious imagery provides a way to elucidate important differences in the ideas and fates of revolutionary groupings.  Although almost all revolutionaries continued to use these tropes, they expose the tensions between adherents to Marxian ideas, and those loosely affiliated to either Proudhonism or Blanquism.  Proudhon’s depiction of history as a process of ruin and recovery, drawing on Vico’s similar belief that ‘[t]o create anew is to remember the past’
 lent themselves well to the situation in the 1870s.  In a climate where action was practically impossible, revolutionaries were forced to considerably adapt their ideas. Guesde may have continued to incite revolutionaries to action, warning ‘Plus tard- qu’on en soit bien persuad(- it serait trop tard’,
 but the attitudes of the majority of revolutionaries seem, at least overtly, to have changed.  Rather than resorting to vague clichés of international revolution as Guesdists often did, many became more interested in the actual French situation.  This distinction is helpful for understanding the relative successes and failures of revolutionary groupings in the 1870s.  Proudhonists were able to utilise religious language to far greater effect, and invest it with more meaning, whereas for the Guesdists it proved useful in the short-term, but essentially hollow.

In orthodox accounts of this period in French history, revolutionaries are presented as fundamentally undermining their own ideology by trying to cater to contemporary society’s religious needs.  The implicit acceptance that society needed some form of spiritual presence is viewed as damaging to the much-trumpeted materially-determined theory of history, society, and progress, and this is then used to explain why they were ultimately unsuccessful.  If we look at it solely in these terms, the continued use of religious imagery and language in the 1870s makes little sense.  I would like to suggest a modification to this stance.  The use of religious symbolism was instead a part of how revolutionaries remained successful in this period, allowing them to appeal to a wider range of people, but it had a different effect on each grouping.  Whilst religious tropes initially proved useful for many revolutionaries, millenarian references were ultimately incompatible with the Marxist linear idea of history (and with the Marxist fear of looking back into the past).  In contrast, Proudhon’s and Vico’s conceptions of history as processes of rise and fall lent themselves well to messianic tropes.  As was the case with other discursive symbols, religious imagery in the 1870s was well suited to this difference of discourse and action; more moderate ideas based on strong rhetoric.  This shall be explored further in later chapters.  For the Possibilists and others of non-Marxist denominations, quasi-religious language provided a link to the past and provided a framework around which to create a unified, alternative society to the one from which they had been ostracised.  At the same time, millenarian reassurances that the revolution would come, cloaked in religious metaphor, provided comfort and motivation for all revolutionaries in the trying and repressive conditions that followed the fall of the Commune.

3
Politics and ‘the People’
I

References to ‘travailleurs’ and ‘ouvriers’ were prominent in France around the time of the Commune.  These words are now inevitably invested with Marxist-Leninist ideology, but in 1870s France, a time and place hardly touched by Marxism, they did not have the same significance.  Victor Hugo, far from a Marxist revolutionary, used them proudly in his address to the French people in 1870.
  In a country still half agricultural and three quarters rural,
 it made no sense to talk in terms of the revolution of the industrial proletariat.  The use of these words after 1871 does not indicate anything new, rather it highlights the continuity of rhetoric during this period.  The Commune represented an attempt to combine seemingly divergent centralising, republican tendencies of the neo-Jacobins and Blanquists with the federalism of the Proudhonists.  In this enterprise, broad characterisations of ‘the People’ were essential.  Populist rhetoric continued to be used by revolutionaries after the Commune.  Like religion, it allowed them to appeal to the general public without losing their core support.  


Although all revolutionaries continued to appeal to ‘the People’, this technique suited some revolutionaries better than other.  I shall elaborate this point mainly through Paul Brousse’s work from the 1870s.  Although a founding member of the Possibilists, Brousse at this time remained an anarchist.  He published several works in exile detailing the problems of centralised government, and set up a Barcelona-based newspaper, La Solidarit( r(volutionnaire, which was designed for distribution in the Midi (Brousse hailed from Montpellier).  He returned to France on the declaration of the Full Amnesty after an exile that encompassed Spain, Switzerland, and Britain during which he was converted to the struggle for achievable change.  His writing, especially the 1874 Le suffrage universel et le problème de la souverainet( du peuple, is demonstrative of how a federalist revolutionaries were able to use well-worn populist tropes to expose and attack the elitism not only of politicians, but also of other revolutionaries, and in the process present themselves as reformists.


Populist language was ambiguous and theoretically inclusive.  Just as Gareth Stedman Jones argues that early nineteenth-century British radicalism based itself on ideas of political enfranchisement,
 so French radicalism in the 1870s continued to draw on populist languages of social and political entitlement.  As Gould asserts, radical action in the nineteenth-century ‘resulted not from the psychology of the mob but from their systematic and forcible exclusion from the arenas of institutionalised politics’.
  The Commune’s proclamations that Paris was treated unlike the rest of France, and all it wished for was to be able to rule itself like other towns are indicative of a ‘vocabulary of…exclusion’,
 and were useful to revolutionaries in both urban and rural settings.  The ambiguity of this language meant revolutionaries were not forced to commit themselves to concrete policies, and were therefore able to appeal to more people.  In this case, the use of populist tropes allowed readers to view Paris as either special, or just like everywhere else according to their preference.  Exclusion is defined in terms of legal and administrative rights (in this case, the rule of Paris), rather than explicit class language, and while tropes common to Marxist interpretations of ‘class politics’ certainly became increasingly important, it is not in Marxian terms that they were perceived.  


Attitudes to organisation are a prime example of this.  Forced by the experience of the Commune, revolutionaries made certain changes to the practicalities of organisation, and the years after 1871 were characterised by both theoretical and practical rejections of the conspiracy model and secret brotherhoods, which had previously been the bread and butter of French radicalism.  L’Egalit(, for example, made clear its intentions to ‘pr(parer la formation d’un grand parti qui puisse, le moment venu, mettre la force au service du droit’,
 effectively acknowledging that conspiracy was no longer effective.  The two most prominent groups to emerge from the debates of the 1870s, the Possibilists and the Guesdists both adapted to this need for a new type of politics by attempting to appeal to what Stuart has called the ‘profoundly ambivalent political mentalities of the French working-class’.
  The organisational technique of party congresses in which all members could vote on big decisions was designed to appeal to a larger demographic, and in a professedly democratic republic, political parties such as the POF were much harder to suppress than secret organisations.  France at this time was a society which offered little potential for immediate revolution, and it was to this that revolutionaries were forced to adapt.


However, as Hutton has remarked, ‘Jacobinism marked the conceptual boundaries which framed the mental universe of revolutionary militants in the French tradition’.
  It continued to do so long after 1871.  An ‘affinity for strong leadership that stood above party, embodied national interest, and evoked commitment’ persisted.
  Malon regretted that the Commune was lacking in men ‘capables de l’expliquer et de la dominer’;
 a seemingly extraordinary statement from an anarchist-Possibilist.  Furthermore, a sharp line of demarcation remained between those with access to a comprehensive education and those without, ensuring that class differences were present, even if they were not articulated.  The most lauded revolutionary leaders and chroniclers of the 1870s - Blanqui, Brousse, Lefran(ais - remained men of means.  The emphasis placed by all radical revolutionaries upon education ensured (whether intentionally or not) that the power of ‘the People’ remained at the disposal of a select group of more educated orators, at least until the project of educating the masses was realised.  


Discourses of populism proved useful in enabling revolutionaries to reconcile their preference for educated leaders with egalitarian ideals.  They ensured, for example, that an educated or aristocratic man could still be a ‘man of the People’ as long as he identified with the oppressed.  This allowed revolutionaries to retain a somewhat elitist attitude towards leadership without appearing exclusive.  From this we can infer that class-based languages and ideals were as yet neither as widespread nor as credible as orthodox interpretations of late nineteenth-century revolutionary activity tend to suggest.  Revolutionaries implemented many practical changes following the fall of the Commune, but established forms of political action and rhetoric were not dispensed with.  Populist tropes continued to characterise revolutionary language and thought in the 1870s.

II

Paradoxically, revolutionaries continued to express a profound distrust for politics.  These expressions enabled certain revolutionaries to use populist language to present themselves as a reforming political alternative.  Federalist, Proudhonist views of society were popular during the time of the Commune, constituting the basis of the minority’s political philosophy.  L’Estafette, for example, was a fierce advocate of Proudhon and decentralisation.
  The French experience of revolutionary defeat in 1830 and 1848 gave credence to Proudhon’s scepticism about politics and the abuse of power.  However, in the years leading up to the Commune, radical elements of the French left had more often than not become embroiled in politics to bolster opposition to the Second Empire.  Caricatures in radical publications during the 1850s and 1860s, for instance, very rarely stray from criticism of the imperial regime.
  The Commune can be seen as an attempt to combine the two.  It was a republican movement against monarchism, but it was also a federalist movement against centralised oppression (although the Blanquists and neo-Jacobins show that there were limits to this).  


The subsequent defeat of the Commune revived the view of electoral politics as a minefield, and all governments as oppressive and hypocritical.  The democratic government of the Third Republic seemed to validate this distrust, stuffed full as it was with radical politicians who had refused to support the Commune.  In 1874 Brousse described parliamentarism as ‘la robe de D(janire’.
  Parliamentarism, in other words, may seem like a cure, but actually just makes things worse.  Revolutionaries did not suddenly decide that they liked politics after the Commune.  As this demonstrates, high politics remained unpopular in revolutionary circles, especially before participation began to show rewards.  Revolutionaries experienced clear difficulties with concepts such as ‘universal suffrage’ and the ‘sovereignty of the people’.  These had been proclaimed time and again in France, but continually failed to deliver the equality they promised.  1848 and the rise of Napoleon III had been particularly scarring, and by the 1870s, these ideas had come to be seen as nothing but hollow fronts for autocratic government to hide behind.  Their practical implications also posed difficulties for revolutionaries, as they lost a significant number of elections.  It was from these problems that federalism offered an escape.  


Rather than wallowing in their distaste for politics, federalist revolutionaries turned this position to their advantage, using it to present themselves as a fresh alternative.  Politicians and the political system are dismissed as ideologically void, and it is implied that revolutionaries hold the key to reform.  Brousse criticises voting as an instrument of domination rather than emancipation,
 and Lefran(ais complains that ‘Tout le d(bat consiste, entre monarchistes et r(publicains, ( savoir qui des uns ou des autres, tournera la manivelle…et empochera la recette’.
  Representative democracy is singled out as a particular evil.  Describing France in terms of a body, Brousse asks ‘Coupez un corps humain en 86 parties identiques, que pensez-vous qu’il aviendra?’,
 implying that to elect representatives is not truly representative of society; that it breaks the unity socialists are so desirous of.  L’Egalit( summarised this feeling when it complained that previous revolutions had not been successful: ‘Toujours un gouvernement succ(de ( un gouvernement.  Et le meilleur ne vaut pas cher.’
  Attacking politics and the state allowed revolutionaries to discredit their opponents whilst positioning themselves as a fresh alternative in elections, intimating that they would reform corrupt institutions from the inside.  It represented a pragmatic adaptation to non-revolutionary circumstances.


These anti-political pronouncements, though, were not synonymous with disavowals of the Republic.  Defence of the Republic was a great motivation for Communards, and this sentiment was not entirely dispensed with.  Revolutionaries of the 1870s ignored the legal and political characteristics of republicanism, favouring more generalised moral and egalitarian republican values such as liberty and equality.  La F(d(ration, for example, deemed attempts to form societies without liberty and equality ‘absolutely impossible’.
  The Third Republic is acknowledged as republican in name only, for its history of violence, its parliamentarism, and its cronyism proved that its politicians were not possessed of the moral attributes needed to run a true republic.  By refusing to acknowledge state frameworks as the true Republic, and therefore suggesting that they and the Opportunists were fighting for different things, revolutionaries of the 1870s were able  to avoid discussions on whether or not to unite with the moderate Left in the  face of the Right to ‘save the Republic’.  This problem reared its head in 1848, and again in the 1880s and 1890s (and even into the 1930s and 1940s) and divided revolutionaries, but the possibility of joining with the moderates barely features in revolutionary publications from the decade after the Commune.  The concentration upon values rather than state apparatus at once allowed revolutionaries to continue to appeal to republican imagery, and place themselves outside the Republican government, effectively negating the need for them to acknowledge it or interact with it on a theoretical level.


The decision of both the Possibilists and the Guesdists to participate in elections, then, was a pragmatic and significant move.  In an attempt to broaden their support base and counter the populism of the Opportunists, towards the end of this period both groups took steps to which they were theoretically opposed.  It is not so much the implementation of, but the acceptance of these ideas that is interesting.  It marks a significant change from the more idealistic (and perhaps conceited) revolutionary radicalism of before and during the Commune.  The pragmatic approach that privileged, and acknowledged the need for, widespread support and effecting real change over ideals, was novel.  However, the quite radical changes proposed frequently proved unpopular with many in the revolutionary community.  In an attempt to smooth this transition and hold on to as much support as possible, changes to ideas were often presented in familiar languages.  It is important to note that these changes in ideas did not represent a major ideological shift, and neither was the continued use of traditional languages a cynical, Trojan horse-like ploy to smuggle in new ideas under the noses of credulous and inattentive acolytes.  They merely demonstrate a pragmatic approach to the changed circumstances of the 1870s.  Revolutionary theorists and leaders were concerned to push for more support, and often adapted their ideas accordingly.  Open contempt of politics and the state remained a powerful ideal, and a useful means of attacking whichever government was in power without appearing inconsistent.  However, suppression and the popularity of the government forced revolutionaries into politics in search of support.

III

The Possibilists proved most successful at adapting to this combination of rhetoric and action.  They rejected the legitimacy of politics, claiming that electoral participation was not synonymous with support of (or belief in) the electoral system.  However, they accepted it as the most effective means of change; a form of propagande par le fait.
  This section of the revolutionary Left was therefore able to effectively combine political participation with a theoretical distaste for it.  The decision to enter electoral politics, like the changes made to organisation, was not ideologically motivated; it was a tactic for gaining support, and attitudes towards the system displayed altogether more continuity than change.  The fusion of established forms of strong revolutionary rhetoric with anti-political language allowed them to present themselves as a proactive, reform-minded force; a more viable alternative in the repressive conditions that followed the Commune’s fall.


This image was reinforced by the use of tried and tested populist tropes to attack other revolutionaries, as well as the government, over elitism and cronyism.  The experience of power-sharing during the Commune exposed irreconcilable differences within the French revolutionary movement, and these were accentuated by exile.  The First International, whilst admittedly riven before 1871, was deeply affected by the division between minority and majority Communards.  This dispute provided convenient and entrenched positions, backed up by credible genealogies, from which the Marxist and Bakunist factions of the International could attack each other over the role of the General Council.  Furthermore, the Europe-wide repression of the International under laws such as France’s 1872 Dufaure Law gave the Marxist faction something of a siege mentality.  The persecution effectively ‘validated’ Marxist rhetoric, lending it credibility, which allowed them to accrue more power, and make more autonomous decisions.
  


The distrust bred by these years in exile had a significant impact upon later French revolutionary ideas and action.  Stafford, for example, writes that the encounters and intrigues between Brousse’s anarchist group and Paul Lafargue in Spain led to the decision to exclude Brousse and Malon from the drafting of the Minimum Programme at Marx’s house in London (despite the fact that Brousse lived nearby at the time), and that this had a significant impact upon the later workings of the POF leadership.
  Guesde and Lafargue were able to push through their Minimum Programme, co-authored by Marx, at the 1879 Marseilles Congress, but a year later, the decision was overturned in favour of the Possibilists, and they were expelled from the party.  The Commune and the experience of exile, then, gave Brousse and Malon both the motivation to attack Marxist revolutionaries, and the means by which to do so.  The Guesdists’ increasing exclusivity accentuated the differences between revolutionary groupings and was in blatant contrast with the populist rhetoric they still employed.  This allowed other revolutionaries to dismiss them as hypocritical, devious, and autocratic.


Proudhonist revolutionaries were therefore able to use broad-based and familiar populist language to vilify their opponents.  The concept of ‘the People’ is notoriously ambiguous; an issue highlighted by Brousse in 1874 when he asked, ‘Que signifie ce mot, le PEUPLE?’
  For Siey(s in 1789, ‘le Tiers-Etat’ was ‘the People’; those excluded from and exploited by aristocratic and religious French society, but by 1871, Guesde was able to claim that ‘le Quatri(me-Etat…(mergeait ( coups de fusil’.
  The phrase ‘Le Quatri(me-Etat’, or the proletariat, was relatively common in revolutionary parlance during this period, and shows that ideas of class separation were growing in the 1870s.  However, ideas of inclusion remained important, and Guesde’s adaptation of Si(yes’s by now classic ‘Tiers-Etat’ is also resoundingly populist.  This language was used by all revolutionaries, but it was more effective for some than for others.  It allowed federalists to attack exclusivity and adhere to their professed goal of achievable improvement without firmly committing themselves to tangible policies or sections of the population.  As the Guesdist experience shows, such commitment would necessarily have reduced the scope of their appeal, and the effectiveness of such ambiguous language.  


This ambiguity was a product of enlightened ideals, and also of the complex history of the French Revolution.  The Revolution had several distinct stages and proved practically impossible to bring to a close.  In fact, many later radicals claimed that it had never ended.  However, taking the phrase at face-value, we can still divide the Revolution into several stages.  The first, beginning in 1789, represented a comparatively moderate stance in which all Estates were represented by a National Assembly, and the King retained his office, but with diminished powers.  In 1792, the city government of Paris became radicalised, and began to put pressure on the constitutional government.  This came to an end in 1793 with the virtual assumption of power by Robespierre’s Montagnards.  These administrations instituted different policies and had broadly different followers, but used the same revolutionary language and symbolism.  The French Revolution, then, was rather a catch-all term, and its language and heritage were highly ambiguous.  


The meaning of the phrase ‘the People’ morphed over a century of reform and revolution in conjunction with the idea of equality and full entitlement to what society had to offer.  Far from having a set meaning, it could almost be adapted at will.  Revolutionaries were able to invest populist tropes with a multiplicity of meanings.  Writers were in effect giving their readers a choice of revolutionary genealogies.  In other words, the use of ambiguous French revolutionary languages of ‘the People’ allowed writers of newspapers, memoirs, and tracts to appeal to a much wider demographic.  By basing their theories around the broadest characterisation of the French people, Possibilists and similar groups were simultaneously able to reach out to a large section of the population and directly criticise the exclusivity of both politicians, and their opponents within revolutionary circles.

The traditional view of revolutionary activity in the 1870s ‘is one of…a loss of purpose’.
  By the time of the 1880 amnesty, Hutton asserts that they were faced with either ‘[t]he widening appeal of the new socialism, closely associated with Marxist thought’,
 or obscurity.  On the contrary, the difficult circumstances of the 1870s clearly did not kill off French revolutionary thought, and neither did they mark the end of traditional revolutionary political action or language.  The anti-political rhetoric initially associated with Proudhon, which was taken up by the Commune’s minority, and later Brousse and Malon’s Possibilists proved indispensable in the repressive political climate of the 1870s.  By using familiar, broad-based populist tropes, these revolutionaries were able to attack the exclusivity of both their enemies in government, and in revolutionary circles.  In this exercise, memory, history, and tradition (particularly that which was specifically French) proved vital.
4
Romanticising la Patrie
I

Federalism and the distrust of state mechanisms were common among revolutionaries during the 1870s.  However, romantic idealisations of the nation persisted.  In almost all the contemporary material, patriotism and the protection of France are emphasised as key.  According to Nora, ‘the nationalistic definition of the present cried out for justification through a highlighting of the past’.
  Revolutionaries remained eager to present themselves as heirs to revolutionary traditions.  In the words of Blanqui, the living took up the roles of the dead ‘to carry on the war of the past against the future’.
  Under the Second Empire, revolutionaries and parliamentary radicals achieved a quasi-consensus based on hatred of the imperial family, and even after Napoleon III’s fall, the cause of ‘the true France’ remained a force to be reckoned with.  The Franco-Prussian War turned patriotism into one of the strongest weapons in the linguistic arsenal, and they who could harness its force were guaranteed more widespread support than they could otherwise have gained.  It was not just socialists who spoke in this language.  The moderate newspaper Le Temps also claimed to be defending ‘l’humanit(, la raison, la libert(’,
 and in his address to the French people, Victor Hugo celebrated the Republic as the carrier of virtue and duty.
  The sheer extent to which patriotism is used in newspapers of the time is evidence of how effective it was in rallying support, and Le Sifflet mocks this in a cartoon depicting patriotism as a malleable glue [Image A].
  


That revolutionaries continued to appeal to patriotism is an important point.  Conventionally the Commune is seen as a decisive break, after which the revolutionary Left was alienated from the nation and turned towards Marxian internationalism.  Much the same as religion and populism, as something to which technically everyone can subscribe, patriotism allowed revolutionaries to appeal in theory to more people.  In practice, though, it often acted more as a means to exclusion, for two types of patriotism are discernable in writing from the 1870s; one oriented around Paris, and the other around France.  It was to the former that revolutionaries overwhelmingly continued to appeal.  Although the Possibilists, who advocated federalism and whose leaders hailed from outside Paris, were better placed to appeal to a broader Patrie, Paris-oriented patriotism retained a significant place in the rhetoric of all revolutionaries.  


Patriotic tropes are abundant in newspapers from around the time of the Commune.  La Patrie en danger, Auguste Blanqui’s newspaper from the months before the Commune is indicative of central place patriotism played in revolutionary discourse during this period, and I compare this to his later work.  Various newspapers from during the Commune elaborate the continued importance of patriotism to revolutionaries active in the Commune’s government.  Le Vengeur was published by the highly influential journalist F(lix Pyat, who also owned Le Combat, and started La Commune when the other two papers were banned.  L’Ami du Peuple was edited by the publisher Vermorel, who edited volumes of the collected works of eighteenth-century revolutionaries such as Danton.  Jules Vall(s’s Cri du Peuple was the most widely circulated Parisian revolutionary radical newspaper.
  The continuity of patriotic discourse is then elaborated through comparisons with work from the later 1870s and the newspaper La Cocarde, which in 1891 published a ‘manifesto’ from both the Possibilists and the Guesdists.

II

France and the Republic are now seen as inseparable, but in the upheaval and uncertainty of the nineteenth century, this was decisively not the case.  In an effort to strengthen their relationship, France and the Republic are frequently portrayed by republicans as the same thing, or at least as essential to each other’s survival.  La Patrie en danger, for example, celebrated that ‘La R(publique est proclam(e.  La France respire et rena(t ( la vie.’
  This is contrasted with all other forms of government.  Jules Favre in L’Electeur libre wrote that France and the Republic were one and indivisible; that the Empire was an external force which had ‘tromp( la France’.
  La Patrie en danger concurred, dubbing the Second Empire a ‘r(ve affreux’.
  Further to this, it warns that ‘c’est l’agonie qui commence si ce n’est pas la r(surrection.’
  These sentiments were retained well into the Commune, for example in Vall(s’s Cri du Peuple, society is divided into Versailles (which wants the monarchy), and France (which wants the Republic).
  Administrations not adhering to extremely specific French republican principles are dismissed in terms of being alien and unpatriotic.  Implicit in this, of course, is the idea that those who do not want the Republic are somehow not properly French, just as nobles and (migr(s in the 1790s put themselves outside the nation.

Accordingly, patriotism was the main weapon used to condemn the Versaillais.  La R(volution censures ‘les prussiens de Versailles’, suggesting that they were in league with the Prussians and always wanted to surrender (rendering their resistance during the siege of Paris cynical and malicious),
 and L’Affranchi reports that Flourens dismissed the GND as ‘political Jesuits’,
 implying that they are not really, or at least not fully, French.  L’Ami du Peuple takes this idea further, furiously writing that ‘Paris avait le droit de se soulever contre vous [the Thiers government] pour vous chasser, vous qui l’aviez trahi, livr(, vendu.’
  


Implicit in this is the idea that the working-class are more patriotic than others.  This is a common theme in Michelet’s Le Peuple, which portrays the bourgeoisie as lacking in patriotism, and is frequently advanced in both historical and fictional literature of the later nineteenth century.
  Whereas the ‘parasitic’ bourgeoisie think only of ensuring the safety of their money ‘sur le cadavre de la patrie ensanglantée’,
 the working-classes are depicted as selfless.  Blanqui describes how ‘La guerre n’est jamais l’oeuvre des classes laborieuses, qui la paient de leurs larmes et de leur sang’,
 and Lafargue writes of the workers who are ‘exclus de cette R(publique parlementaire pour laquelle ils ont vers( leur sang en 1789, 1830, 1848 et 1871’.
  The suggestion is that the working-class, or the excluded People, love France so much that they fight for it even if they gain nothing.  Languages of patriotism are used to suggest that they, and only they, love la Patrie, and that the government does not have the country’s best interests at heart.  Not only this, but that politicians who claimed to be republican in fact purposely colluded against the best interests of France.  This not only afforded a broader base of support, but allowed writers defending the working class to lay claim to a certain legitimacy and suggest they constituted a workable (and responsible) alternative to the current government.


In making the Republic and France the same thing, revolutionaries ensured that they could not be portrayed as anything but patriotic.  If they were the same, then fighting for the Republic, which was all revolutionaries’ immediate (if not ultimate) aim, was the same as a nationalist struggle such as the Franco-Prussian War.  Especially in lieu of the GND’s capitulation and the resultant sense of betrayal in Paris, this must have been a successful tool.  Ideas about the place of the Republic (whether it represented the ultimate goal or a temporary measure) may have become unclear in revolutionary discourse in the 1870s, perhaps due to the installation of the fully-functioning Third Republic.  Patriotism, however, and the idea of ‘the Republic’ to which one could attach ones own ideals, remained indispensable.

III

Socialism and nationalism are commonly perceived to have been opposing forces during this period.   It was the ideological nation, though, that formed the basis of almost all radicalism.  In La Patrie en danger, Blanqui celebrates the nation as socialism’s greatest cause, reminding readers that 

‘demain on va combattre, non pour un gouvernement, pour des int(r(ts de caste ou de parti, non pas m(me pour l’honneur, les principes, les id(es, mais pour ce qui est la vie, la respiration de tous, pour ce qui constitue l’(tre humain dans sa plus noble manifestation, pour la patrie’.
  

Ten years later, Blanqui’s views had not change, and he depicted the population as a child ‘dans le giron paternel, qu’on doit s’instruire ( la d(fense de la patrie’.
  Similarly, when discussing the impending amnesty, Arnould talks about reopening ‘les murailles aux vaincus de la Révolution du 18 mars 1871’, implying that both the population and France itself are needed for socialism to progress. 
  The idea of the nation as a provider responsible for the population’s future remained an important trope for French revolutionaries, influencing not only more traditional, populist socialists, but also those who styled themselves as more modernising.


The Republic is exalted as a universal ideal, but even this has nationalist connotations.  Indeed, the literature is replete with examples of France at the forefront of civilisation; as the leader of humanity.  In 1870, La Patrie en danger writes that ‘(a a toujours (t( un des plus beaux privilèges de la France de représenter les plus grandes id(es de progrès, les plus belles qualités individuelles et les intérêts du plus grand nombre.’
  It then invites foreigners to join the ‘légion des Amis de la France’.
  Whilst of course this could be a celebration of the participatory drive of the Enlightenment, it is also rather nationalistically self-congratulatory.  In the plan for a universal republic, all countries are equal, but France is seen as more equal than the rest.  No country is denied equal rights in this hypothetical scenario, but France is exalted above others as the giver of these rights.  She is portrayed as occupying a special position due to her receptive, revolutionary history.


This is supported by depictions of French revolutionary ideals as natural rights.  La Marseillaise, for example, in 1869 informed its readers that ‘la souveraineté du peuple est un principe du droit naturel’.
  The conception of some rights as inalienable is reinforced by the plethora of natural images used to describe them.  Lefrançais describes 18 March as a new dawn, when ‘[l]e soleil s’est fait communard’,
 and Bergeret admires the Commune for ‘oser faire tête ( l’orage’,
 indicating that revolution is a natural phenomenon which cannot help but occur.  The papers do not celebrate France as the inventor of these concepts, but as the country who exposed the formula for world freedom.  By depicting all countries as entitled to the ‘natural rights’ that France, gifted with a special connection to the order of things, discovered, revolutionaries were able to reconcile ideas of equality with popular nationalism.  While all civilised countries deserve these rights, it is in France that they originated.


These sentiments continued to enjoy popularity after the Commune.  Regnard wrote of the Republic as the ‘condition première  et indispensable de la Révolution Sociale’,
 and Laisant in 1880 that ‘Je crois en l’avenir de l’humanité, je crois en l’avenir de la France’.
  The two remained inextricably linked.  Whilst none of this suggests, as many revolutionaries previous to the Commune had, that the Republic was the ultimate ideal, it is presented as an essential condition of progress.  The implication remains that France should occupy the head of any kind of international revolutionary movement.  In effect, that if France cannot progress, then neither can the rest of the world.  This lent a certain urgency to calls for revolution, and further vilified those designated ‘enemies of revolution’.  By way of a characterisation of France as the mother of enlightenment, they were presented as not only enemies of the French revolutionaries, but of world progress itself.


As demonstrated in the previous chapter, much revolutionary effort was put into attacking the state apparatus.  This theme is also present in patriotic discourse, with the power of the state compared despairingly to the perceived political neglect of the nation.  Arnould in 1877 laments that ‘l’Etat est tout, et la nation, rien’,
 comparing present governments to Louis XIV: ‘Quand on rapporte le mot de Louis XIV: L’Etat c’est moi! tous nos libéraux bondissent d’indignation.  Quand l’Etat moderne dit: La France, c’est moi!- et agit en conséquence, - quelle différence y voyez-vous?’
  Government, by whoever, is presented as inherently repressive and bad.  Indeed, this period witnesses a remarkable effort not to define socialism as opposition to the state, or in Marxian terms of evolving through it, but rather as outside the state altogether.  Bergeret paints socialism in terms of an ideal ‘grande famille humanitaire’.
  In describing it thus, rather than in terms of any kind of political organisation, he suggests that the cornerstone of society- its most fundamental element- is the family, rather than a political entity.  It is implied that society and the Revolution do not need the political.  In other words, at the last, the state is unnecessary, and can and should be circumvented.

IV

Even as they began to enter the political arena, federalism and the distrust of states and politics remained important to revolutionaries.  However this was not synonymous with the disavowal of romantic views of nation.  While the state was an oppressive machine of the ruling classes, the nation was seen as an enterprise in which everyone could participate equally, and thus fitted well with the use of populist, inclusive tropes.  This, though, was a language of patriotism and nationalism with qualifications, and many of its practitioners remained firmly attached to more traditional ideas of revolutionary space and possibility.  


The perceived role of Paris in national and international revolutions is essential.  It exposes the differences between discourses of patriotism that on the surface seem very similar.  Following the Enlightenment and the French Revolution, Paris came to be seen in revolutionary circles as the originator and centre of international revolution.
  This idea was still very much present in the 1870s.  Arnould christened Paris ‘le cerveau de l’Univers’
 and chastised a France ‘inégalement éclairée’ for repeatedly holding Paris back from a proper revolution.
  Blanqui called the government of Paris ‘le gouvernement du pays par le pays’,
 Watteau described the history of Paris as ‘celle m(me de la raison humaine’,
 and Pyat opined, ‘Paris libre, c’est le monde libre’.
  



In contrast, the rest of France is portrayed as dark and backward.  Bergeret dismisses the provinces as inherently rotten; ‘La province a la maladaire [sic] des pommes de terre: elle se g(te par la racine.’
  Similarly, La Flèche depicts seals sent by the provinces to the ‘Jardin d’acclimatation’ at Versailles, with Thiers as their keeper [Image B].
  In 1872, Le Sifflet is still making fun of the ruraux, showing a family of ‘naturels’, or simpletons signing a petition with incorrect spelling [Image C].
  Later, Watteau gives the country an unthinking, but sinister and crucial role when he writes that those who want to stop revolutions ‘fait appel aux provinces’.
  Even in exile, revolutionaries continued to perceive Paris patriotically as the centre of the revolutionary universe.  However, their focus on the capital generated disgust for the rest of the country, which was thought to restrict Paris’s revolutionary potential.  Presumably a result of their definition of the nation in political, rather than territorial or ethnic terms, this ensured that their theoretically wide-ranging professions of patriotism could only ever apply to a select number in practice.  For many revolutionaries, such focus on Paris was not perceived as unpatriotic.  Whilst conservatives condemned it, seeing such neglect of the provinces as unforgivable, for revolutionaries, Paris was the quintessence of France.  Such concentration upon it was therefore extremely patriotic.  


We can, then, identify two different kinds of patriotism: one which appealed to Paris, and the other to the whole country.  Revolutionaries accomplished the former with aplomb, but often made little effort with the latter.  Here we may return to the delineations made between the Possibilists and the Guesdists in previous chapters.  These differences are again evident in the use of patriotic languages.  Neither Brousse nor Malon were native Parisians (Brousse hailed from Montpellier, and Malon from the Loire), and Brousse’s actions remained heavily centred on the South.
  The Possibilists’ disparaging attacks on the state allowed them not only to position themselves as a fresh alternative in politics, but also to appeal to a wider version of the nation.  The absence of international socialist revolution from their rhetoric and the concentration upon localised, achievable change guaranteed a more ambiguous (or less overtly centralised) form of patriotism.  This allowed them to appeal to other parts of France, which were not traditionally supportive of revolutionaries.  However, I do not wish to overstate this point.  While the decision to nominate candidates for election may have, as Stuart contends, ‘forced a more municipal outlook’,
 many radicals remained ideologically convinced of the superiority of the metropolis.  Communards called their enemies ‘ruraux’ more than any other term, including ‘bourgeois’, and this idea looms large well into the 1880s and 1890s.  Even in 1891, while the Possibilists wrote of the Revolution as very much an international movement, Paris remained ‘( l’avant-garde de l’armée’.


This use of nationalism also highlights the problems with dividing French politics into sharply demarcated categories of ‘Left’ and ‘Right’.  The 1870s was a period where clearly defined political ‘parties’ and party discipline were only just beginning to appear, and the splits in the POF show that these categories of analysis are really of little use.  As Blanqui’s makeshift alignment with the GND in September 1870 shows, political positions were usually a pragmatic response to circumstances rather than strongly-held ideological standpoints, and activists regularly changed their allegiance.  The period of exile and the resultant attempts to show unity somewhat obscure these divisions, but they remain evident nonetheless, and in the years after the Amnesty would become a hallmark of Communards returning to France and to political prominence.

It is a view commonly held that after the Commune, the Left and the working-class were alienated from patriotism and the idea of la Patrie.  A perusal of Parisian newspapers in the 1870s, however, suggests that this was not true.  It fails to take into account both revolutionary pragmatism and patriotism’s extraordinary pulling power after the Franco-Prussian War.  To have ignored this would have left revolutionary groups with little, if any, support.  On the contrary, revolutionaries continued to appeal to a very specifically French revolutionary heritage, highlighting the enduring importance of patriotism.  This patriotism can be divided into two types: Parisian-oriented patriotism, and French-oriented patriotism.  Revolutionaries for the most part continued to appeal to the Paris-oriented version, which somewhat restricted the scope of their appeals, and even possibly reinforced the perceived separation of Paris and the rest of France.  The Possibilists more than any other revolutionary grouping, due to their connections in the Loire and the Midi, and their federalist approach, made more of an effort to appeal to the provinces (and were more successful in doing so).  However, the metropolis retained a special place even in their rhetoric.  Patriotism exposes an interesting paradox, in which revolutionaries appeal to a romantic notion of la Patrie, but are simultaneously unwilling to acknowledge that the rest of the country has anything valuable to contribute.  Similarly to many uses of populism, it exposes a tension between the pragmatic manipulation revolutionaries were prepared to engage in in order to access the theoretical possibilities implied by a language of patriotism, and the practical realities they were willing to concede.
Conclusion
The 1870s is a period little studied in terms of French revolutionary thought, largely because it is assumed that the Commune was a momentous break followed by a period of silence.  It is certainly true that the Commune presented a significant challenge to French revolutionary action and ideas.  Communards escaping death and deportation were faced either with fierce repression in France, or the dislocation of exile.  This effectively drove revolutionaries from the streets and newspapers of Paris, and out of sight of the population, compounding the sense of revolutionary failure.  Opportunist politicians such as L(on Gambetta were able to dissociate mainstream republicanism from the Commune, and the 1876-77 elections installed an actively reforming government.  These politicians presented themselves as the respectable face of republicanism, and also laid claim to the heritage of 1789 and 1848 (in a democratic republican, rather than a revolutionary sense).  Following the elections, revolutionaries were presented with a new set of enemies; this time moderates rather than monarchists.


However, the Commune should be seen neither as the beginning, nor as the end of a tradition.  Whilst revolutionary action may have been neutralised, ideas continued to be produced and dispersed.  These were not a product of the adoption of grand theories; rather they were pragmatic responses to changes in events.  In a twentieth-century world so dominated by ‘Marxism’ (and indeed a twenty-first century world still dealing with its memory), it is hard to imagine a time and place in which this ideology did not enjoy such power.  1870s France was such a place.  France was a country convinced of its own position at the forefront of progress, and revolutionaries continued to convey their ideas in traditional, and specifically French languages.  They of course adapted their ideas in conjunction with changing circumstances, but the myth of revolution proved simply too important to abandon.  Indeed, there was no way of thinking about radicalism or theorising alternatives to government in France other than in this context.  In a country where no other practical means of opposition had proved successful, the idea of revolution remained the most viable way to challenge the incumbent administration, and politics in general.  Revolutionary rhetoric thus remained indispensable for those denouncing the government, even though there was practically no prospect of physical revolution.


In the effort to rethink the idea of the Commune as a decisive turning point, this study has concentrated on the continuity of language (if not necessarily ideas) during a short period of time.  The 1870s remain little studied in terms of revolutionary thought and activity, and we have only scratched the surface.  Revolutionary ideas could benefit from far greater study, as could physical experiences of exile, which I have not been able to touch upon here.  It remains for someone else to place this period in a wider context encompassing the remainder of the nineteenth century.  After the Amnesty, many Communards regained their old prominence in political action, although they adopted wildly different positions.  Some turned to Marxism, while others played a central role in the genesis of xenophobic, anti-Semitic nationalisms, which Zeev Sternhell has dubbed the ‘revolutionary Right’.
  Fragments of Communard thought remain present in all of these positions, and help to articulate the idea that established notions of ‘Left’ and ‘Right’ are not so clearly delineated in French politics as they may initially seem.  It would be constructive to investigate how different experiences of exile and transportation in the 1870s affected the subsequent differences in opinion.


In this study, though, I have merely sought to reappraise the experiences of the French revolutionaries of the 1870s; ‘to make sense of their discourse in the precise political and ideological contexts of the time’.
  Revolutionaries in the 1870s were not cogs in a great structuralist machine, and should not be seen as merely an insignificant part of a grand theory.  Rather, they were pragmatic actors responding to current events.  By appealing to received languages of fraternity, populism, nationalism, and religion, they aimed to put forward a community and ideas that constituted a legitimate and preferable alternative to the current government, and hence retain, in non-revolutionary times, the support they had enjoyed from dissatisfied citizens prior to the Commune.  Savage repression rendered revolution a virtually impossible task in 1870s France, but the damage and death of 1871 made moderation seem cowardly and treasonous.  The continued use of revolutionary language allowed writers to attack moderates on these grounds, and question the Third Republic without renouncing their republican values.


These languages fitted some ideas better than others.  Brousse, Malon, and their followers were able to use loose, traditional languages of populism and patriotism to distinguish themselves from the cronyism of the government, and from the elitism of the Guesdists and the Blanquists.  Their pragmatic, reformist policies of federalism and achievable change fitted the difficult circumstances of the 1870s and broadened their appeal to a wider section of French society.  Their continued use of strong revolutionary rhetoric was an attempt to maintain their connections to established revolutionaries, and show that they had not surrendered to the Opportunist Republic.  Examining revolutionary rhetoric from the 1870s enables us to reconcile the unity that revolutionaries projected onto themselves with the seemingly intractable divisions they faced.


I have sought to demonstrate that French revolutionaries were not dormant in the 1870s, as the almost complete lack of previous work on them would suggest.  Furthermore, they did not retreat into caverns of commemorative despair.  Rather, in a quest for legitimacy, they adapted their activities to fit an altered political climate.  Skinner has commented that one of the key functions of the history of political thought is ‘to highlight the existence of alternatives’, and this is what I have sought to do.
  Once we free the 1870s from the sweep of historical materialism and ‘the deadweight of Marxist historiography’,
 we begin to see the ‘variety…on offer’.
  The ideas of, and languages employed by, French revolutionaries from 1871-1881 suggest that we should view the Commune as neither the beginning nor the end of a tradition.  It was not a decisive break, and furthermore there was not one during this period.
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Image A: At a ‘cours pratique de patriotisme pour les élèves adultes’, the teacher informs his pupils: ‘Le patriotisme, messieurs, est une substance élastique’.
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Image B: Thiers displays performing seals sent by the provinces to Versailles.  ‘Ils sont très-doux’ he acknowledges, ‘seulement ne prononcez pas devant eux le mot REPUBLIQUE, ils vous dévoreraient’.
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Image C: ‘Pétition des naturels de Purgerot’.  A provincial family struggles with spelling whilst signing a petition.
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