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Do You Hear the People Sing?: 
Populist Discourse in the French 
Revolution 
by Rebecca Dudley 

The rallying cry of the French Revolutionaries was "Liberte! Egalite! Fraternite!" 
(liberty, equality, fraternity), and the French Revolution, a pivotal moment in French, 
European, and world history, has been consistently considered one of the first and 
most significant nationalist movements. Research and literature thus far on discourse 
in this revolution have focused on nationalism Qenkins 1990; Hayward 1991; O'Brien 
1988), along with the discourses of violence and terror that led to the graphic revolu
tion (Ozouf 1984; Leoussi 2001). The presence of nationalist discourse and nationalist 
sentiment in the French Revolution is undeniable, but there are other elements poten

tially missing from the current analyses. 
This focus in scholarly literature on nationalism in the French Revolution has 

crowded out discussion for other types of discourse potentially present in revolution 
rhetoric. Thus, a study of other types of political discourse could fill gaps in existing 
literature about the French Revolution. Since most historical and political analyses 

confidently present class conflict and anti-elite sentiments among the lower classes 
as the cause of the revolution, the specific discourse I call into question is populism. 
Populism is defined as a dualistic, Manichean discourse in which the "good" is the 
will of a good people or common man, and the "evil" is the will of the conspiring elite 
(Hawkins 2010). Populism calls for a return of power to the people, often calling for dra
matic social reform or revolution. The French Revolution has not yet been considered as 
a case study in populism, but it seems to fit the mold due to the class conflicts at its heart. 

I assert that the French Revolution will show elements of populist discourse 
because of the theme of class conflicts as well as the passionate and dramatic lead

ers and movements that it inspired. I theorize that populist discourse propelled the 
revolution forward, especially in its earliest stages, as the revolution was based on the 
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idea of "the people" rising up against the spoiled, minority "elite," whose inefficiency 
and wastefulness as rulers culminated in the extravagance and excess of Versailles and 
the Royal Court (amid the squalor of the common people's daily lives). Therefore, the 
discourse of the French Revolution should include moderate to strong populist ele
ments. A study of this movement in terms of populist discourse will be interesting, 
as the revolution propelled France onto a rocky path toward an ultimately stable 
democracy, although the initial result of the revolution was the First Empire under 
Napoleon Bonaparte. This movement with outcomes that are only clear through the 
lens of history will be an interesting case study in terms of political discourse that also 
supports both democracy and totalitarianism. Understanding the French Revolution 
as a populist case could aid in understanding the revolution, as populism can explain 
why a movement that began with such pure democratic ideals and values descended 
into the terror and ended in a military dictatorship-turned-empire. 

To analyze the French Revolution as a populist case, I will start by giving the con
text for the revolution and analysis through a content analysis, history of the revolution, 
and a brief explanation of how an understanding of the French Revolution through the 
lens of populism will aid and add to the existing understanding. I will then go through 
the method of analysis and the results: the quantitative analysis that uses holistic grad
ing to look at the amount of populism in speeches in the revolution, and the qualitative 
analysis that looks at the specific aspects of populist discourse that are found in the 
same speeches. I end with conclusions drawn from this analysis along with implica
tions and suggestions for future study. 

Context and Justification: The Revolution as a Populist Case Study 
A Brief History of the Revolution1 

Historians traditionally divide the French Revolution into five major phases, tra
ditionally marking the storming of the Bastille as the beginning. The five periods are 
generally divided as follows: The Estates-General (1788--89), Revolutionary Consen
sus (1790-91), Republican Revolution and Legislative Assembly (1791-93), Reign of 
Terror (179~94), and the Directory and End of the Revolution (1795-99) (Doyle 1989). 
Each period of the revolution showed a marked difference in power and pointed the 
course of the movement down different roads, showing different levels of radicalism. 

Many of the ideals set forth in the French Revolution had their basis in its pre
decessor, the American Revolution. When French soldiers returned home from the 
fledging United States of America after helping fight in the American Revolutionary 
War, they returned home with ideas of liberty, equality, and revolutionary fervor. How
ever, the France they returned to was not like the free state they had just fought to create. 
Although historians are uncertain what exact combination of factors led to the point that 
sparked the revolution, one aspect is certain: the widening gap between the rich and 
the poor was becoming too much for the poor to handle, but the nobility did not notice, 
because they were sequestered in the luxury and excess of the courts of Versailles. 
Meanwhile, the country was slipping into a financial crisis. While Marie Antoinette's 
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infamous words "let them eat cake" were never actually spoken, the sentiment was 
clear to her suffering subjects. 

In 1789, the king convened the Estates-General, a governing body that was meant 
to appease and give more power to the people. However, they were divided among 
themselves on class issues, specifically whether or not to vote by class. The political 
situation continued to destabilize, the economy continued to worsen, and the situa
tion of the subjects continued to become desperate, therefore, the people took drastic 
action. On July 14, 1789, Parisian revolutionaries and mutinous troops stormed the 
Bastille, an old prison in Paris used to store weapons and armor. According to legend, 
on July 14, 1789 a passionate revolutionary jumped up on the tables of a Parisian cafe, 
yelled "To the Bastille!" and all of the people rushed to storm the prominent armory 
and prison, ushering in the ten riotous years of the French Revolution. Although this 
dramatic envisagement of the event is far from what likely happened, the glamoriza
tion shows the importance of revolutionary themes: unity of the people, action from 
the people, and bold, dramatic action. 

The monarchy was not overthrown immediately. For a time, the king stayed in 
France while the National Assembly (the former Estates-General) somewhat took 
control of the country, as the future of the country was in question. Initially, they 
examined the idea of a constitutional or limited monarchy until the initial, though 
vague and uneasy, support shown by Louis XVI for the revolution was withdrawn. 
The country began to erupt into groups with levels of radicalism: the most radical 
group was the Jacobins, while the Girondins were considered more moderate. Shifts 
in power between these groups would change the trajectory of the revolution. 

The most well-worn chapter in the story of the French Revolution is that of the 
Reign of Terror, with the Jacobin Maxmilien Robespierre as its beloved protagonist 
(or possibly its antagonist) and the guillotine as his sidekick. In 1792, France declared 
itself a Republic and set about forming a National Convention. However, the radical 
Jacobins gained control of this legislative assembly through a coup, and the most 
radical period of the revolution began. From 1793-94, approximately forty thousand 
Frenchmen lost their heads at the guillotine as the accusatory fingers of the Commit
tee of Public Safety (the arm of the government controlled by Robespierre to do his 
bidding) pointed out everyone and anyone who posed any threat to the radical pur
pose. Louis XVI and his wife Marie Antoinette were executed along with the former 
nobles and other revolutionaries. Eventually, the moderate Girondins came back to 
power in the Thermidorian Reaction, and Robespierre himself met the same headless 
fate as the terror's victims. 

After the radical Reign of Robespierre and the Jacobins, the second half of the 
revolution was significantly more conservative. The Constitution of 1795 created a 
tame Republic that attempted as conservative a democracy as possible. Although the 
next four years saw attempted coups and staged rebellions, the Directory that ran 
the country from 1795-99 was generally in control of things. In 1799, a strapping 
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young lad by the name of Napoleon Bonaparte ended the French Revolution when he 
overthrew the Directory and the First Republic. Bonaparte established the First Con
sul, which would become the First Empire in 1804. The Napoleonic Era had begun, 
and this era ushered in a century and a half of toggling between republics, monar

chies, consulates, and empires. 

Filling the Gap: Populism as an Addition to Understanding the French Revolution 
The stark differences in each period of the revolution help to explain why the 

French Revolution should be considered as a populist case study. Populism can help 
explain these differences, as intense populism at the beginning of the revolution can 

account for the descent into radicalism later. I propose that the earliest periods of the 
revolution will show moderate amounts of populism, peaking with the Reign of Ter

ror, and subsiding into the more moderate and conservative Directory. 
Historians, political scientists, sociologists, and other social scientists have looked 

at and analyzed the French Revolution since its beginnings but never yet as a case of 
populism. In order to provide justification and context for studying populism in the 
French Revolution, I performed a content analysis aimed at discovering how and if 
populism has been previously associated with the French Revolution. The results of 

the content analysis are summarized in Table 1. 

Table 1: Populism in the French Revolution 
Total Sources "Populism" Percentage 

Hugo Chavez 3,489 126 3.61% 

French Revolution 3,748 1 0.02% 

Robespierre 200 0 0% 
Bonaparte 1,373 0 0% 

Source: Compiled by author, data from Academic Search Premier 

I followed the same process for the four variables I analyzed. I used Ebscohost's 
Academic Search Premier and included all types of sources. I searched within the 
titles and basic subjects of each source, and this led to a smaller but more specific 

sample size. The first search was done using only the key words indicated above, and 
the second search added the requirement of "populis" to catch references to populism 
or a populist. The search became semi-automated rather than a fully computer
automated analysis, because I finished by going through the entries in the second 
search to ensure that the source was affirmatively labeling the individual or move
ment as populist, rather than claiming they/ it was "not populist." I began the content 
analysis with an anchor for comparison; Hugo Chavez of Venezuela is widely consid
ered a strong populist, so he was the first search that I ran. I then repeated the process 
for "French Revolution," "Robespierre," and ''Bonaparte." 
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The results of the content analysis are not surprising considering the focus on 
nationalism in the literature on the French Revolution. While a relatively significant 
portion of the literature on Hugo Chavez considered him populist, only one of the 
sources on the French Revolution considered it in the same realm of populism; in 
addition, this article did not explicitly refer to the revolution as populist but rather 
referred to the "populist reactions" to the revolution. Two major leaders in the revo
lutionary time period, Robespierre and Bonaparte, have not been considered populist 
in any literature thus far. The results of this quantitative content analysis are signifi
cant, because it shows a gap in the existing literature and creates an opportunity for 
additional understanding. 

The existing literature on the French Revolution focuses on the nationalist 
elements of the revolution (Jenkins 1990; Hayward 1991; aBrien 1988), as it was 
a movement that took the idea of the nation and country and lauded it above the 
individual. They created a new flag for a new nation that would be heralded as 
the Fatherland: la Patrie. According to this nationalist theory, the citizens of France 
stood up for their rights and overthrew the monarchy, creating a new government for 
themselves, because they believed in the power of their country. In Nationalism in the 
Age of the French Revolution, Otto Dann and John Dinwiddy state that "it is common 
for scholars to apply the term 'nationalism' not only to chauvinistic tendencies but 
to any political movement by which a social group, regarding itself as a nation, aims 

at political sovereignty in its area of settlement and claims political participation and 
autonomy." (1988). The French Revolution fits this mold as the rising bourgeoisie 
stood up to take control of their country from the gluttonous hands of the elite. The 
French Revolution, in fact, brought the idea of the nation out of obscurity and into 
the forefront of the ideals of European patriotism and nationalism (Dann and Din
widdy 1988). Nationalism is a clear theme in the French Revolution, but there is room 
for additional analysis. 

The nationalist significance of the French Revolution is certain and undeniable; 
however, the French Re;olution has not been considered from a populist standpoint, 
despite its appreciation for the people. The movement that released the Declaration 
on the Rights of Man clearly has a vested interest in more than just the people as a 
nation but also the people as a plurality of the common man. In a way, a national
ist movement can be seen as a special case of mobilized populism. While populist 
discourse is often confined to rhetoric, if the call for social change and revolution is 
heeded and the people rise up to liberate themselves, the resulting movement would 
likely fit the definition of a nationalist movement. 

Understanding the French Revolution in terms of populism, in addition to the 
nationalist themes and elements that have been so thoroughly explored, will aid in 
the understanding of the revolution as a whole. The motivations behind the move
ment are crucial to the historical analysis of the time period, and understanding the 
key political discourses in use at the time will give insight into the values held by 
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the revolutionaries and their contemporaries. Populism has implications of a world
view that is divided: a Manichean outlook that separates the world between the good 
and the bad, the people and the elite. Populism can explain the trajectory of the revo
lution: A purely democratic movement at first that descended into radicalism and 
ended in a military dictatorship. Also, since the French Revolution is a historical case 
in which the implications and consequences can be clearly studied, understanding 
the degree of populist discourse and populist motivations in the revolution will pro
vide a case study of a populist movement in history. 

Because of the underlying appreciation for the people and the class conflicts, I 
hypothesize that the French Revolution will show elements of populist discourse. 
Specifically, due to the trajectory of the revolution, I hypothesize that the earlier peri
ods of the revolution will show more populist discourse, peaking in intensity during 
the Reign of Terror, and then subsiding during the more conservative Directory. The 
periods of the revolution and the changes between them can be explained in part by 
populist discourse during the early stages. 

Discourse in the French Revolution: Method and Results of Analysis 
In order to determine the level of populism in the French Revolution, this proj

ect looked at French Revolutionary discourse through quantitative and qualitative 
analysis. The quantitative analysis looked at discourse in the French Revolution 
using holistic grading to measure how much populism was in the speeches, while 
the qualitative analysis looked at individual aspects of what is included in populist 
discourse. This section highlights the method and results from the analysis, includ
ing average scores given to speeches from the revolution for the quantitative content 
analysis and direct quotes (some translated) taken from the speeches for the qualitative 
content analysis. 

Quantitative Analysis: Populist Discourse in the Revolution 
To analyze the discourse, this project looked at speeches from time periods of the 

revolution. For the purposes of the quantitative analysis, the time periods are divided 
based on the traditional five periods of the revolution. Speeches for each period2 were 
chosen based on available data and relevance to the revolution; however, not all peri
ods had available data. The summarized results include only the periods in which 
there was material to analyze. 

The process of the quantitative content analysis involved two coders looking at 
this set of speeches from the time periods of the French Revolution. Using anchor 
texts from Evo Morales, Stephen Harper, and Tony Blair to determine extremes 
of text containing populist discourse, each speech was rated on a zero to two scale 
using a rubric outlining different aspects of populist discol.1I'Se3 (Hawkins 2010). For 
this scale, a zero represents a speech that shows no populist discourse, a one repre
sents a speech with limited populist discourse, and a two represents a speech with 
extreme populist discourse. A raw (decimal) score was given, as well as a rounded 
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Period 

The Estates-

General 

1788-1789 

Revolutionary 

Consensus 

1790-1791 

Republican 

Revolution 

and Legislative 

Assembly 

1791-1793 

Reign of Terror 

1793-1794 

The Directory 

and End of the 

Revolution 

1795-1799 

Table 2: Raw and Average Speech Scores for 
Populism in the French Revolution 

Raw Rounded 

Speeches Score Average Score 

N •• • impending storm" (Mira-
1.0 1.0 1.0 

beau) 

" ... State of the Republic" 
2.0 1.5 

(Barere) 
1.5 

" ... War and Peace" (Mira-
1.0 0.8 

beau) 

"Manifesto ... " (Roux) 0.5 0.35 

"French People" (Roux) 20 1.8 
., 

... revolutionary France" 
0.0 0.25 

{Vergniaud) 

" ... charges of moderation" 

{Vergniaud) 
0.0 0.79 0.2 

" ... to the People" {Vergniaud) 1.0 0.9 

" ... Louis XVI" (Gensonno!!) 20 1.5 

" ... Jacobins" (Guadet) 0.0 0.3 

" ... virtue and terror" (Robe-
2.0 1.55 

spierre) 

" . .. Enemies of the Nation" 
2.0 1.75 

(Robespierre) 

" ... Political Morality" (Robe-
1.0 1.4 

spierre) 

"Speech (1) . .. " (Robespierre) 2.0 
1.67 

1.9 

"Speech (2) .... " (Robespierre) 2.0 1.9 

"Last Speech ... " (Robespierre) 2.0 1.5 

"To the Tribunals" (Danton) 2.0 1.6 

" . .. his countrymen" (Danton" 1.0 1.35 

"Last Speech ... " (Danton) 1.0 0.5 

"Proclamation ... " (Bonaparte) 0.0 0.0 0.05 

., 

Source: Author and quantitative coders' data 
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Average 

1.0 

1.15 

0.76 

1.44 

0.05 
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score. Reported scores are averaged between the two coders. Table 2 reports the raw 

and average scores for all speeches divided into each period. This process represents 
a holistic grading technique for a quantitative content analysis of political discourse. 

For the speeches that were coded by both coders, the percent agreement for the 
rounded scores was 88.9 percent with a Cohen's kappa of 0.83. Due to the size 
of the scale, there was no weighting for intermediate values in this agreement and 
kappa. This is a strong Cohen's kappa statistic (Cohen 1968), and it reflects a high level of 
agreement between the coders. The I<rippendorff' s alpha for rounded scores was 0.927, 
and the alpha for the raw scores was 0.926. These alpha statistics also reflect a high level 
of agreement between the coders and strong intercoder reliability (Freelon 2010). 

This quantitative analysis can be summarized by the averages of the content 
analysis. For the Estates-General, there is a moderate level of populism (1.0, 1.0), as 
well as the Revolutionary Consensus (1.5, 1.15). The Republican Revolution and Leg
islative Assembly showed a more moderate degree of populism (0.79, 0.76), while the 

end of the revolution showed no populism (0.0, 0.05). The most populist discourse 
occurred during the Reign of Terror (1.67, 1.44}. 

The speech scores can also be summarized by individual orator, as most orators 
were relatively homogeneous in their personal level of populism. Honore-Gabriel 

Riqueti, comte de Mirabeau showed moderate levels of populism, with an average 
score of 1.0; Bertrand Barere of the same time period showed more populism with 

a score of 2.0. Jacques Roux showed diversity in his scores, scoring a 0.5 and 2.0. 
Armand Gensonne scored highly (2.0) while Marguerite-Elie Guadet of the same 
period scored low (0.0). Maximilien Robespierre and Georges Danton of the Reign of 
Terror had the highest scores, a period rife with high levels of populist discourse and 

scores of 2.0. All speeches analyzed during the Reign of Terror showed at least moder

ate levels of populism. Napoleon Bonaparte rounded out the revolution with no pop
ulism and a score of 0.0. It is critical to note, however, that orators with a larger sample, 

such as Robespierre, show a more accurate representation of their level of populism. 
These results match with the radicalism of the movements and periods of the 

revolution. The Reign of Terror is considered the most radical, dramatic, and graphic 

part of the revolution, with Maxmilien Robespierre as its brainchild and dramatist. 
However, as the revolution moves on toward the Directory and the end of the revolu
tion, the discourse becomes flatter and tamer; therefore, the speeches by Napoleon 

Bonaparte showed no populist elements. 
Limitations to this quantitative analysis rest mainly on the limited amount of 

speeches available for analysis. While some orators had abundant records, most 
had little to none. Even Bonaparte, a critical figure in French and European his

tory, had only one speech related to the French Revolution. Because of the limits 
in speech availability, this analysis provides a better idea of the level of populism 

during the first half of the revolution, focusing on the Republican Revolution and 

the Reign of Terror. 
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Overall, the results from this quantitative analysis are significant, because they 
show tendencies toward populist discourse, especially during the most radical peri
ods of the revolution (i.e., the Reign of Terror). These results support the hypoth
eses: there was moderate populism at the beginning of the Revolution, peaking in the 
Reign of Terror and fully subsiding during the Directory. The prevalence of populist 

discourse in the French Revolution informs the previous scholarly literature on the 

revolution to include it as a populist movement. 

Qualitative Analysis: Elements of Populism 
This qualitative analysis includes speeches4 given by major orators and leaders 

of the French Revolution, but most of the speeches used came from the first half of 
the revolution. In the quantitative analysis, I have shown that there are moderate 
amounts of populist discourse in the first half of the French Revolution. This qualita

tive analysis is meant to illustrate the aspects of populist discourse that are included 
in the speeches. Using the definition of populism as a Manichean worldview where 

the good is the will of the people and the evil is the conspiring elite, I looked for evi
dence of a "good people," a ''bad elite," as well as "cosmic proportions," and a "need 
for social change." Understanding these elements in the discourse of the revolution 
will give a clearer picture of the levels of populism in the French Revolution. 

1HE GOOD PEOPLE 

The notion of the good people as the French citizens is the easiest to identify in 

the revolutionary discourse. This is logical when considered along with the ideas of 
both nationalism and populism; types of discourse involve a notion of a people that 
have the rightful claim to power. In populism, however, this notion of the people is 

tainted by the Manichean worldview that is crucial to populist discourse; therefore, 
moral value is ascribed to the idea of the people and thus becomes "the good people." 
References to the good people in discourse of the French Revolution are abundant, and 
the French citizenry, the lower class and rising bourgeois, constitute the good people. 

References to the good people become a common theme among the speeches 

of the revolution, and the phrase "the people" is littered throughout the orations of 
these periods. In his speech "To the Tribunals," Georges Danton uses variations of that 
basic phrase: "the last resort of the people," "the French people," "the splendor of 

the state, the prosperity of the French people," "the most forceful lever of the revo
lution, the firmest rampart of liberty were the people's societies." In his analysis "On 
the Judgement of Louis XVI," Armand Gensonne refers consistently to the people 
as the authority that should determine the fate of the former king: "But should this 

judgement be sanctioned by the people?" Continual references to the people clearly 
identify "the people" as the focus of the entire revolutionary movement. 

The lauding of the people as the virtuous majority and rightful controllers is 
illustrated clearly through the graphically glamorous speeches of Robespierre. In his 
speech "On the Principles of Political Morality," Robespierre refers distinctly to the 
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virtues and moral superiority of the French people: "Happily virtue is natural in the 
people, despite aristocratical prejudices." That same speech references the "resource" 
that exists "in that of the people." "On the Enemies of the Nation" uses a blatant refer
ence to the superior moral beings in the common man: "the virtuous people." In his 
second speech at the Festival of the Supreme Being, Robespierre refers to the "Heroes 
of the Fatherland" as the people. Robespierre had a dramatic style of oration in which 
he would speak directly to the people, encourage and idealize them, and then call 
them to action against the "enemies of the people." This pattern can be seen in Robe
spierre' s first speech at the Festival of the Supreme Being: "Republicans of France, it 
has finally arrived, this day has never yet blessed the French people .... Tomorrow, we 
fight again against the vices and the tyrants; we will give the world the example of 
republican virtues and this will be to honor once more!" Robespierre's inflated rheto
ric and glorification of the people gives a semblance of context to his radical politics 
during the Reign of Terror. 

THE BAD ELITE 

The distinguishing factor that takes populism a step farther than nationalism is the 
idea of the evil and conspiring elite that is the reason that the good people must rise up 
and take control or effect social change. This bad elite is the opposing side of the Mani
chean outlook; the "evil" and conspiratorial group of people who mean to attack the 
"good." It is interesting and important to note that initially the French people saw 
the nobility as more of the enemy than the king; the king was too far separated from 
their lives, which strengthened the disdain and even hatred for the aristocracy. 

The revolutionary discourse shows a blatant distaste for the elite, a theme that 
echoes through the speeches of most of the orators. In Jacques Roux's speech "On 
the Majesty of the French People," he refers to the "crowned tigers whose barbar
ian hordes have soiled the land of liberty," the "corrupted representatives, faithless 
administrators, prevaricating agents," and "pious lunatic fanatics, who stupidly 
disseminate the principles of their imbecilic superstition." In Armand Gensonn~'s 
speech "On the Judgement of Louis XVI," he stated that "Louis is guilty, Louis 
deserves death." The Count of Mirabeau, in "On the Right of Declaring War and 
Peace," referred to the "abuse from the ancient royalty," and Robespierre's "Last 
Speech to the Convention" refers to how "the tyrants seek to destroy the defenders 
of liberty." This dramatic oratory paints a picture of distaste for the elite, the political 
leaders and economic beneficiaries whom the revolutionary leaders felt had soiled 
their beloved country. 

An interesting and unexpected shift occurred during the revolutionary discourse 
in terms of the elite. Logically, when thinking of the French Revolution, in retrospect 
it is a simple division between the people and the elite: the citizens versus the mon
archy and nobility. However, due to the historical context of the speeches, the elite 
in question was not the former monarchy. Since the monarchy had been overthrown 
(and decapitated), some of the radical leaders chose to point to other revolutionary 
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leaders as elites who did not have the best interests of the people at heart in their 
attempts at social change. This distinction between the old elite and the new elite is 
evident in Jacques Roux's "Manifesto of the Enrag~" in which he points out the evil 
of an elite as well as the elites that have plagued the French people: 

Freedom is nothing but a vain phantom when one class of men can starve another 
with impunity. 

For the last four years the rich alone have profited from the advantages of the 
Revolution. The merchant aristocracy, more terrible than that of the noble and 
sacerdotal aristocracy .... 

In the first quote, Roux points only to the evils of class distinctions, not to a specific 
elite. However, in the second quote, he is quick to point to the elites who rose up 
during the revolution as more of a threat to the people than the noble aristocracy that 
had come before. Although he does point out "the cruel Louis XVI," Roux is making 
a statement on the consequences thus far in the revolution with the distinction that 
draws a line between the elite before the revolution and the elite during the revolu
tion. According to these orators, however, both are equally harmful to the cause of 
the revolution since both stifle the rights of the people. This shift in "who" the elite 
were did not affect the strength of the discourse, but this shift does provide insight 
into the populism of the French Revolution: The orators consistently saw the French 
people as the good people and any enemies to the people as a threat to the republic 
they attempted to establish. 

Robespierre provides the most dramatic examples of references to the elite. Inter
estingly, even throughout his years in power during the Reign of Terror, after the 
king had been executed and while most of the nobility and anyone found offensive 
in the slightest met the guillotine as well, he continued to reference back to the ancien 
regime and the aristocracy as the elite. In his speech "On the Enemies of the Nation," 
Robespierre created some of the most colorful descriptors for the elite and their hei
nous actions, including ''bearers of the daggers of tyranny" and "the monsters of the 
universe that conspire against you." Addressing the evil and conspiring motivations 
of kings and aristocracy in that same speech, Robespierre said 

They once hoped to succeed in starving the French people; the French people 
still lives and will survive all its enemies .... They attempted to deprave public 
morality and to extinguish the generous sentiments of which the love of freedom 
and of the fatherland ... slander, treason, arson, poisoning, atheism, corruption, 
famine, assassinations. They were lavish with these crimes. 

In his first speech at the Festival of the Supreme Being, Robespierre referred to 
kings as "devouring the human race," and at his second speech of the festival, 
he commented on the "monster that the genius of kings had vomited on France" 
and that the kings "always conspire to assassinate humanity." Robespierre demon-
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strated a radical and enhanced view of the nobility and aristocracy that were the 
cause of the revolution. 

COSMIC PROPORTIONS 

One theme throughout the populist revolutionary discourse shows the cosmic 
proportions of the people and the eternal importance of the movement as a whole. 
The Count of Mirabeau idealizes this notion clearly in his speech "Mirabeau warns the 
nobility and clergy of Provence of the impending storm," when he states: "If to be such 
be to become the man of the people rather than of the nobles, then woe to the privileged 
orders! For privileges shall have an end, but the people are eternal!" Robespierre echoes 
this in "On the Enemies of the Nation" when he remarks, "the French people still lives 
and will survive all its enemies." These orations take the idea of the people and 
extend them from the present moments of the revolution to a concept that will be 
everlasting, and in so doing, they assign eternal consequences to the outcomes of 
the revolutionary movement. 

The dramatic orations of Robespierre are once again good examples of popu
list discourse, as they assign cosmic proportions to the motives and actions of the 
revolution. This happens most dramatically in, unsurprisingly, his speeches at the Fes
tival of the Supreme Being. In his first speech at that festival, Robespierre refers to 
the "immortal hand" in the revolution, and the "consecration of the French people 
to the Supreme Being." Robespierre's second speech states: "The Supreme Being 
has not been annihilated ... you can once again with impunity turn your eyes 
towards the Heavens ... they can no longer snatch the world from the breast of its 
author." These dramatic speeches give eternal moral significance to the work of the 
French Revolutionaries. 

Most of the cosmic proportions assigned to the duties of the revolutionaries 
involve the eternal nature of truth and the importance of the movement on the future 
of the country and the world; however, there is slight reification of history through 
these speeches that looks back in history to past French philosophers or revolutionar
ies. Robespierre's speech "On the Enemies of the Nation" references previous revo
lutionaries: "into the tomb the spirits of Brissot, Hebert, and Danton would emerge 
triumphant." Even more dramatic are the references to past philosophers by Georges 
Danton in "To the Tribunals," where he says to "consult such sources as Locke, Mon
tesquieu and Franklin" or "we had in our midst Malby and Rousseau, those immor
tal torches of legislation." Danton speaks of humanists who believed in the power 
of the individual and the importance of freedom and democracy. Jacques Roux 
calls on the power of history in "On the Majesty of the French People" when he 
refers to the people as "carry[ing] the pride of Spartans and the courage of Brutus." 
Roux refers to the Brutus who played a pivotal role in the assassination of Julius Cae
sar, calling into the minds of the French people the comparison between the glory of 
Rome and the glory of France and the responsibility they have to rid their glorious 
country of despotic leaders and Caesars. By this dramatic reification of history and 
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association with the revolution, the references to past leaders, philosophers, and poli
ticians dramatize the necessity of turning France into a republic. 

Cosmic proportions and eternal meanings are also assigned to the revolution as 
a whole in terms of its predicted effect on history. In Danton's speech ''Danton rein
vigorates his countrymen," he comments that "France is saved and the world is free." 
This bold statement encapsulates the ideals that many of these revolutionaries felt 
they were fighting for the French Revolution to set a precedent for the liberation of 
oppressed people across the world. In "Let France Be Free," Danton echoes a similar 
sentiment: "you have a whole nation as a lever, its reason as your fulcrum, and you 
have not yet upturned the world! ... who thought the methods of the ancien regime 
could smother the genius of liberty breathing in France." In "On the Enemies of the 
Nation," Robespierre glorifies the role of the revolutionaries in the eternal Manichean 
struggle: ''Defending liberty against the wickedness of men." This moral significance 
is heightened as the revolution is associated with truth, and this truth becomes an 
eternal struggle. In Roux's speech "Manifesto of the Enrages," he says, "Long live 
the truth, long live the National Convention, long live the French Republic!" Roux's 
parallel structure in this statement equates the truth with the National Convention 
and the National Convention with the French Republic. It shows an inherent belief 
that a republic or a democracy is the true form of government, and Roux believes the 
National Convention is, at that point, the way to truth and the Republic of France. 
This link between the significance of the revolution, eternal truth, and the importance 
of the revolution on the world not only shows populist discourse in the speeches but 
also glorifies the French Revolution as an immortal event that would be crucial in 
shaping history. 

NEED FOR SOCIAL CHANGE 

The need and call for social change in populist discourse comes from themes in 
the speeches of the French Revolution. Since there is no full canon of speeches that 
trace the movement up to the storming of the Bastille, we are left to uncover the moti
vations based on the discourse of a country that was already thrown into political 
turmoil and social and political change. This revolution was a part of their past, pres
ent, and future, and this is reflected in the manner in which they refer to the need for 
social change-either a continuance of the change that is occurring, a dramatization 
of the changes being made, or a change in the manner of revolution. 

Despite the relative success by this point in the revolution, 5 the revolutionary 
discourse still shows a call for continual change and movement toward the brighter 
future of France, even if that included moving through the graphic and bloody rev
olution. In "Danton reinvigorates his countrymen," Danton exclaims, "The people 
have nothing but blood,-they lavish it!" and "Let us drink the blood of the enemies 
of humanity, if needful." Robespierre continues this as he calls for continual violence 
and effort to rid France of the germs of aristocracy and counter-revolutionaries. In 
"On the Enemies of the Nation," Danton calls the people to action: "Examine who 
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they are who protect the rogues who encourage counter-revolutionaries, who execute 

attacks, who hold virtue in contempt, who corrupt public morals ... What remains to 
them? Assassination .... They will perish, all of the tyrants armed against the French 

people! They will perish, all the factions that rely upon their power in order to destroy 
our freedom." These speeches show a continued call for social change, even after the 
monarchy had been overthrown. 

In the middle of the French Revolution, these dramatic leaders continued to 

demand social change. Jacques Roux encouraged the people with his cries of des

tiny: "There is no destiny as glorious as that of crushing despotism, that of smashing, 

pulverizing, and annihilating those illustrious brigands." A sentiment that Robespi
erre echoed when he said, "We must crush both the interior and exterior enemies of 

the republic, or perish with her," as he reasons "Let tyranny but reign one day, and 
on the morrow there would not remain a single patriot" ("Robespierre recommends 

virtue and terror" 1794). Robespierre had a glamorous and compelling style of ora
tory meant to stir the Frenchmen in their boots and move them to stand up for their 

country: "How long yet will the madness of despots be called justice, and the justice 
of the people barbarity or rebellion?" ("On the Principles of Political Morality"). In 

"To the Tribunals," Danton continues these ideas of continuing the fight: "Against 
the traitors, against the enemies of the fatherland and public happiness the sword 

of the law that they wanted to guide in your hands against the apostles of liberty." 
Even five years after the beginning of the revolution, the most radical orators were 
still commanding continual and dramatic social change. 

OTHER DISCOURSES IN THE REVOLUTIONARY RHETORIC 

It should be noted that there were speeches involved in this analysis that showed 

little to no populist discourse. For example, the speech by Napoleon Bonaparte was a 
narrative of a military event, which was inherently pragmatic rather than showing ele

ments of populism. Bonaparte does not point out any bad elite, and though he speaks 

of a good citizen devoted to the Republic, he does not refer to the French people as 
inherently virtuous in any way. Bonaparte's speech was dry and neither passionate nor 
bellicose, a far cry from the impassioned speeches of Robespierre and other predeces

sors. Bonaparte showed no populism, favoring instead a dry and pragmatic approach. 
The speeches of Pierre Vergniaud were also almost fully devoid of populist dis

course, favoring instead the discourse of pluralism. Vergniaud still frames the will of the 

common Frenchman as the good the government should strive to protect, but the key 
difference between the rhetoric of Vergniaud and his contemporaries is that Vergniaud 
calls for moderation and compromise. His speech ''Vergniaud admits to Robespierre's 
charges of moderation" was a reaction to claims made by others, and thus becomes a 

tame speech spoken to other members of the government. He mentions a people but 
does not single out a bad, ruling, or conspiring elite. He admits to being more moder

ate than Robespierre and in this way calls for an end of the inflated populist rhetoric 

and dramatic movements in order to move forward to a brighter and stronger France. 
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Although there was a good amount of populist discourse in the speeches of some orators 
of the French Revolution, and this populist discourse has implications for the movement 
as a whole, not all of the revolutionaries and orators can be considered populist. 

Overall, however, the aspects of populist discourse found in the speeches in 
the first half of the French Revolution demonstrate that the speeches of the French 

Revolution can be considered populist. This adds another dimension and political 

discourse to the work of the French Revolution, and another element to aid the under
standing of the revolution. The populist discourse was likely effective in motivating 

and mobilizing the cycles that propelled the revolution forward for ten years. 

Conclusion: Implications of a Populist Revolution on Future Study 
This analysis focused on the speeches in the French Revolution in order to deter

mine whether or not the French Revolution invoked populism. The analysis confirms 
the hypotheses, as there were clear populist elements found in the discourse of the 

first half of the revolution. The moderate to strong results from the quantitative analy

sis and the abundance of examples of the aspects of populism explored in the quali
tative analysis show that at least the first half of the revolution was a considerably 

populist movement. However, since most of the analysis in this paper focused on 
the discourse in the first half of the revolution, there is room for future research that 

expands upon discourse in later periods of the revolution. 
One important conclusion that can be drawn from an understanding of the French 

Revolution through a populist lens is an increased explanation for its trajectory. The 

intensity of the populism in the first periods and the peak in the Reign of Terror can act 
as a guide for the following periods of the revolution. The lens of populism explains a 

great deal of why a movement that began with pure democratic undertones, descended 
into the Reign of Terror, ended in a military dictatorship, and set the basis for over a 

century of political instability. Populism is, at its heart, a democratic movement calling 

for popular sovereignty, but as it overlooks minority rights it sets the stage for totalitari
anism, which can be seen in the military dictatorship that ended the French Revolution. 

Populism can explain the trajectory of the revolution during the revolution but also 

helps to explain the political instability afterward. Despite its lasting legacy and impact 
on French and European history, the French Revolution could not be called immediately 

successful. The First Republic that was its first result was overthrown by one of the same 
men who claimed to be a part of the revolutionary movement. France was propelled 

through a century and a half of empires, monarchies, and attempts at democracy until 
Charles de Gaulle established the Fifth Republic in 1958, a democracy successful to this 
day. These fluctuant ramifications of the revolution can be interpreted as a case study in 

the effects of populism. The French Revolution provides a historical example of the con
sequences of populism. An analysis of the complicated historical consequences of French 
Revolution could provide interesting analysis of the effects of populism: For example, 

whether intensely populist discourse leads to overall political instability. As populism is 
a relatively new scholarly topic, the effects of a truly populist movement have not been 
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established. There is, howev~ evidence that populism degrades democracy and sets 
the basis for an authoritarian state, but the ideals of populist discourse are democratic 
in the appreciation of the people as the rightful rulers of the state (Mudde 2007). The 
French Revolution catapulted France on a rocky path that shifted between democracy 
and totalitarianism for close to two centuries, so an analysis of the consequences of this 
historical event could aid in understanding of the potential effects of populism. To find 
a dramatic example and potential warning of the consequences of a populist movement, 
future scholars can look, as did that legendary revolutionary, ''To the Bastille!" 

NOTES 
1. Several sources were used as references for this simplified history; they are not directly ref-

erenced in this section unless quoted. 
2. A complete index of speeches analyzed can be found in the Appendix. 
3. A blank rubric can be found in the Appendix. 
4. The speeches used for the qualitative analysis are the same speeches used for the quantita

tive analysis; see the Appendix for a full index. 
5. As the majority of the speeches occurred in the first half of the Revolution, once the Bastille had 

been stormed and monarchy had been overthrown. Louis XVI was guillotined in January 1793. 
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Appendix 

Index of Speeches and Revolutionary Leaders 
Revolutionary 

Period 

Revolutionary 

Consensus 

1790--1791 

Reign of Terror 

1793-1794 

.. 111....,,. 

Individual/ Speeches Used 

Leader 

Robespierre 

Carnot 

Danton 

Saint-Just 

"Robespierre recommends virtue and terror" (February 1794) 

"On the Enemies of the Nation" (May 1794) 

"On the Principles of Political Morality" (February 1794) 

"Speech (1) at the Festival of the Supreme Being" Oune 1794) 

"Speech (2) at the Festival of the Supreme Being" Oune 1794) 

Last Speech to the Convention Ouiy 1794) 

None 

"To the Tribunals" (August 1792) 

"Danton reinvigorates his countrymen" (March 1793) 

"Last Speech Delivered in the Convention" (March 1794) 

None 
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Blank Rubric Used for Holistic Grading in Quantitative Analysis 
Name of politician: 
Title of Speech: 
Date of Speech: 
Category: 
Grader: 
Date of grading: 

Final Grade (delete unused grades): 
2 A speech in this category is extremely populist and comes very close to the ideal 
populist discourse. Specifically, the speech expresses all or nearly all of the elements of 
ideal populist discourse, and has few elements that would be considered non-populist 

1 A speech in this category includes strong, clearly populist elements but either does 
not use them consistently or tempers them by including non-populist elements. Thus, 
the discourse may have a romanticized notion of the people and the idea of a unified 
popular will (indeed, it must in order to be considered populist), but it avoids bel
licose language or references to cosmic proportions or any particular enemy. 

0 A speech in this category uses few if any populist elements. Note that even if a 
manifesto expresses a Manichaean worldview, it is not considered populist if it lacks 
some notion of a popular will. 
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Populist Pluralist 

It conveys a Manichaean vision of the world, that is, one The discourse does not frame issues in 

that is moral (every issue has a strong moral dimension) and moral terms or paint them in black-and-

dualistic (everything is in one category or the other, "right'' white. Instead, there is a strong tendency 

or "wrong," "good" or "evil") The implication-or even to focus on narrow, particular issues. The 

the stated idea-is that there can be nothing in between, discourse will emphasize or at least not 

no fence-sitting, no shades of grey. This leads to the use of eliminate the possibility of natural, justifi-

highly charged, even bellicose language. able differences of opinion. 

The moral significance of the items mentioned in the speech The discourse will probably not refer to 

is heightened by ascribing cosmic proportions to them; that is, any reified notion of history or use any 

by claiming that they affect people everywhere (possibly but cosmic proportions. References to the 

not necessarily across the world) and across time. Especially in spatial and temporal consequences of 

this last regard, frequent references may be made to a reified issues will be limited to the material real-

notion of "history." At the same time, the speaker will justify ity rather than any mystical connections. 

the moral significance of his or her ideas by tying them to 

national and religious leaders that are generally revered. 

Although Manichaean, the discourse is still democratic, in the Democracy is simply the calculation 

sense that the good is embodied in the will of the majority, of votes. This should be respected and 

which is seen as a unified whole, pemaps but not necessarily is seen as the foundation of legitimate 

expressed in references to the "voluntad de! pueblo"; how- government, but it is not meant to be 

ever, the speaker ascribes a kind of unchanging essentialism an exercise in arriving at a preexisting, 

to that will, rather than letting it be whatever 50 percent of the knowable "will." The majority shifts and 

people want at any particular moment. Thus, this good major- changes across issues. The common man 

ity is romanticized, with some notion of the common man is not romanticized, and the notion of 

(urban or rural) seen as the embodiment of the national ideal. citizenship is broad and legalistic. 

The evil is embodied in a minority whose specific identity will The discourse avoids a conspiratorial 

vary according to context. Domestically, in :i.,atin America it is tone and does not single out any evil rul-
often an economic elite, pemaps the "oligarchy," but it may ing minority. It avoids labeling opponents 

also be a racial elite; internationally, it may be the U.S. or the as evil and may not even mention them 

capitalist, industrialized nations or international financiers, or in an effort to maintain a positive tone 

simply an ideology such as neoliberalism and capitalism. and keep passions low. 

Crucially, the evil minority is or was recently in charge and The discourse does not argue for systemic 

subverted the system to its own interests, against those of the change but, as mentioned above, focuses 

good majority or the people. Thus, systemic change is/ was on particular issues. In the words of 

required, often expressed in terms such as "revolution" or Ernesto Laclau, it is a politics of "differ-

'1iberation" of the people from their "immiseration" or bond- ences" rather than ''hegemony." 

age, even if technically it comes about through elections. 

Because of the moral baseness of the threatening minority, Formal rights and liberties are openly 

non-democratic means may be openly justified or at least respected, and the opposition is treated 

the minority's continued enjoyment of these will be seen as with courtesy and as a legitimate political 

a generous concession by the people; the speech itself may actor. The discourse will not encourage or 

exaggerate or abuse data to make this point, and the Ian- justify illegal, violent actions. There will 
guage will show a bellicosity towards the opposition that is be great respect for institutions and the 

incendiary and condescending, lacking the decorum that one rule of law. If data is abused, it is either 

shows a worthy opponent. an innocent mistake or an embarrassing 

breach of democratic standards. 
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