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What were some of the key transformations engendered by the French Revolution, and what was the cultural impact of these transformations?
Word count: 1960

“People have not yet ceased to dispute about the real origin and nature of the event.[footnoteRef:1]” [1:  John E.E. Dalberg-Acton KCVO DL (1834-1902), Lectures on the French Revolution, edited JN Figgs; RV Lawrence, Macmillan & Co. LTD, London 1932. (Appendix, p345) ] 

· Lord Acton 

When we consider the nature of any aspect of history, we should first understand that we are not the first to do so. Though our thoughts on an event, person or ideal may be original we were not the first to discuss said event, person or ideal. By realizing we are yet the latest in a line of audiences, we can then use the works and opinions of those previous in a constructive manner. Lord Acton makes this the sole purpose of his first lecture about the French Revolution given in 1895 at Cambridge.
This in mind, I intend to focus on the French Revolution’s impact on Education. Did it in fact even have a lasting effect? Or was it rather influenced by the institutions it lorded over?

Education and the Church
A fine place to begin is with the impact of religion on the education systems of pre-revolution France. As of 1789, more than 60% of education was carried out by Abbeys, monastic orders and other affiliated religious organizations throughout France.[footnoteRef:2] Beginning with the Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen in 1789, we begin to see the influence of religion over education diminished as it denounced all privileged bodies including the Catholic church that stood between the Nation and Citizen, declaring them void of political legitimacy. The irony of the declaration taking many ideas from the work of Abbé Séyes’ (who was himself an Abbot trying to educate the masses) in What is the Third Estate written the year before, is not lost on this. The initial denouncement of these institutions lead to the 1790 Civil Constitution of the Clergy, which place the Bishoprics and Diocese as well as all other church intuitions within France under the direction of the National Assembly. Henceforth the curriculum was to be decided no upon church doctrines and dogma but by a committee of elected officials.[footnoteRef:3] By the end of 1791 it could be said that the education system had been nationalized and standardized. Not surprisingly the main body of educators remained the clergy, though now thy were constitutionally tied to the state not the Pope.[footnoteRef:4]  [2:  Statistics from surveys carried out by The National Convention in 1793; Published in R.R. Palmer, The School of the French Revolution: A Documentary history of the College of Louis-le-Grande and Its Director Jean-Francois Champagne, 1762-1814, Princeton 1975
(abbrev; Palmer, School/PVCIPCN)]  [3:  Emmett Kennedy, A Cultural History of the French Revolution, Yale University Press, 1989, p.149-50]  [4:  Bailey, French Secondary Education 1763-90, Philadelphia: American Philosophical Society, 1978 ] 


Bastille Day
By this point in the development of the French education system under the revolution we should look no just at the laws but at the students themselves. Throughout 1791-92 we find that for Paris at least there have been some rather noteworthy events occur within their universities. Both the Louis-le-Grande and Sorbonne saw their student bodies shrink drastically. The remaining students seem however to be in favour of the revolution as during May of 1791 groups gathered at both institutions to lobby for the remembrance of the Fall of the Bastille in 1789 to be commemorated annually.[footnoteRef:5] The significance of this in recent years cannot be understated as Bastille Day is now one of France’s major public holidays. Perhaps the revolutionary young people of Paris are responsible for the creation of France’s favourite holiday. [5:  Kennedy, Cultural History, p158] 


Closure and Struggle
The students may have had their glory moment, but from here on out universities suffered greatly. With the assassination of Jean-Paul Marat in July of 1793, the period known as the Terror began. With it came a series of sanctions and acts designed to limit the influence of education. Beginning with the closure of all Theology branches of all Paris institutions that did not conform with the new Jacobin lead government’s views on God. Followed closely by the 1794 closure of the Sorbonne which had stood since AD1257. Many other institutions faced a similar fate. Those that were not closed was their libraries confiscated and their faculties severely diminished.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Acton, Lectures] 

 By mid-1794 France found itself in a predicament, being most problematic in Paris which a survey carried out by the Assembly discovered had approximately 100,000 student aged citizens and only 250 active educators (averaging to 400 students per teacher).[footnoteRef:7] This situation is comparable to a struggle currently being experienced in many schools across Britain, though not to quite the same extent. A series of reforms in the education system leaving schools understaffed, forcing the creation of ‘super-size’ classes. A situation with which many members of the public are not in agreement.[footnoteRef:8] This was also the case in 1794. As explained by Duruy in L’instruction Publique et la Revolution[footnoteRef:9], the people of Paris were not content with the Assemblies attempts to change the makeup of their society in terms of their education. [7: Palmer, PVCIPCN 6:899-910]  [8:  The concept and utility of supersized classes is explored by education correspondents from several news agencies across Britain, notably; Sally Weale, the Guardian, January 2016, and Rachael Pells, the Independent, July 2017.]  [9:  Albert Duruy, L’Instruction Publique et la Revolution, Paris 1882] 

This did not stop at schools. The attempts to reeducate the populace required more than just formal education (which by now would be almost impossible with the lack of able teaching bodies). The Government turned to the stage.

 Educating Through Theatre
“The revolutionaries wanted to educate this public through entertainment, but first they had wanted a free theatre. This freedom, however resulted in a breakdown of all restraints; caricatures of priests, nuns, and monks, which had been banned from the stage in the old regime… were now prominently displayed as objects of ridicule.”[footnoteRef:10] This is highly evident in the amount of anti-clerical satire that dominated the French theatre throughout the revolution and even afterward. Piere—Jean-Baptiste Desforges’ Le Sourd, ou L’Aubergepleine (1790) is a prime example of the kind of results the revolution achieved in this area, since it is still being performed on stages in France and is a piece studied by dramatists across Europe. [10:  Kennedy, Cultural History, p 362] 

Which brings me back to Marat. His influence over the revolution and in recent years is interesting as he was removed from the picture in 1793 but his name has been remembered and in many ways commemorated over the two centuries since his death. His use of print as a medium to drive the revolution produced some of the most thought-provoking pieces of propaganda of his time. L’Ami du Peuple being his most well-known periodical which is rightly attributed as the cause of the September Massacres and the rise of the Jacobins Club.[footnoteRef:11]  [11:  Clifford D. Conner, Jean-pau Marat: Tribune of the French Revolution, Pluto Press 2012] 

Even more curious, is that in recent years, Marat’s name has resurfaced in theatre. Peter Brooke’s Marat/Sade[footnoteRef:12] made spectacle in 1963 by placing the French Revolutionary in scope of a madhouse production directed by Sade (a libertine contemporary to the Revolution) depicting the events preceding the assassination of Jean-Paul Marat. So, we find that almost two hundred years after its initial attempts to reshape theatre, the Revolution is instead being reshaped by theatre. Like Desforges’s work, Brookes to is still in circulation, I having viewed excerpts from Marat/Sade performed at Leicester College’s Sue Townsend Theatre in May 2015. [12:  Peter Brookes, Marat/Sade, London 1963] 


Literature
	As both Marat and Sade new well, literacy was important for making ideas known during the late eighteenth century. Both utilised it extensively. They both showed the government that education gave power. If you were to make all men equal like the Declaration of the Rights of Man said they were, then it stood to reason that all men should be able to read and write. Which brings the literature of the time to focus. AS we have already seen, the Assembly had confiscated many of the libraries and it is difficult to teach someone to read without materials to read from. So what kind of literature was left? What was popular for consumption?
The answer interestingly is a rise in Sadism and the Gothic. Though neither were new during the Revolution having been around since the late 1600s, they made a resurgence. Sade being a known Sadist. The influences of Sade’s writing can still be felt today. The Fact that Sadism is still a genre though now under a different name is a key point. Perhaps writers like Sade are the reason Sadism survived long enough to bring us books like 50 shades of Grey[footnoteRef:13]. Though the latter is not so depraved as Justine,[footnoteRef:14] is still comparable in modern terms. [13:  E.L. James, 50 Shades of Grey, Vintage Books, 2011]  [14:  Marquis de Sade, Justine/ Le Infortunes de la Vertu, 1791] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]
	“the Gothic Novel and Sadism, while predating the Revolution… derived another few generations of life from it”[footnoteRef:15] – Paulson.  [15:  Ronald Paulson, Representations of Revolution, 1789-1820, Newhaven and London, 1983] 


Results?
	The upshot of all the upheaval caused in the aforementioned areas is this. Much of changes made by the revolutionary leaders between 1789 and 1794 would be done away with under the Napoleonic Regime. The freedom granted to the theatre would be censored extensively as would the literature and all other print media. The universities would maintain their monopoly, being reopened by Napoleon. Though they would be subject to government oversight and to a degree censorship. Literature, and by extension creativity could never be curbed, even during the Terror but rather channeled into different areas. One of the farthest-reaching effects likely belongs to the enlightenment which educated many of the writers contemporary to the revolution. As for many years afterward “ideology and philosophy remained at war with Altar and throne”[footnoteRef:16].  [16:  Kennedy, Cultural History, p 381] 

But even this came to an end by the late 19th century. With the likes of Flaubert poking fun at the Revolution and Enlightenment thinking with Madam Bovary[footnoteRef:17], where by using the metaphor of a medical procedure initially deemed a success is later amputated and disgraced, effectively showing the world that about all that was left in French culture from the revolution was a penchant for Satire. In these aspects at least, the Revolution seems to have run its course. [17:  Gustav Flaubert, Madame Bovary, Revue de Paris, 1856] 

We cannot however say that it did not make a difference in other areas. As many of the political terminology now in use in the English language has direct links to the birth of the 1st French Republic. In the aspects explored however, the Revolution has been shaped by culture, as opposed to culture being shaped by the Revolution.
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