French Revolution: Time Line

‘Why does the French Revolution matter so much?’ (Geoffrey Best The Permanent Revolution (London: Fontana Press, 1989) p. 3)

1740 War of Austrian Succession, French monarchy to fall heavily into debt 

1756 Start of Seven Years' War incurring more debt 

1774 Coronation of Louis XVI; period of harvest failures
1776 Louis XVI dismisses his finance minister, Turgot; the American War of Independence (1776-1783) 

1778 France declares war against Britain in support of America - the subsequent war worsens the debt 

1783 Treaty of Paris ends the American War - the success of American colonists encourages radicals and reformers in France and elsewhere
1785 The Diamond Necklace Affair discrediting of Marie Antoinette
1786 The Royal finances are insolvent

1787 Assembly of Notables; resistanceof nobility to increased taxes and fiscal reforms; Parlement of Paris rejects the royal legislation; Louis orders the closure of all political clubs in Paris 

1788 Finance minister Necker convenes a second Assembly of Notables to discuss the Estates-General; insurrection at Grenoble calls for profound reforms
1789 The Estates-General for the first time since 1614; riots in Paris 

January 28: Removal of civil disabilities against Jews
June 10: The Third Estate (commons) votes for the common verification of credentials, in opposition to the First Estate (the clergy) and the Second Estate (the aristocracy) 

June 13: Some from the First Estate join the Third 

June 17: The Third Estate declares itself to be the National Assembly 

June 20: Third Estate/National Assembly are locked out of meeting houses by royal decree; the The Tennis Court Oath: not to dissolve until the constitution has been established 

June 27: Louis orders the First and Second estates to join the Third 

June 30: Crowd storms left bank prison and frees mutinous French Guards 

July 1: Louis recruits more troops, among them many foreign mercenaries 

July 9: National Assembly reconstitutes itself as National Constituent Assembly 

July 11: Necker dismissed by Louis; riots and attacks on noble houses

July 14: Storming of the Bastille; killing of key political figures 

July 15: Lafayette appointed Commander of the National Guard 

July 17: The Great Fear, the peasantry revolt against feudalism and a number of urban disturbances and revolts; Aristocracy flee Paris. 

August 26 The Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen
The representatives of the French people, organized as a National Assembly, believing that the

ignorance, neglect, or contempt of the rights of man are the sole cause of public calamities and of the corruption of governments, have determined to set forth in a solemn declaration the natural, unalienable, and sacred rights of man, in order that this declaration, being constantly before all the members of the Social body, shall remind them continually of their rights and duties; in order that the acts of the legislative power, as well as those of the executive power, may be compared at any moment with the objects and purposes of all political institutions and may thus be more respected, and, lastly, in order that the grievances of the citizens, based hereafter upon simple and incontestable principles, shall tend to the maintenance of the constitution and redound to the happiness of all. Therefore the National Assembly recognizes and proclaims, in the presence and under the auspices of the Supreme Being, the following rights of man and of the citizen:

Articles:

1. Men are born and remain free and equal in rights. Social distinctions may be founded only

upon the general good.

2. The aim of all political association is the preservation of the natural and imprescriptible

rights of man. These rights are liberty, property, security, and resistance to oppression.

3. The principle of all sovereignty resides essentially in the nation. No body nor individual

may exercise any authority which does not proceed directly from the nation.

4. Liberty consists in the freedom to do everything which injures no one else; hence the

exercise of the natural rights of each man has no limits except those which assure to the other members of the society the enjoyment of the same rights. These limits can only be determined by law.

5. Law can only prohibit such actions as are hurtful to society. Nothing may be prevented which

is not forbidden by law, and no one may be forced to do anything not provided for by law.

6. Law is the expression of the general will. Every citizen has a right to participate personally, or through his representative, in its foundation. It must be the same for all, whether it protects or punishes. All citizens, being equal in the eyes of the law, are equally eligible to all dignities and to all public positions and occupations, according to their abilities, and without distinction except that of their virtues and talents.

7. No person shall be accused, arrested, or imprisoned except in the cases and according to the

forms prescribed by law. Any one soliciting, transmitting, executing, or causing to be executed, any arbitrary order, shall be punished. But any citizen summoned or arrested in virtue of the law shall submit without delay, as resistance constitutes an offense.

8. The law shall provide for such punishments only as are strictly and obviously necessary, and

no one shall suffer punishment except it be legally inflicted in virtue of a law passed and promulgated before the commission of the offense.

9. As all persons are held innocent until they shall have been declared guilty, if arrest shall

be deemed indispensable, all ha10. No one shall be disquieted on account of his opinions, including his religious views,provided their manifestation does not disturb the public order established by law.

11. The free communication of ideas and opinions is one of the most precious of the rights of man. Every citizen may, accordingly, speak, write, and print with freedom, but shall be responsible for such abuses of this freedom as shall be defined by law.

12. The security of the rights of man and of the citizen requires public military forces. These forces are, therefore, established for the good of all and not for the personal advantage of those to whom they shall be intrusted.

13. A common contribution is essential for the maintenance of the public forces and for the cost of administration. This should be equitably distributed among all the citizens in proportion to their means.

14. All the citizens have a right to decide, either personally or by their representatives, as to the necessity of the public contribution; to grant this freely; to know to what uses it is put; and to fix the proportion, the mode of assessment and of collection and the duration of the taxes.

15. Society has the right to require of every public agent an account of his administration.

16. A society in which the observance of the law is not assured, nor the separation of powers defined, has no constitution at all.

17. Since property is an inviolable and sacred right, no one shall be deprived thereof except where public necessity, legally determined, shall clearly demand it, and 

then only on condition that the owner shall have been previously and equitably indemnified.

October 5-6: Outbreak of the Paris mob; Liberal monarchical constitution; Palace at Versailles stormed. 

November 2: Church property nationalized and expropriated 

1790 Nobility abolished by the National Assembly 

July 12 The Civil Constitution of the Clergy. Demands priests to take an oath of loyalty to the state; the first Fete of Federation begins, celebrating the fall of the Bastille; growing power of the clubs (including: Cordeliers, Jacobin Club); 

Edmund Burke condemns and Charles James Fox welcomes Revolution in speeches at Westminster

'How much the greatest event that has happened in the history of the world, and how much the best' (Fox)

August18: First counter-revolutionary assembly at Jalès

1791 Lafayette orders the arrest of 400 armed aristocrats at the Tuileries; Royal family flee to Varennes but forced to return to Paris; Slave revolts in Saint Domingue (Haiti); Black citizens of French colonies granted equal rights; Civil marriage and divorce.

Tom Paine Rights of Man

1792 French declare war against Austria; Louis XVI is arrested; the September Massacres (Danton instigates the massacre of1,200 Royalists held in Parisian prisons.); the French Revolutionary Calendar; France declared a Republic by the National Convention; citoyen and citoyenne;

Fear of revolution spreading to Britian, Association for the Protection of Liberty and Property against Republicans and Levellers. 

1793 Execution of Louis XVI; War declared against Britain, Holland, Spain; the Committee of Public Safety and the Committee of General Security; Assassination of  Marat; Robespierre joins the Committee of Public Safety; Execution of Marie Antoinette and Girondist leaders 
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(Jacques-Louis David:The Death of Marat (1793)
November 10: Abolition of the worship of God: Cult of Reason and Cult of the Supreme Being

William Godwin Political Justice

1794 July 28: Robespierre executed by guillotine; plans for popular Conventions is Britain, leaders of the LCS arrested 

William Blake Songs of Innocence and Experience 

1795 Bread riots in Paris; food riots in England; Directory begins 

1796 Marriage of Napoleon Bonaparte and Josephine; Coup d'Etat Paris (republicans over reactionaries)

1798 Repressive legislation in Britain limiting freedom of speech, press, and assembly
1799 Dictatorship of Napoleon established under the Consulate
1804 Napoleon declared Emperor

‘[The Revolution] seemed to lead to the renewal of mankind … inflamed a passion … became a kind of new religion … which has flooded the world with its fighters, its apostles, its matyrs’ (Alexis de Tocquevillle L’Acience Regime et la revolution (Paris, 1856) BK 1 CHP. 3)

‘In France, every class of the nation is a political idealist and becomes aware of itself at first not as a particular class but as a representative of social requirements generally. The role of emancipator therefore passes in dramatic motion to the various classes of the French nation one after the other until it finally comes to the class which implements social freedom no longer with the provision of certain conditions lying outside man and yet created by human society, but rather organizes all conditions of human existence on the premises of social freedom.’ (Karl Marx Critique of Hegel's Philosophy of Right (1843) (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1970)) 

‘the drastic social changes imputed to the Revolution seem less clear cut or actually not apparent at all’ (Simon Schama Citizens (London: Viking, 1989) p. xiv)

‘The Revolution was bourgeois inasmuch as the bourgeois gained the greatest advantages from it’ (Jean-Pierre Hirsch ‘L’imbroglio revolutionnaire’ in J. Juilliard ed. Histoire de France (Paris: Seul, 1990) 207-63 p.237)

‘[T]he French Revolution precipitated a new agitation and certainly this agitation took root among working people.’ (E.P Thompson The making of the English Working Class (Harmonsworth: Penguin, 1968) p.27)

‘economic individualism emerged as an essential aspect of the liberty of mankind’ (Alan Forrest The French Revolution  (Oxford: Blackwell, 1999) p. 36)

