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Volunteers of the French
Revolutionary Wars: Myths and
Reinterpretations
Thomas Hippler

In 1822, Goethe published an autobiographical account of the Campaign
in France in 1792, which he had eye-witnessed from the camp of the
coalition troops waging war against revolutionary France.1 Even if it
was written 30 years after the events,2 Goethe’s narrative nevertheless
gives an excellent insight into the construction of the volunteer of the
French Revolution as a mythical figure.3 The French military was, in
fact, the subject of many publications during the time of the revolutionary wars, and Goethe’s account can be said to correspond with general
interpretative tendencies among those writers who were moderately
favourable to the revolutionary achievements.4 The Prussian defeat in
Valmy on 20 September was commented on by Goethe with the famous
dictum “here and now a new era of world history has begun.” The success of the French had proven the inefficiency and the anachronism of
both the military and the political system of the Ancien Régime. But how
did Goethe and his contemporaries view the volunteers of the French
Revolution? The vision was actually quite contradictory. The volunteers
embodied indiscipline, and thus the brute animalistic force of the rabble, since soldiers were identified with disciplined behaviour.5 However,
a heroic sense of honour was also recognized in their behaviour6 as the
consequence of their “political enthusiasm”.7 It was exactly the ambiguous combination of these two characteristics – heroic enthusiasm and
indiscipline – that was considered to constitute their particular power.
From very early on, the volunteers of the French Revolution become
the subject of political stylizations, inasmuch as they constituted an
object of mythical identification for various political purposes. In particular, they were a historical phenomenon in which republicans of the
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19th century could recognize themselves and represent their example
as a model for the nation to follow. And the volunteers were indeed
particularly well suited to be constituted as such mythical figures for
a French Republican nationalism, as it became hegemonic during the
last third of the 19th century.8 The reason for this was their ideological
polyvalence: they combined different attributes which permitted different political groups to recognize themselves in their example. First
of all, volunteers were depicted as enthusiastic republicans and revolutionaries. At the same time, however, their revolutionary “enthusiasm” was tempered by the fact that they were soldiers committed to
discipline, military hierarchy, and a sense of duty towards the state and
the nation. Conservatives could easily recognize themselves in these
qualities. Finally, the volunteers were quite clearly depicted according
to Christian stereotypes: “These fraternal legions which spread from
the earth in 92, who, without bread and without shoes, hurried towards
the north, these heroes of patience [...] who acted out of duty, not for
glory or profit ...” – this description by Jules Michelet clearly permitted
the association of the revolutionary volunteers with Christian virtues
such as poverty, humility, and abnegation.9 At the same time, however,
Michelet gives a particular twist to this Christian image of the volunteers: “who dares to make an impious distinction between the army
and the people? who is this soldier disguised with a uniform? He is our
child.”10 Michelet’s “us” clearly refers to the nation, and the nation is
constructed as the parent of the soldier. At the same time, however, the
parent and the child are but one and the same thing, and any attempt
to separate them would be an impious endeavour. Michelet’s readers
certainly grasped the allusion to the Christian trinity and the implicit
reference to the third term: the Holy Spirit, the nationalistic enthusiasm
of which the volunteers were the perfect incarnation and which they
transmitted to their republican heirs.
In this paper I want to address the construction of the volunteer of
the French revolutionary wars as a mythical figure, as well as the deconstruction of this figure in subsequent historiography. I will first recall
the essentials of the story of recruitment of “national volunteers” during
the French Revolution. This section will be followed by a brief discussion of how historical writing during the 20th century has interpreted
and reinterpreted this phenomenon. To start with, I will consider the
classical “Jacobin” current of Revolutionist historiography, before turning to the reinterpretation by social historians since the 1970s. Finally,
I will hint at possible reinterpretations in the light of a cultural history
of the military.
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The first step towards a call for volunteers to the colours was the
formation of the National Guard in 1789.11 Torn between the threefold
threat of an endemic lack of discipline in the regular army, of popular
insurrections, and of the peril of a counter-revolutionary attack by the
monarchy, the third estate, which dominated the National Assembly,
decided to arm its main supporters, the petty bourgeoisie of the capital.12 From mid-July 1789 onwards, a milice bourgeoise was formed in
Paris under the command of La Fayette.13 Its prime objective was to
assure public order in the capital;14 however, many of its members were
armed the same day through the looting of gunsmiths’ shops, which
demonstrates an interesting conception of public order.15 Moreover,
the guard was instrumental in the storming of the Bastille a couple of
days later.16
During the early years of the revolution, the question of participation in the armed forces was most closely linked to the question of the
definition of active citizenship and the right to vote. Active citizenship
was reserved to males over 25 years old who were wealthy enough to
pay a financial contribution that equalled the pay of three working
days. Service in the National Guard was actually reserved to active citizens, because it was considered that only the wealthy had a material
interest in upholding the social order; arming the poor meant jeopardizing a well-ordered society. However, before June 1790, there was no
nationwide legislation about service in the National Guard, and the
decision about who had the right and the duty to serve was made on
a local level. In most cases, the lower strata of society were excluded,
and command was in the hands of local leading citizens.17 In June
1790, a year after their formation, a unified legal status was conferred
on the guards.18 Finally, the 1791 Constitution established a direct
link between active citizenship and service in the National Guard: not
only was membership in the guard limited to the active citizenry, but
also enrolment in its registers became a necessary condition to hold
active citizenship. The link between citizenship and military service
thus worked in two different directions. As the right to vote for the
National Assembly was also restricted to active citizens, the exercise
of civic rights and military service became inseparable qualities of the
census definition of citizenship.19
In late 1789, the National Assembly discussed the issue of military
recruitment for the army.20 On 16 December 1789, the Assembly decreed
that “French troops, of all kinds of arms, other than National Guards
and Militia, will be recruited by voluntary engagement.”21 Conscription
was rejected in favour of voluntary recruitment. The final outcome of
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the debate was an attempt to “moralize” the recruitment of the army,
without changing its structure or the general patterns of staffing. A long
term of service was maintained, as well as the possibility of engaging in
the army at the age of sixteen. Moreover, foreign corps of troops were
maintained, and soldiers lost their civic rights for as long as they served
in the army. All these measures were aimed quite explicitly at keeping
the armed forces at a certain distance from civil society.
This legislation, however, lasted for less than one year, and it was
war that rendered it obsolete. The structure of France’s armed forces
changed considerably when the Assembly decided, in June 1791, to
organize battalions of “national volunteers” out of the members of the
National Guard. This measure had become necessary after the failure of
the attempt to incorporate 100,000 “auxiliaries” by voluntary service.22
The government felt the need to raise more troops since relations with
the other European powers had deteriorated: in the spring of 1791 the
Pope had condemned the “civil constitution of the clergy”; the King of
Spain had concentrated troops on the French border; the governments
of Prussia, Russia, and Sweden were working actively on a European
coalition against revolutionary France.23 At the same time, the Assembly
received alarming reports on the situation of the army, stating that
France would face considerable difficulties in sustaining a major war. A
decree was therefore published stating that “in each department a free
conscription of national guards of good will” was to be made, in order
to mobilize 5 per cent of the guard.24 The objective was to reinforce the
line army with politically reliable volunteers. As only members of the
National Guard were involved, the call for volunteers was implicitly
addressed to active citizens only, even if the decree did not distinguish
explicitly between active and passive citizens, mentioning only “citizens and sons of citizens.”25 Soldiers were given the right to elect their
officers and non-commissioned officers, and the decree affirmed clearly
that these measures were limited to a time when “the situation of the
state required an extraordinary service.” For such an extraordinary
military body, the forms of organization and military discipline obviously needed to differ considerably from those in force in the line army.
In this respect the most important feature was certainly the question of
officering. In 1791, the call to the colours was matched, at least partly,
by the revolutionary ardour of the population, as many ego-documents
from the period clearly display. Mony-Baudot, “captain” of a revolutionary society, wrote in October 1791: “We were in exhilaration: this is
when the soul grows larger and one is penetrated by the truth that it is
sweet and glorious to die for the fatherland.”26
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The situation in the army became even more critical after the declaration of war on 20 April 1792 and the emigration of many officers of
noble birth.27 This was the context in which the revolutionary government reiterated its call for volunteers. In the late 18th century, military
operations were still conducted following a seasonal schedule and levies usually took place in spring. In contrast to the 1791 levy, which
was arguably supported by revolutionary enthusiasm, the levy of 1792
was entirely imposed by government.28 With the declaration of the
“fatherland in danger” in early July 1792, every member of the National
Guard who was able to carry arms was declared to be in “permanent
activity”.29
Moreover, military needs continued to grow. Despite its positive
appreciation of the considerable efforts made by the country, the government decided on 24 February 1793 to raise another 300,000 men.
This may be considered as the culmination of all such attempts made
since 1791, as well as their contradictions. On the one hand, the decree
about the “levy of 300,000 men” applied to all citizens, active and passive alike, and established a universal military requisition, even though
replacement was allowed, so that the person designed for service had
the right to provide a substitute. On the other hand, the military obligation was not conceived of as a direct consequence stemming from the
quality of citizenship; rather, each individual was counted as a member
of a community that was required to furnish a certain number of soldiers. The levy of 300,000 men was thus clearly along the same lines as
the militia requirements in the Ancien Régime.
The evolution of military institutions and recruitment practices
between 1791 and 1793 could thus give rise to quite different narratives. Nineteenth-century conservatives would insist on the “anarchic”
character of the revolutionary enlistments, which jeopardized not only
France’s military strength, but also her internal security.30 A mainstream interpretation, however, insisted on the progressive development
towards a universal military service, which came later to be associated
with the very essence of French republicanism.31 And the role of the
volunteers obviously turned out to be pivotal for ideological purposes,
since they functioned as a historical proof that there had been a spontaneous popular movement in favour of the revolutionary wars. Could
one not interpret the setting-up of conscription as being in continuity
with the militia requirements of the Ancien regime? Was it not possible to denounce compulsory military service as “military slavery”, the
very opposite of political liberty? These were exactly the kind of arguments made by conservatives opposed to conscription. Thus, the Count
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of Liancourt had already declared during the 1789 debate on military
service that he was “astonished to see that liberty [was] invoked to support the hardest and the broadest of slavery”32 – “it would be a hundred
times better to live in Constantinople or in Morocco than in a country
in which laws of this kind are in force.”33 Bonald and Chateaubriand
added that conscription was at the same time democratic and despotic in character, whereas only a constitutional monarchy was able
to guarantee political liberty.34 While legitimists such as Bonald and
Chateaubriand insisted on the link between military conscription and
despotism, liberals and Orléanists insisted instead on another feature,
which had been developed by thinkers such as Tocqueville and would
serve as a historical underpinning of 20th-century reinterpretations of
the French Revolution, especially in the works of François Furet and his
followers. In his book L’Ancien regime et la Révolution, Tocqueville had
developed the thesis that the French Revolution should be interpreted
in continuity with the development of society and the state under the
rule of French absolutism.35 One could easily apply this analysis to the
question of the military and argue that conscription – which was to
become a cornerstone of the French understanding of republicanism –
was in reality a legacy of absolutism.36
Reference to the volunteers of the French Revolution was used most
effectively by the republican tradition to counter both arguments: the
conservatives’ and legitimists’ assimilation of democracy and despotism and the liberals’ and Orléanists’ insistence on the continuity of
state-construction. Referring to the volunteers of the French Revolution
made it possible to pose the issue not in the pragmatic terms of liberty
vs. constraint, nor in terms of institutional continuity of military obligations, but rather in terms of the popular will. The volunteers were, so
to speak, the living demonstration that Rousseau’s political theory was
applicable; they were the incarnation of the “general will”. They were an
ideological cornerstone of the construction of French republicanism.
This republican understanding actually took shape under the Second
Empire of Napoleon III. Points of view very similar to those of Michelet,
though written in a much more prosaic style, can be found in another
seminal work on the army of the revolution, Charles Louis Chassin’s
L’armée et la Révolution of 1867. Unsurprisingly, Chassin was a republican
and a peace activist, who was engaged in the liberal-democratic “League
for Peace and Liberty”.37 According to Chassin’s depiction, revolutionary
fervour was omnipresent, and people from all over France rushed to the
colours in order to defend the revolutionary nation against the allied
forces of despotism. The moral force of the French nation was thus able
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to overcome material shortages and a lack of fire-weapons. The battle
of Valmy was, therefore, not only a victory of one army over another: it
was “the triumph of one principle against the opposite principle”,38 the
triumph of the force of a nation and a people against the “mercenary
armies” of the Ancien Régime.
However, these historians were not only nationalists but also republicans, and the agent of their narratives is thus not only a nation but more
precisely “le peuple”. As Hannah Arendt remarked, “The words le peuple
are the key words for every understanding of the French Revolution,
and their connotations were determined by those who were exposed
to the spectacle of the people’s sufferings, which they did themselves
not share. For the first time, the word covered more than those who did
not participate in government, not the citizens but the low people.”39
This amalgamation of the people as the whole of a nation and the people as the lower strata of society was successfully exploited by republicans, and later by socialists. The most important example is certainly
the socialist leader Jean Jaurès and his book L’armée nouvelle of 1910, in
which he tried to deduce lessons for France’s military policy from her
revolutionary past.40
A certain intellectual and institutional setting reinforces this historiographical view of the volunteers. The legacy of the French Revolution
became politically pivotal after the foundation of the Third Republic, for
which the Revolution became the essential point of reference, especially
since the 1880s. The Republican tradition thus sought inspiration and
ideological support in a tradition that has been constantly reinvented
ever since.41 In contrast, there was a consistent tendency for the various
strands of French monarchism – legitimists and Orléanists – to discredit
the legacy of the revolution. It was in this context that the chair for the
history of the French Revolution was founded at Sorbonne University
in 1885. Alphonse Aulard, who held the post from its inception until
his retirement in 1921, was a republican and a socialist.42 Moreover, he
was the founder of an intellectual network of historians of the French
Revolution that instigated the study of this period according to modern
standards of “scientific” history. Aulard and his followers formed what
was termed a “Jacobin” historiography, which was committed to the
political left, as well as to a republican nationalism. In this respect,
republican historians subscribed to the revolutionaries’ own view of
themselves: with the revolution, France had become the fatherland of
human rights and of democracy. The aims and interests of the French
nation were thus the aims and interests of humanity as opposed to the
aims and interests of aristocratic oppression.
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This was the ideological and institutional setting in which much
of the early historiography on the subject was produced. According
to socialist historian Albert Mathiez, writing in 1916, the volunteers
were almost exclusively “des gens du peuple”, whereas the bourgeoisie
preferred to pay substitutes.43 The war effort of the nation was thus in
reality made by the lower strata of society. Whereas the bourgeoisie
manipulated the ideals of the nation for their own class-interests, the
true nation was incarnated in the heroic abnegation of those volunteers from the lower classes.44 The interpretation by Albert Soboul is
certainly more subtle than Mathiez’ reading during the First World
War; the basic framework of interpretation, however, remains the same.
Soboul was a member of the French Communist Party from 1939 until
his death in 1982, and his interpretation of the volunteers can be read
in accordance with his political commitment.45 Like Mathiez, Soboul
emphasizes the fact that many “passive citizens”, that is, people from
the lower strata, enlisted in the volunteer battalions, thus creating
“an armed force emanating directly from the nation, for whom patrie
and revolution merged”.46 In some places the revolutionary élan was
“remarkable”, whereas in others “particular advantages” were needed
in order to attract volunteers. The final outcome of the mobilization,
however, was an original invention of the French Revolution, which was
institutionalized under “popular pressure”: the nation armée. Soboul
concludes that “the organization of the armed sections reflected one
of the most essential claims of the people: the power of arms constitutes one of the attributes of sovereignty, the sovereign people has to
be armed.”47 The analysis thus proceeds in two steps. At the beginning
was the spontaneous political action of the volunteers. Sociologically
speaking, they came from the lower classes of society. In a second step,
the revolutionary state followed their example by institutionalizing
their action. The outcome was a compulsory military service.
A decisive shift in the historiography of the military of the French
Revolution took place at the end of the 1970s. Within France, the most
important event was the publication in 1979 of Jean-Paul Bertaud’s thèse
on the army of the French Revolution.48 This work signalled the beginning of a social history of the soldiers of the French Revolution. Bertaud
was the first author to systematically consider the social composition
of the line army, the volunteer battalions, and the officer corps. One
year earlier, Samuel F. Scott had already published a study about the
regular army and its reaction to the Revolution.49 However, Bertaud’s
work turned out to be more important for the subsequent historiography on the topic. On the one hand, he was capable of undoing a
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certain number of myths about the revolutionary army. In particular,
his work shed new light on the composition of the volunteer units of
the army of the French Revolution. On the other hand, he instigated a
certain number of studies that analysed the army of the Revolution in
more detail, at the level of a particular département, whereas his own
work looked at the army as a whole.50
Institutionally and intellectually close to the “Jacobin” school of historiography, Bertaud’s approach as a social historian of military mobilization nevertheless contributed to further undoing a certain number of
nationalistic myths concerning the volunteers of the French Revolution.
Within the historiography of the French Revolution, a singular fate has
thus been reserved for the study of the military. The historiography
of the French Revolution as a whole can be summarized as a development in three steps. First was the hegemony of a Marxist paradigm of
interpretation, which is associated with the names of Albert Mathiez
(1874–1932), Georges Lefebve (1874–1959), Albert Soboul (1914–1982),
Michel Vovelle (born in 1933) and their followers. Institutionally, this
strand was established at the Institut d’histoire de la Révolution française at
the Sorbonne. Second, this paradigm was challenged by the “revisionist school”. The first attack on the Marxist interpretation was François
Furet’s and Denis Richet’s History of the French Revolution (1965),51 but
the main work of this strand was undoubtedly Furet’s Interpreting the
French Revolution, which was first published in France in 1978.52 Apart
from François Furet (1927–1997) and Denis Richet (1927–1989), Mona
Ozouf (born 1931) and British historian Alfred Cobban (1901–1968) can
be counted as the major protagonists of this strand. Institutionally, this
strand can be located at the École des Hautes Études en Sciences Sociales
(EHESS). The Revisionists criticized two major assumptions of the classical Marxist paradigm: according to them, the French Revolution cannot be interpreted as a class struggle between a rising bourgeoisie and a
conservative nobility; rather, it has to be considered as but one moment
within a continuous movement of state-construction in French history.
Third, a recent historiography has reconsidered certain questions in the
light of a new paradigm of cultural history. Without necessarily putting
into question the findings of social or political historians, the issue of
cultural and political signification has moved to the centre of the stage.
I will come back to this approach at the end of this chapter.
Concerning the historiography of the military in general and of military recruitment in particular, it is remarkable that the work of Bertaud
and his followers actually played a similar role to that of the revisionists
in other fields. This point needs to be stressed, since Bertaud can clearly

Copyright material from www.palgraveconnect.com - licensed to Universitetsbiblioteket i Tromso - PalgraveConnect - 2011-03-19

Volunteers of the French Revolutionary Wars 31

10.1057/9780230290525 - War Volunteering in Modern Times, Edited by Christine G. Krüger and Sonja Levsen
9780230_228054_03_cha02.indd 31

7/15/2010 1:00:56 PM

Thomas Hippler

be identified as belonging to the “Jacobin” school. Until his retirement
Bertaud was teaching at the Sorbonne; he was a member of networks
of the “Jacobin” historiography, such as the “Société d’études robespierristes”, and editing director of the society’s journal, the Annales historiques de la Révolution française.
In his seminal work on the Army of the French Revolution, Bertaud
was the first to systematically take into consideration the administrative records (contrôles de troupes) that the military administration kept,
in theory, for each single soldier and volunteer. More than a thousand of these records have survived, containing information about
the volunteers’ age, geographical origin, profession, former military
engagement, physical abilities, and so on. These sources are obviously
of incomparable wealth for the social history of the soldiers and volunteers of the French Revolution.53 The resulting thorough social analysis
had an important impact on the understanding of the volunteers as a
social phenomenon.
In particular, Bertaud convincingly showed that the structure of the
standing army was changing profoundly between 1790 and 1792. The
army was not exempt from the political crisis that affected the whole of
France, and many soldiers deserted or emigrated during the early years
of the Revolution. Others, in turn, newly enlisted. The outcome was that
in 1792 more than a third of the rank and file had served for less than
one year. This meant that traditional norms of instruction, and above
all of military discipline, became more difficult to establish.54 In addition to this, the composition of the officer corps changed profoundly,
since many noble professional soldiers resigned and were replaced by
common non-commissioned officers, many of whom had very limited
military experience.55 The result of this analysis was striking, because
it turned out that the volunteers strongly resembled the soldiers in the
regular army. Generally, both volunteers and soldiers of the regular
army were very young men. According to Bertaud, 79 per cent of them
were younger than 25.56 In the Ain department 249 out of 544 soldiers
raised in 1791 were younger than 20.57 As to their social and professional origin, many of them were artisans or journeymen.58 Since the
legal framework stated that only members of the National Guard ought
to be considered, the volunteers of the 1791 levy were traditionally considered to have been of bourgeois origin.59 Regional studies, however,
have shown that there were great differences among the regions in this
regard; the legal dispositions were often not respected, and it seems that
the social composition of these forces was more modest than it should
have been according to the legal standards.60 Geographically speaking,
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a large proportion of the volunteers came from urban areas, particularly
from those in which the economic crisis was at its worst.61 Moreover,
local authorities were often very lenient towards those who wished to
enrol in these battalions, despite the legal dispositions. In the Seineet-Marne department, soldiers were even paid by the local authorities
before the Ministry of War deposited the necessary sums, in order to
assure that the soldiers, most of whom did not possess any wealth, could
survive until the pay arrived. This fact demonstrates clearly that drafting of combatants from popular strata was sometimes even encouraged
by the authorities. One reason for this may have been the wish to get
rid of a certain number of individuals who might potentially become
involved in social conflicts.62 Rather than depicting heroic defenders of
the fatherland who were animated by the purest idealism and abnegation of the self, the social history of military conscription individuated
a sort of Lumpenproletariat that joined the army in order to escape from
economic misery and social unrest.
In exactly the same vein, social historians became interested in
two other phenomena: the issue of discipline on the one hand, and
of desertion and refusal of military service (insoumission) on the other.
In both respects, an internal tension between the methods of social
history and the ideological orientation of the authors becomes visible.
Bertaud had already stressed the fact that military discipline was a delicate issue within the army of the Revolution: the volunteers were often
not inclined to bow to an absolute and “passive obedience” as practised within professional armies. However, according to Bertaud, “in
the school of war the volunteers understood the necessity of a willingly
accepted discipline.”63 These passages confirm that Bertaud belonged
to the “Jacobin” tradition of historiography. The outcome of the conflict between the “undisciplined” volunteers and the authoritarianism
of military life is depicted as a synthesis that combines the best of the
two worlds: liberty and military discipline thus coexist in the Jacobins’
“willingly accepted discipline”.
The seminal work on desertion, by British historian Alan Forrest, was
published in 1989.64 It was followed by a couple of other, more detailed,
analyses that concentrated on one particular département.65 These studies highlighted the fact that the desertion rates were extraordinarily
high: up to 50 per cent of the soldiers deserted. There was little difference
between the volunteers and soldiers in the regular army in this respect.
In addition, deserters enjoyed at least tacit, if not active, support from
their home communities. In other words, these studies showed that civil
society was in many cases overtly hostile to the military demands of the
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state. Though not surprising in themselves, these findings nevertheless further invalidated a republican reading of conscription as the very
essence of citizenship. In spite of this difficulty, attempts were made to
reconcile the two aspects. Frédéric Rousseau, for instance, after having
shown in some detail the extent of refusal of military service and of
desertion at the beginning of the 19th century, explains the decline of
the desertion rate as a continuous process of patriotic education, and
indeed as the awakening of a “national consciousness of the French
people during the 19th century”.66 This last example clearly emphasizes
a typical feature of revolutionist historiography in France. In comparison, for instance, with the recent historiography of the German “wars
of national liberation” of 1813–15, it is clear that the undoing of nationalistic myths by German historiographers has been much more rigorous. From the publication of Rudolf Ibbekens’ important study of the
Prussian reform period in 197067 to recent works by Ute Frevert,68 Karen
Hagemann,69 Ute Planert70 and others, the deconstruction of the wars
of national liberation in general, and the action of the German volunteers in particular, has been approached with a sometimes surprising
amount of zeal. French historiographers, by contrast, seem much more
hesitant to harshly criticize great national narratives such as the role of
the volunteers of the French Revolution.
This can be interpreted as a greater persistence of nationalistic orientation among French historians, especially compared with German historiography. However, there is another possible interpretation at which
I would like to hint in conclusion.
If one looks at the Anglo-Saxon literature on the French Revolution, it
appears that, following the two paradigms of interpretation mentioned
above – the Jacobin-Marxist approach and the revisionist school – a
third current has recently emerged. Following a general trend among
the historical profession, issues of cultural history have become more
and more important, to the point of constituting a third paradigm of
interpretation.71 To cite but one example, Lynn Hunt’s works, such as
Politics, Culture, and Class in the French Revolution of 1984, or The Family
Romance of the French Revolution of 1992, combine different approaches –
from social to intellectual history, from collective mentalities to representations, literature, and law – in an overall framework of “political
culture”.72 With regard to French historiography, this threefold structure of Jacobin-Marxist, revisionist, and cultural historiography
seems much less pertinent, since both “Jacobins” and “Revisionists”
began taking political culture into account early on. Michel Vovelle,
one of the uncontested leading figures of the “Jacobin school”, is the
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author of seminal works on dechristianization73 and on revolutionary
mentalities,74 whereas Mona Ozouf, one of the leading figures of the
“revisionists”, is the author of a classic work on revolutionary festivals.75
Accordingly, cultural history, in the French context, has not constituted
itself as a paradigm willing to challenge former paradigms of historical understanding. The very term “cultural history” refers to a set of
cultural objects – mentalities, images, festivities, theatre, literature, or
the like – rather than to a theoretically sustained approach. This is an
important difference from “cultural history” as it is practised in the
Anglo-Saxon and in the German contexts, for instance. As a result of
this intellectual configuration, a certain number of questions have not
yet been posed by French historical scholarship. In particular, the very
rich records of ego-documents – both published and unpublished –
have not yet been granted the attention they deserve.76 Reopening these
records, and interpreting them in the light of the cultural construction
of political and social meanings, would enable historians to ask questions about a multitude of issues, including the political signification of
the volunteers’ experience in terms of a new definition of citizenship
and political participation.
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