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1. Introduction  
 

The events of the French Revolution perfectly exemplify the power which the people 

hold if their will and aim were to be unified under a single banner. To reach their ideal form of 

government where all are ruled under equality and freedom, the French people underwent a 

series of revolts, bloody massacres, and coups to establish their ideal republic. Given by a 

professor in an Iraqi university, these lecture notes provide with an enjoyable yet detailed 

narration of the events of the French Revolution from an Arab lens. 

 
A. Source Text Analysis 

 

The source text is a compilation of lectures given on modern European history. The tone 

of the text consistently presents a balance between a formal style of academic writing and 

informal lecture style with scarce exceptions throughout. Additionally, the selected chapters in 

the text cover the events of the French Revolution from the early revolution period and leading 

up to the Coup of 18 Fructidor. Remaining true to the events which occurred during the 

revolutionary period in France, the text occasionally provides a perspective on how the French 

Revolution is taught in the Arab world.  However, although this text solidly narrates the history 

pertinent to the events of the French Revolution, few textual errors and historical inaccuracies 

were pinpointed in the text. The below example illustrates: 
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In the above example, the original author attributed the reasoning behind the name of the 

“La Plains”, a faction in the National Convention, to a literal translation of the name. Besides 

errors and inaccuracies, the text featured scarce style shifts, where a literary style was deployed 

to evoke certain reactions from the reader. An example can be seen in the structure and lexical 

choice in the first introductory paragraph of the source text.  

 

The author of the text is Dr. Saad Tawfiq Al-Bazaz, a professor of history in the 

University of Mosul, Iraq. Known for publications primarily on Arab history and politics, Dr. 

Saad Al-Bazaz primarily focuses on periods ranging from Modern History to Contemporary 

History. In this text, Dr. Saad Al-Bazaz documents his lectures on Modern European History 

given to sophomore university students in the Department of History. 

B. Aim 
 

The goal of the translation is to produce a rendition that is, for the most part, accurate and 

faithful to the original text. The historical inaccuracies and textual errors in the original text must 

be highlighted, corrected, and polished in the target text. Acknowledging that the translator is 

adequately well read in French revolutionary tradition, he is considered confidently qualified to 

produce a faithful and polished target text with minimal challenges. Furthermore, the tone and 

style should correspond in the target text based on the genres which the source text is comprised 

of throughout, which will be done through identifying the style shifts throughout the text. 

Another primary aim of the translation is to provide English readers with an Arab perspective on 

western modern history, specifically the French revolutionary period. To fulfill this, minimal 

translator mediation and avoidance of incorporating subjective opinions by the translator will be 
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observed in the translation process (Hatim & Mason, 2005). In the end, the desired final product 

is an intelligible, faithful, and impartial yet historically accurate rendition of the source text 

delivered in a concise manner. 

2. Framework of Translation  
 The approach of the translation process is founded upon the endeavor to construct a 

target text based on the premise of a purposeful translation, which is in essence the idea of 

Skopos Theory (Du, 2012). The purpose of the translation, thus, functions as the catalyst which 

guides the decisions made in selecting equivalences and moulding the structure of the target text 

in the translation process. This founding notion, thereafter, branches into justifying the selection 

of multiple theories which emphasize pragmatic function and contextual meaning over 

formalized one-to-one renditions. In fact, processes such as structural shifting, selection of 

equivalences, and other grammatical decisions and alterations in the translation process are done 

in adherence to the supremacy of pragmatics over other levels of language in the field of 

translation. 

A. Towards Controlled Dynamicity 

 
The source text, outside of rare exceptional excerpts, is an informative text throughout. In 

other words, it includes textual properties such as technical language, instances of jargon, and 

infrequent use of metaphors (Newmark, 1988 p.40). Therefore, the general linguistic tone across 

the text consistently maintains a concise, objective, and accurate tone. The pragmatic approach 

enriches the target text, rendering it most intelligible to the target English audience. In terms of 

grammar, decisions in the translation process were made as bound by the desired implied 

meaning in the translation process. Put more precisely, processes such as structural overhauls, 

clause-shifts, and conversion of grammatical categories are all guided by the intended meaning 
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to be rendered in the translation. For example, conversion of adjectives to adverbs is only 

eligible and valid if it is within the purview of abiding by the structural differences between the 

source language (English) and target language (Arabic). To reinforce this further, Eugene Nida’s 

theory of Dynamic Equivalence was deployed to produce comprehensible equivalences that 

derive proportionate understanding for the target audience (Nida, 1969). In fact, the equivalences 

found in the target text are observed to be at a level of clarity which surpasses the original text, 

as the aim of the translation states. In terms of collocations and lexical selection, equivalences 

were pinpointed based on the context without compromising on the intended meaning in the 

original text. This was done as opposed to engaging in a literal approach to translating 

collocations, which would impede the goal of maximizing intelligibility for the target audience. 

Avoiding formalized and mechanical translations, therefore, provides with a rendition that flows 

like an English text and recognizes textual cohesion throughout it. 

 

Several instances of style shifting are present in the source text. After careful examination 

of the source text, the tone shifts from non-emotive to segments which utilize similes, literary 

lexicon, and structure to elicit a certain emotion from the reader. Considering this, the most 

appropriate and felicitous theory to deploy for expressive literary excerpts in this context is 

Domestication Theory. Domestication Theory entails finding equivalences that are culturally 

appropriate for this case, similes that are familiar to the English reader are selected (Venuti, 

1998). This, as a result, produces an intelligible and immersive experience for the target English 

audience, where the excerpts flow in a style not only akin to the one found in the original text. 

To apply this theory into practice, heavy rewriting and alterations were made to the excerpts to 

emphasize reflecting the experience.  



8 

 

 

3. Analysis of Data (Target Text)  
 

A pragmatic approach follows rendition of meaning and performing any process to reach 

such a goal. During the process of translation, finding collocations appropriate in the Target 

Language were key in achieving a text that is intelligible to the target audience. The following 

excerpt illustrates: 

 

ST: س الطبقات حيث  مجل هوو الاجدا  مسوى الرجوع إلى خيار قديـمن طريق   هيعد إمام فلمدده الشعب بالثورة ه

. فةلا المختهفرنسا بمناطق لو يمثهو معا 175ينعقد منذ  مس لـلذا المجه نإ  

 

TT: “The people replied to the King by threatening a revolution, leaving him with no 

other option but to resort to summoning the first Estates General in 175 years, which is an 

assembly representing France’s different provinces”  

 

In the above example, addition of the verb “summon” was crucial in forming an 

appropriate collocation that the target reader would apprehend. In this context, furthermore, the 

King summons the Estates General as opposed to merely resorting to it, which would be a vague 

rendition to the target audience. Additional examples such as translating “ )اهدار حقوق )الشعب” to 

“oppress (his people)” show the lack of fidelity if the equivalence was “waste” instead of 

“oppress” in the context of the text. Rights are not ‘wasted’, they are oppressed. The following 

table showcases the issue of mechanically transferring collocations and compares them with the 

appropriate Dynamic Equivalence for each instance (Nida, 1969): 
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Source Text Formal Equivalence Dynamic Equivalence 

 Weave a conspiracy Organize a conspiracy تحيك المؤامرة 

 Dark tunnel Dire state نفق مظلم 

 Perform/do a coup القيام بانقلاب

d’état 

Stage a coup d’état 

 Confirmation (of the المصادقة )على الدستور(

constitution) 

Ratification of the 

constitution 

 Waste the rights (of اهدار حقوق )الشعب(

his people) 

Oppress his people 

 Revolutionary الدعاية الثورية

advertisement 

Revolutionary 

campaign 

 

 

As the table above illustrates, a Formal Equivalence of collocations alienate the target 

audience. In fact, the desired immersion and goal of rendering a text which flows like an 

independent English text is obstructed by a mechanical approach.  

 

Challenges were faced in finding collocations, where inappropriate application was present 

and later changed in the polishing phase. The following example illustrates the stages some 

collocations underwent before reaching the final draft stage: 

 

 

ST:   فبدات المواجهات بين الطرفين واخذت القوات الفرنسية بالارتداد امام الضربات القوية لقوات الحلفاء وبدأت تنتقل من

 الهجوم الى طور الدفاع

   Initial TT: “As the confrontation began to unfold between both sides, French forces began to 

withdraw against the heavy blows of the coalition forces, causing them to transition from offense 

to defense.” 
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   Final Draft TT: As the confrontation began to unfold between both sides, French forces began 

to withdraw after being heavily struck by coalition forces, causing them to transition from 

offense to defense. 

 

As seen in the initial TT, “heavy blow” is not considered a collocation that is appropriate 

or fitting in this context. In war confrontations, forces strike one another, which proves that the 

verb “strike” is the most sensical selection in describing attacks by military forces. Thus, this 

rendition of collocations is most appropriate in this context. 

 

Besides collocations, lexical choice was primarily influenced by the primacy of context 

and intent of the author over any other element within the text. In the example of the word 

 several equivalences were deployed based on style shifts and context. In the initial ,”الأوباش“

paragraph of the text where an expressive style was deployed, the most appropriate equivalence 

was “ragtag and bobtail”. This choice came with great challenge, as the intent was to elicit the 

same effect of the source text to the reader of the target text. In other contexts, however, where 

the tone of the text was informative, the most appropriate equivalence was “commoners”. This 

selection is justified through the economic class that the author referred to when providing 

details of specific events throughout the French Revolution. This choice, furthermore, illustrates 

the consistency of maintaining minimal mediation throughout the text (Hatim & Mason, 2005). 

Additionally, certain terms necessitated cases of rewriting and elaboration in cases where there 

was no clear equivalence in the Target Language.  

 

In addition to lexical choice and collocations, instances of style shifts and historical inaccuracy 
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were rectified in accordance with the goal of maintaining the immersion of the reader. After 

consultation with the head of the Department of Social Sciences, Dr. Manal El-Kady, whose 

purview of research revolves around French history and culture, instances of historical inaccuracy 

included footnotes with the actual events of the revolution. The following examples illustrate the 

comparison with the historically inaccurate ST and historically accurate TT:  

 

ST:   قام أحد الضباط من مدينة مارسيليا واسمه )دي ليل( بتاليف قطعة موسيقية اتخذت شعاراً للثورة الفرنسية عرفت

جاء منها هذا الضابط  التي)المارسليز( نسبة الى مارسيليا  باسم  

 

TT: “In fact, a French army officer by the name of de Lisle composed a song which later 

became the French national anthem entitled “La Marseillese”, named in reference to the city of 

Marseille where the officer originated from.” 

FOOTNTOE: Historical inaccuracy: The title was coined after the volunteers marched to Paris 

from the city of Marseille to join the revolutionaries. 

 

In the above example, the footnote was included as the information in the original text was 

intelligible yet false. In fact, the author was misinformed on the reasoning behind the naming and 

falsely attributed it to the origin of de Lisle. Other instances of inaccuracy, however, were 

completely omitted and replaced with proper descriptions in cases where the original text was 

unintelligible. In the case of literary shifts, structural overhaul and rewriting was deployed to 

ensure a high level of translation fidelity in accordance with the expressive genre of certain 

excerpts. The following example illustrates: 
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ST:  لكن عجلة الإرهاب اذ تحركت ليس من السهل ايقافها فالدماء تورث الدماء والقتل يدفع القتل فدخلت البلاد في

مجازر مروعة وذهب فيها البريء بجريمة المجرم ثم أكلت عجلة الإرهاب دانتون نفسه حيث ظهر من هو اكثر تطرفا منه  

وساد   وهو المحامي )روبيسبير( الذي اصبح قائدا للحكومة وللجنة الإنقاذ فتطرف اكثر في مهاجمة من وصفهم باعداء الثورة

البلاد رعب حقيقي تمت فيه تصفية الكثير من رجال الثورة المخلصين ثم طالت المقصلة روبيسبير نفسه فشرب من الكأس نفسه 

الإرهابالذي اذاقها الكثيرين وبوفاته انتهى عهد   

TT: “However, once terror begins to reign over, it becomes challenging to bring to a 

halt. As the bloodshed intensified, France witnessed horrifying massacres where innocents were 

brought to the slaughter. Eventually, the terror devoured Danton himself with the emergence of 

Maximilien Robespierre, a lawyer who became the head of the regime and Committee of General 

Security. Robespierre was harsher on his opponents, whom he labeled as ‘enemies of the 

revolution’, leading true terror to spread throughout France where many men once loyal to the 

revolution were executed. In the end, however, Robespierre made his own bed, where he lied 

face-down under the blade of the very Guillotine of which he delivered many to, marking with his 

death the end of the Reign of Terror. 

 

In the above example, where the aim was to culminate the events of the Reign of Terror 

with metaphors and expressive language, a strategy of Domestication was employed to acquire 

the highest fidelity result (Venuti, 1998). In fact, the aim was followed in trying to produce a text 

superior to that of the original text. For example, the Reign of Terror was not described as a 

wheel as was the case in the original text but was only described as an entity which devoured 

Danton. This absence of description liberates the reader, by allowing him/her to manifest that 

which devours through their own fears and imagination, which creates an immersive and 

powerful experience for the target reader.  
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4. Conclusion  
 

In the end, it is clearly evident that meaning surpasses structure in the translation process, 

especially for this particular text. In fact, each challenge was solved by deploying any process 

with the mindset that translation process was ultimately subordinate to the ultimate goal of 

rendering the meaning. However, some minor cases, such as historical inaccuracies, underwent 

heavier tweaking so as to not deliberately disinform the target reader. The shifts in style were 

easily identified and translated, producing equivalences that evoke emotions which surpass the 

effects of the original text. The vision of the author, additionally, was preserved and kept intact 

during the translation process, preventing any possible mediation that may distort the original 

meaning. Therefore, by discerning the quality of the source text and comparing it with that of the 

target text, this approach to translation proves that a pragmatic and context-oriented method is 

the most ideal in handling such texts.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



14 

 

Glossary  
 

No. Term Translation 

 Committee of General لجنة الإنقاذ العام  1

Security 

السلطة التنفيذية /حكومة الإدارة 2  The Directory 

 Council of Ancients مجلس الشيوخ 3

 Council of Five Hundred مجلس النواب 4

 Matériel الأعتدة  5

 National Assembly الجمعية الوطنية 6

 National Convention المؤتمر الوطني 7

 Civil Constitution of The القانون المدني لرجال الدين  8

Clergy 

 Émigrés المهاجرين 9

 Corps Législatif السلطة التشريعية  10
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Causes of the French Revolution: 

In the coming of the late 18th century, France has witnessed a drastic transformation from a King 

who derived his authority from God which reflected in his title of “Shadow of God on Earth”, to 

a King delivered to the guillotine by the ragtag and bobtail. Behind this outcome are multiple 

causes: 

 

1. The excessive and exaggerated efforts in asserting the grandeur of the King, which lead 

him to ridicule, completely dismiss, and oppress his people. This was conducive to 

widening the gap between the ruler and the people, thereby internally intensifying the 

anger among his people. Moreover, the arrival of weak Kings such as Louis XV and 

Louis XVI worsened the image of rulers at the eyes of the people, especially after they 

handed leadership positions to their own wives. As a result, the affairs of the nation were 

administered under the mercy of Madame de Pompadour and Marie Antoinette. 

2. The appearance of the wealthy aristocracy backed up by the clergy which controlled five 

fertile lands in France. This led to detrimental economic effects as the aristocracy was 

exempt from taxation. This was part of innumerable advantages they enjoyed at the 

expense of the commoners enduring cruel taxation and the oppressive, corrupt, and 

tyrannical regime. Additionally, the aristocracy stood against any attempts of economic 

reform, thereby successfully thwarting the efforts of Jacque Necker and Anne Turgot.  

3. The disastrous economic consequences after the participation in the American 

Revolutionary War and the damage done to the budget due to high military expenditure. 

Furthermore, French soldiers arrived from the war in America with a vastly different 

perspective, whereby they observed a constitutional system governed by law, legislative  
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assemblies, and value for human rights. Thus, they are considered a foundational building 

block for the French revolution through their desire to bring America’s political state to 

their homeland.  

4. The crucial role played by French thinkers who appeared during the period of the 18th 

century. Namely Voltaire who pursued liberating man from the deceptive illusory 

idolatry exhibited by the likes of the clergy. Another thinker is Jean Jacque Rousseau, 

who identified the people as the source of all authority through his ‘Social Contract’ 

theory, which asserts that authority is established through an agreement between an 

individual and the people. This agreement is valid for as long as the individual follows its 

terms, otherwise, it is rendered void.  In other words, the King does not derive his 

authority from God but through negotiation with the people instead. Thus, whether the 

King maintains his power is conditional upon the will of the people who assigned 

authority to him. 
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Beginning of The Revolution: 

 

The early stage of the revolution was pinpointed by the King’s call for economic reform and the 

aristocracy’s refusal to cooperate and fulfill its duties in that regard. The attitude of the 

aristocracy led the King to inevitably re-levy taxes upon the common class. However, the 

Supreme Court refused to pass such a policy, which prompted the King to attempt prosecuting 

the judges in response. The people replied to the King by threatening a revolution, leaving him 

with no other option but to resort to summoning the first Estates General in 175 years, which is 

an assembly representing France’s different provinces. However, the core problem with the 

assembly was the division of its members into three different estates. The Estates General 

comprised of the First Estate (Clergy) Second Estate (Nobility), and the Third Estate 

(Commoners). Moreover, votes then were counted based on each estate as a separate body; not 

on the number of members in each body, which assured the King that the assembly would only 

issue rulings in his interest. This was backed up by the majority formed of aristocrats and 

members of the clergy. However, members of the Third Estate had other plans in mind as they 

found themselves making up the majority in the assembly in terms of members compared to the 

two other estates. The Third Estate believed that votes should be carried out based on members, 

which would then allow them to fulfill their demands, especially with the presence of 

sympathizers among members in the First and Second Estates. Additionally, the Third Estate 

consisted of lawyers, intellectuals, and businessmen, which is worthy to note in this context. The 

rising tension and agitation in the political climate among the furious people of Paris and other 

provinces resulted in the formation of the National Assembly, a body consisting of the Third 

Estate and several members from the First and Second Estates. After the formation of the 
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National Assembly against the will of the King and in response to the King’s attempts in 

dissolving it, members of the Third Estate met in the Royal Tennis Court of Versailles where 

Mirabeau eloquently uttered his famous quote: “Go tell your master that we are here by the will 

of the people, and that we shall retire only at the point of the bayonet”1. The situation further 

escalated as the King continued his attempts in thwarting efforts of the revolutionaries. On the 

July 14, 1789, as the people’s hatred against the monarchy began to reach its boiling point, angry 

crowds of people began to storm one of its most prominent symbols of tyranny in the city of 

Paris, the Bastille.  This date marked the first act of rebellion and the start of the French 

revolution under the motto: “Freedom, equality, fraternity” (Liberté, Égalité, Fraternité). 

Following the siege of the Bastille, the King deemed it wise to cave into the demands of the 

people in light of the political chaos, whereby he responded by visiting Paris to control the 

unrest. Eventually, the King decided to forego his royal palace in Versailles to remain in the 

Tuileries Palace in Paris, which was the monarchy’s previous palace of residence prior to 

Versailles. Although the unrest began to plummet after the demands were fulfilled, the King 

yearned for his old guard and beautiful wife, Marie Antoinette, who was disapproving of Louis 

XVI’s passivity and indecisiveness, leaving him condemned for his weakness by French riffraff. 

Louis XVI now had to choose between the lesser of two evils, either to continue caving into the 

reforms or risk ceasing to cooperate. Unlike the King, Marie Antoinette was making firm 

decisions by inviting a regiment from the Army of Flanders to a banquet in Versailles which 

raised suspicions of a conspiracy among the revolutionaries. Instability spread throughout the 

cities and rural districts of France, whereby the news of the fall of the Bastille and the 

 
1 Bent, S. A. (1968). In Familiar short sayings of great men, with historical and explanatory 

notes (p. 285). essay, Gale Research Co.  
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establishment of a temporary government in Paris prompted many other French cities to heed 

caution. Subsequently, a series of uprisings erupted in multiple French cities and rural districts, 

thereby resulting in the overthrow of royal administrative control over a number of cities and the 

establishment of new revolutionary municipalities in place. Other cities, however, opted for the 

assignment of revolutionaries in administrative positions. Irate crowds of people began breaking 

into the houses of aristocrats, brutalizing nobles and plundering them. Consequently, France was 

left torn apart, fragmented, and in disarray administratively and politically. During these events, 

the Estate General and the National Assembly played a key role in salvaging the state of disorder 

and panic within the nation. With its members consisting of all three estates, the National 

Assembly managed to emerge triumphant, proving itself in the face of the many internal and 

external challenges through enactment of new rules and regulations that immutably remained 

throughout the history of human development. The most notable of such laws is the Declaration 

of the Rights of Man, the first slogan of the French revolution which established equality between 

the people. Subsequently, this ensured that all men and women were on equal standing even 

among nobles, making the populace refer to one another as citizens in place of the then common 

titles of Duke, Marquess, and others. Additionally, the National Assembly put forth efforts to 

reform the clergy who enjoyed advantages such as tax-exemption and control over key parts of 

France as showcased by their ownership of the five most fertile lands in the kingdom. 

Furthermore, the Roman Catholic Church in France was not subject to French laws as it assigned 

its members via the Pope in Rome. To remedy this, the National Assembly passed the Civil 

Constitution of Clergy, a law which confiscated the possessions of the church and transformed 

the legal status of the clergy to citizens so as to be subject to French laws and regulations. As a 

result, many members of the clergy were displeased, migrating to countries neighboring France. 
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Those of the clergy who migrated, otherwise known as émigrés, played a vital role in rallying up 

other European countries against the new regime in France.  The creation of The Constitution of 

1791 by the National Assembly was its crowning achievement which introduced the ideals of 

Jean Jacque Rousseau, the American constitution, and Britain’s Magna Carta2. After the 

ratification of the Constitution of 1791 by the King, the revolution was thought to have ended 

after the transformation of the government to a constitutional monarchy. More so, the National 

Assembly deemed its mission fulfilled to the fullest, and deciding it is best to make way for the 

beginning of a new era. In fact, former members of the National Assembly altruistically 

abstained from participating in the newly established Legislative Assembly, which was formed 

through an electoral system. 

 

Legislative Assembly 

After the dissolution of the National Assembly and the declaration from its former members to 

abstain from participating in the coming elections, the Legislative Assembly witnessed the 

arrival of less experienced yet more radical men. Especially those from the French department of 

Gironde, who were later known to be as the Girondis. The application of the Constitution of 

1791 was the primary mission and obligation of the Legislative Assembly. It pursued to further 

fulfill the aims of the revolution as it consisted of republican revolutionaries on one hand, and 

followers of Jean-Jacque Rousseau’s philosophy on the other. The crises which France had faced 

during this period radicalized the French revolutionary thought. While enabling the 

revolutionaries to rise to prominence, the crises reduced the role of the reactionaries. Members of 

 
2 A royal charter and a form of unwritten constitution signed by King John of England following the English 

Revolution in 1215. 
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the Legislative Assembly had global ambitions in their idea of expanding the revolution.  In the 

eyes of the revolutionaries, it was a revolution by the Bourgeoisie against absolute monarchy and 

feudalism throughout Europe. This led adverse external and internal developments. Internally, 

although the mission of the Legislative Assembly was the application of the Constitution of 1791 

and defense of the revolution, radicalization conduced to revolutionary zeal, where the assembly 

promulgated ideas that contributed in the instillment of radical thought. Externally, terror caused 

by the political conflict between France and neighboring European nations further enabled the 

radicals within the assembly. Such conflict steered the country toward an age of terror and 

destruction, the occurrence of which can be attributed to the émigrés who played a significant 

role in stirring the conflict France and its neighbors. Furthermore, the émigrés looked to rally 

other European rulers against the French revolution by proclaiming themselves to be the lawful 

rulers of France and spreading rumors and propaganda against the French regime. On the other 

hand, the Girondis, who are now the de facto rulers of France, planned to wage a war whose 

aims was to eradicate the rotten monarchies of Europe through military triumphs. Unfortunately, 

this vision was founded on delusion and romanticization, as the military suffered from weakness 

and shortage in weapons and matériel3 caused by famine and financial crises France had 

undergone during the revolution. Additionally, the revolution contributed to a great deal of the 

chaos and collapse of administrative and judicial branches within the nation. Considering this, 

the King was pleased with the war against the neighboring European monarchies, as he deemed 

it a means to rid himself of his terrible state. The military’s weakness provided the King with the 

hope of other neighboring monarchies saving him from his dire situation by emerging victorious 

in the war. Initial signs of this war transpired when other European rulers felt threatened by the 

 
3 Refers to military equipment, weapons, and supplies. 
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anti-monarchy campaign in France coupled with their desire to free the French monarchy from 

the claws of the revolutionaries. It is especially worthy to note that the House of Borboun4 had 

close relations with other European monarchs. For instance, King Louis XVI’s wife, Marie 

Antoinette, was the daughter of Maria Theresa, Holy Roman Empress and the sister of the 

current Leopold II, Holy Roman Emperor. Subsequently, Leopold II assembled a coalition with 

Frederick William II of Prussia as he sought to form a military front to face the French. 

Thereafter, tensions began to rise as France threatened one of the German kingdoms, which was 

nominally governed by Leopold II, to evict and disarm the émigrés from their lands or face war. 

Leopold II knew that behind France’s deliberate provocation were intentions of declaring war, 

which prompted the Emperor to issue a harsh warning to the French on April 1792 stating:  

“France must abide by the following conditions, or it shall face a cruel war”  

The conditions of the declaration were as follows: 

 

1- Return the feudal rights and duties of the German princes residing in the French region of 

Alsace. 

2- Return the province of Avignon to the Papacy. 

The revolutionaries, however, paid no heed to the Pope or the religious institutions within 

France, as evident by the confiscation of all possessions of the Roman Catholic Church by the 

Legislative Assembly, who was fueled with greed for the Church’s insurmountable wealth. Even 

more, when objections arose around the constitution’s prohibition of land dispossession, the 

Legislative Assembly asserted that Avignon originally belonged to and must return to the state. 

 
4 A European dynasty which functioned as the ruling family of France from the 16th century to the 18th century. 
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Afterward, the clergy were coerced into pledging loyalty to the French monarchy and 

government. 

 

3- Cease the revolutionary campaign against the French monarchy. 

Francis II took reign of the Holy Roman Empire following the death of his father, Leopold II.  

Francis II was more driven to face the French revolutionaries in contrast with his late father. 

Subsequently, the alliance with The King of Prussia to oppose the French was renewed. 

However, the French deemed it wiser to confront danger rather than to plan for it in advance. 

And thus, the French army advanced to Belgium; leading a series of failed wars without any 

notable victories. In fact, French forces gradually shifted to defense while Austrian forces 

launched an offensive war against France. The people of France were at shock by the series of 

defeats, which were believed to be orchestrated out of an act of treason by the King and his 

courtiers, whereby they were accused of giving away confidential military strategies to the 

enemy. This pushed the people of France to attack the Tuileries Palace and killing the soldiers of 

the Swiss Guard5 . The King, thereafter, sought refuge among the Legislative Assembly, 

becoming the enemy of the people as a result. In fact, the gap between the King and the people 

further widened after his failed escape attempt6, which resulted in his confinement and 

confiscation of authority. In the meantime, tensions began to rise in Paris due to increasing 

foreign threats and rising dictatorial figures like Georges Danton, a figure who perceived terror 

as a means to maintain security at the time. He then subsequently held the levers of power in 

 
5 Foreign mercenaries hired to provide as the French King’s bodyguard. 
6 In 1791, King Louis XVI, his wife, and children disguised as peasants and attempted to flee to Austria on a 

carriage before being caught near the border. 
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France with an iron fist, delivering many to their execution for conspiring against national 

security. In the meantime, the commander-in-chief of the National Guard, General Marquis de 

La Fayette surrendered himself to the attacking forces. A shrewd and brave General Dumouriez 

took his position, an affiliate of the Girondis. As the Austrian and Prussian forces further 

marched towards the city of Paris to reach the commune of Valmy, the French realized the 

dangerous state the nation had entered, and that the fate of the revolution was at stake.  As a 

result, many French people, including Parisians, rushed in defense of their homeland with great 

bravery and enthusiasm. In fact, a French army officer by the name of de Lisle composed a song 

which later became the French national anthem entitled “La Marseillaise”, named in reference 

to the city of Marseille where the officer originated from7. French forces had finally managed to 

withstand the invading troops by responding to the obstacles, leading the Austrian and Prussian 

forces to fall back to their own lands despite the overwhelming contrast in armament and 

training. Objectively, however, the largest factor behind   this retreat was the eruption of a new 

conflict in Europe, the Partitions of Poland. Regardless, the victory in Valmy had insurmountable 

effects. For instance, it salvaged the revolution and ignited hope within the people of France, 

thereby increasing their trust in the goals of the revolution. And above all, after formerly 

suffering from division, infighting, and conflict, the French began to rally around their country 

and government.  However, the victory in Valmy exacerbated the violence of the terror. 

Furthermore, the Girondis felt helpless in addressing the foreign threats threats, which led to 

their dismissal. Many members of the Girondis were then sent to trial and eventual execution. In 

 
7 Historical inaccuracy: The title was coined after the volunteers marched to Paris from the city of Marseille to join 
the revolutionaries.  
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the end, the call for establishing a new institution by the name of the National Convention 

followed the dissolution of the Legislative Assembly.  

  

The National Convention: 

Two amendments were carried out in the process of electing candidates for the National 

Convention. Firstly, the condition of royal affiliation was abolished. Secondly, the minimum age 

of becoming a candidate was reduced to 18 from 25 years.  These amendments raised the number 

of candidates from fifty thousand to three million, conducing to the increase in the rate of radical 

revolutionaries among members in the National Convention. 

The National Convention set out three goals: 

- Abolition of the monarchy and establishment of the republic. 

- Confrontation of foreign threats. 

- Application of the reforms put forth by the Legislative Assembly. 

Trial of Louis XVI: Following the King’s attempt to flee, he was arrested and kept prisoner 

awaiting his real trial. The court then charged King Louis XVI with the crimes of high treason 

and collaboration with the enemy, sentencing him and his wife, Marie Antoinette, to death. The 

sentence of the court was then voted upon by members of the National Convention, where the 

majority voted in favor of the sentence. Among those who voted in favor of the decision was the 

King’s cousin, Philippe Égalité, formerly titled the Duke of Orléans. The execution of the King 

and his wife was an effect of an even more radical faction in the National Convention. Although 

the Girondis’ monopolization of power that led the Legislative Assembly to radicalization was 
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well known, the appearance of the far more radical Jacobins came as a greater surprise. The 

name Jacboins derived from meetings held by their members in the monastery of Jacobins 

located in Paris. Additionally, their members, dubbed Montagnards or La Montagne, sat on the 

highest benches in the National Convention. Conversely, between both the Girondis and La 

Montagne was a third faction, La Plains, who were given this name for the fact that they sat by 

the debating floor in the National Convention. As members of the La Plains were independent, 

they leaned towards either faction on issues based on circumstances. 

  

France’s Confrontation of The First Coalition: 

After the victory in Valmy, the French were overpowered with triumph. Believing themselves to 

be the prophets of a message to free the European peoples from the tyranny of absolute rule, the 

French declared the readiness to extend their hand to whoever is in need. And so Indeed, they 

marched to the rest of Europe to spread their revolutionary ideals. Initially, the French marched 

forward towards Belgium and Netherlands, further advancing to the Rhine River and taking 

control of cities belonging to the Kingdom of Sardinia such as Nice and Savoie. Monarchies in 

Europe sensed an alarming level of danger during this stage, especially Britian that feared 

France’s potential capture of its ports in the North Sea, which would provide it with complete 

control over English trade routes leading to across the European continent. And thus, Britian 

began to organize a conspiracy against France. The First Coalition comprised of Austria, Prussia 

(Germany), Spain, and Sardinia. Furthermore, the Papacy demanded Britian to exclude its role to 

only providing financial aid in addition to attacks on French ports by English naval fleets. As the 

confrontation began to unfold between both sides, French forces began to withdraw after being 

heavily struck by coalition forces, causing them to transition from offense to defense. The 
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commander-in-chief, General Dumouriez, thereafter proceeded to gradually evacuate. Following 

this, Dumouriez planned to stage a coup d’état where his forces were to be directed to attack the 

French capital of Paris to take over the government. Dumouriez’s soldiers, however, refused to 

comply, leading him to flee to the coalition forces. Considering Dumouriez was one of the most 

influential leaders among the Girondis, this outcome was a golden opportunity for the Jacobins 

to place the Girondis under heavy scrutiny. This enabled the Jacobins to hold reins of power in 

France, whereby they led an arrest campaign prosecuting members of the Girondis who fled in 

response and dispersed throughout the country. France found itself in a dire state, between the 

aggressively marching threats towards Paris externally, and insurgencies perpetrated by royalists, 

members of the Girondis, and other opponents of the Jacobins internally. To address this, the 

Jacobins seized the reins of power with an iron first by instituting a committee comprising of 

seven members which went by the name of the Committee of General Security, which branched 

into both the Committee of Public Safety and Revolutionary Tribunal. Consequently, the nation 

became headed by Danton and an atmosphere of terror spread throughout   France, whereby any 

person whose loyalty to the revolution was put into question faced prosecution. Prison cells were 

emptied as soon as they filled up as inmates were immediately delivered to the Guillotine. 

Moreover, it is important to note the revolts against the Jacobin regime in multiple areas within 

the nation. The city of Toulon, for example, spitefully allowed British fleets to remain in 

response to the revolutionary government. Although foreign threats worsened, luck was in favor 

of France after witnessing the emergence of a high-caliber military leader in the name of Lazare 

Carnot. A military engineer, Carnot pioneered the policy of ‘levée en masse’ or mass 

conscription, where every Frenchmen capable of holding a weapon was sent to the field of battle. 

This resulted in a million French volunteers to join by his side, thereby turning the tides of battle 
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in favor of France. Invading troops subsequently began to gradually fall back, which gave France 

renewed control over the Netherlands, Belgium, and territories west of the Rhine. Conversely, 

Prussia, the Netherlands, and Austria were compelled to sign peace treaties8, marking the 

disbandment of the First Coalition and deterring the foreign threats.  

However, once terror begins to reign over, it becomes challenging to bring to a halt. As the 

bloodshed intensified, France witnessed horrifying massacres where innocents were brought to 

the slaughter. Eventually, the terror devoured Danton himself with the emergence of Maximilien 

Robespierre, a lawyer who became the head of the regime and Committee of General Security.  

Robespierre was harsher on his opponents, whom he labeled as ‘enemies of the revolution’, 

leading true terror to spread throughout France where many men once loyal to the revolution 

were executed. In the end, however, Robespierre made his own bed, where he lied face-down 

under the blade of the very Guillotine of which he delivered many to, marking with his death the 

end of the Reign of Terror.    

The execution of Robespierre was a cause for great agitation among the French public, especially 

for commoners as those feared the decline of the revolution and the return of the opposition back 

into rule. Additionally, the commoners apprehended the demolition of what was built throughout 

the revolution and the risk of being executed by moderates, royalists, émigrés, nobles, and even 

clergy. And thus, the public stormed the National Convention in aims to brutalize its members. 

However, a young French officer stood up to the irate rebels  by ordering to open fire, which lead 

to massive casualties among the frontlines of the protestors and consequently causing them to 

fall back from the assembly. Members of the National Convention were saved, thereby awarding 

 
8 Peace of Basel, which were three peace treaties that involved France during the revolution.  
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the young officer a high commanding position. Shortly thereafter, he became one of the most 

powerful figures in European history. A man by the name of Napoléon Bonaparte.  

 

The Reforms of The National Convention: 

After the end of the Reign of Terror and defeat of foreign threats, the National Convention 

sought returning to its original purpose of carrying out reforms as directed by the Legislative 

Assembly. Especially considering that such reforms were the foundation of the French 

Revolution originally.  Consequently, the National Convention put out plans to reform the 

educational institution and to unify school curricula. Systems of measurement were also unified 

by replacing the old system with the metric system, whereby lengths were measured in meters 

and mass was measured in kilograms. This is in addition to the administrative reforms in effort to 

unify the administrative system across France. In 1795, these reforms were culminated in the 

release of what is known as the Constitution of Year III, which followed the dissolution of the 

National Convention. After the dissolution of the National Convention, new elections were held 

to establish a new system of government known as The Directory. The Constitution of Year III 

assured to abide by the main principles of the French Revolution and the Declaration of the 

Rights of Man as stated under the Constitution of 1791. Furthermore, the republican system 

emphasized on the abolition of inequality between social classes. 

 

The Directory: 

French intellectuals of the political elite recalled the disasters that had occurred in the past years. 

Moreover, they contemplated on the reasons and factors behind the failure of previously founded 
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institutions such as the National Assembly, Legislative Assembly, and National Convention. 

After long thought, a new system which aimed to be free of past errors was settled on. The main 

content of this newly found system is as follows:  

Division of power into two branches, the Corps Législatif and The Directory. The Directory 

comprised of five members otherwise known as ‘Directors’. In order to avoid the risk of a 

dictatorship akin to Robespierre’s, a single Director is replaced after serving a duration spanning 

over a single year, while the other four are not allowed to serve longer than three months. In 

other words, a member of The Directory cannot serve but for a single season per annum. On the 

other hand, the Corps Législatif was a bicameral legislature. The Council of Five Hundred 

consisted of 500 members no younger than 30, whereas the Council of Ancients consisted of 250 

no younger than 40 years. The purpose of the Council of Ancients was instituted to oversee laws 

proposed by the Council of Five Hundred. Additionally, a third of the total members in each 

body were replaced per annum to avoid any repetition of the tragedies which had occurred 

during the period of both the Legislative Assembly and National Convention. This was done to 

deter electing those opposed to the republic. To avoid the same mistake committed then by the 

National Assembly, a third of the members in each body comprised of prior members in the 

National Convention. Moreover, among members of The Directory were leading military figures, 

most notably General Lazare Carnot, who was known as the ‘Organizer of Victory’ during the 

war against the First Coalition. Considering the presence of military figures in The Directory, 

this led to a militaristic regime, thereby increasing the political authority of the military. 

Additionally, the power vacuum caused by the absence of terror posed an obstacle to The 

Directory. For instance, radical groups found pleasure in the terror and deemed it as the only 

solution to salvage the country from the state it was in, whereas toning down the terror would 
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allow the opposition to regain influence. Therefore, the end of the Reign of Terror offered a 

chance for revenge to those affected by it. The nation was thus divided into those who thirsted 

for terror and oppression of those they deemed enemies of the revolution on one hand, and those 

who desired revenge from the experiences of past regimes. As divide among members of bodies 

in The Directory became apparent and rumors of administrative corruption began to spread 

among the members, disputes arose between the Directors and Corps Législatif. During this time, 

military officials possessed the power to cease the chaos within the bodies, especially with the 

presence of several military officers within the regime and the foreign powers which supported 

it. Among the young officers was Napoleon Bonaparte, who led the French military to face the 

Austrians who conspired and re-allied with the British against France.  Napoleon and the 

government agreed that the best strategy to break through Austria’s stronghold is via waging 

attacks in Italy, a country which Austria possessed vast lands within. Subsequently, Napoleon 

was able to achieve great military victories in Italy, forcing Austria to sign the Treaty of Campo 

Formio. Such victories acquired Bonaparte high ranks in the regime, whereby members of the 

government gradually began to fawn over him in pursuit of winning his favor against their 

political opponents. This ensued further clashes between members of The Directory and Corps 

Législatif, causing a discrepancy between the two bodies. That is to say, the annual rotation of 

members in The Directory and Corps Législatif found a new issue where one body would be 

dominated by Royalists, for instance, thereby weakening the role of the other bodies of the 

regime. A further example is a case where the Jacobins dominate The Directory occurs 

coincidentally with another case where other revolutionaries dominate the Council of Ancients or 

Council of Five Hundred. As the power vacuum began to further grow each year accompanied 

by The Directory’s tendency towards Royalists, members of the Corps Législatif sensed the need 
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to overthrow the current regime and to instead reinstate Robespierre’s old regime. The Directory 

thereafter sought refuge in Napoleon for protection, prompting him to immediately send in one 

of his Marshals, Pierre Augereau. Subsequently, Napoleon entered Paris uninvited, taking 

control of and overthrowing the regime in 1797. This event marked the Coup of 18 Fructidor, 

where elections were annulled in forty-nine departments and 177 members from the Corps 

Législatif were expelled. In the end, The Directory regained control over the Corps Législatif, 

subjecting it to its will at by force and expelling any members who oppose it. 
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