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Introduction

___​​​​​​​________________________________________________

Surprisingly little research has been carried out on public opinion in the field of foreign policy during the first years of the French Revolution. This is unusual given importance of the outbreak of war in 1792 and the number of historians who have dedicated years to sifting through archives attempting to gauge public opinion on almost every other facet of the Revolution. Only Georges Michon has attempted to tackle the issue at its roots by examining the newspaper press in depth in order to measure the public’s reaction to events in the assembly and foreign events.

Indeed Jean Jaurès’ conclusion that the peuple were deceived into declaring war in 1792 by a small clique in the Assembly lead by Jacques-Pierre Brissot is still widely unchallenged today. In retrospect it would be surprising for a historian of Jaurès’ pacifist and socialist credentials to come to any other conclusion other than that public opinion was tricked into going to war. Writing at a time when fears of another pan-European war were escalating Jaurès openly stated in his work that ‘c’est notre devoir d’avertir les générations nouvelles…la guerre a été machinée’.
 A century later François Furet claimed Jaurès’ theory had aged well. He too concluded that war was to blame on a ‘manœuvre de politique intérieure autour des premiers leaders de l’Assemblée législative, le groupe girondin’ lead by Brissot.
 Paradoxically, however, he also writes that the subject of public opinion at the end of 1791 ‘reste à écrire’.
 This presents a quandary. For if public opinion remains an unknown factor Jaurès’ conclusion remains problematic. 

T.C.W. Blanning allows that warmongering deputies in the Assembly may have acted as they did because of pressure from opinion ‘out of doors’ but maintains that until this theory can be substantiated the reverse relationship remains more plausible.
 This essay will not seek to contradict Blanning but rather to test his conclusion by taking up his challenge. It will highlight tensions over foreign policy between the Constituent Assembly and the public as well as important interactive mechanisms between the public and Legislative Assembly which have not yet been adequately explored. Neither Assembly was operating in a vacuum in 1791. Rather the manner in which each Assembly viewed public opinion as a potential force and how they interacted with it helped define their respective positions in the realm of foreign policy.

Jeremy Black has called research on the impact of geopolitics to be integrated into the mainstream of Revolutionary studies and has identified public opinion in Revolutionary diplomacy as an ‘important challenge’.
Geopolitical explanations generally fail to convince that the Revolution itself resulted solely from ‘the gradually developing crisis of French credibility in the International sphere’.
 This is especially true when one considers the lack of evidence of martial patriotism in the Cahiers de Doléances.
 However, such works are useful in highlighting how the decline in France’s international standing over the course of the eighteenth century was perceived by a domestic audience. The collapse of French international power after the Seven Years War was enshrined in the humiliating Austrian Alliance of 1756. The effects this had on public opinion and how they came to be expressed during the Revolution have been researched by a number of historians who conclude that the rejection of the Ancien Regime in 1789 was also a rejection of its diplomacy, especially its alliance with Austria.
 Yet Austrophobia was only one component of a burgeoning nationalism still embryonic in the early Revolution. 

This can clearly be seen in the Revolutionaries developing stance on the issue of geopolitics itself. It remains puzzling that the National Assembly declared offensive war in 1792 almost unanimously after renouncing ‘wars of conquest’ at its birth.
 Yet historians have remained reticent in applying similar research methods to this question as they have to the study of other elements of the Revolution. By taking a sociological approach a number of events and trends indicative of the formation of a national identity in the arena of foreign policy become evident over the course of 1791. There seems little reason not to incorporate evidence of behavioural changes in the wider population to supplement the research already carried out on the Assembly’s role in this arena. I do not aim to provide an explanation for the French declaration of war in April 1792 but rather to provide a better understanding as to how such a declaration became possible. My primary concern is to examine the role which opinion outside the Assembly played in forming and driving foreign policy. 
Public opinion and its effects are difficult phenomena to research. I have tried as much as possible to seek out the voices of ordinary people. A great deal of  my attention has been devoted to petitions delivered to the Assemblies, accounts detailing the behaviour of individuals, their shared experiences and interactions with both foreigners and fellow citizens as well as accounts of collective behaviour. To supplement this material I have turned to reflections of public opinion in the press and political clubs. 

For the purposes of this essay my research has been divided into three separate investigations. The first chapter examines the Constituent Assembly’s preference to minimise foreign affairs allowing control over foreign policy to become decentralised with the initiative naturally falling the frontier where revolutionaries interacted with foreigners. The second chapter examines the role of public opinion on the frontier in transforming external relations into a national and, indeed, revolutionary issue. The final chapter focuses on the role public opinion played in the formation of a more aggressive foreign policy during the first months of the Legislative Assembly. Throughout I will examine the parallel emergence of a desire for a revival of French dignity on the international scene and especially the construction of a foreign policy persona for the Revolution itself.

Chapter I

___________________________________________________

The emerging problem of Foreign Policy under the Constituent Assembly

​​​___________________________________________________

This chapter introduces growing divisions between the Constituent’s conservative approach to foreign relations and mounting pressure from clubs and public opinion to take a more forceful stance on issues. The Assembly had little cause to revisit foreign policy after the Nootka Sound Affair of May 1790 which forced the deputies to define their role in foreign policy. The deputies decided that diplomacy was the prerogative of the king although the Assembly had to vote on treaties and declarations of war and peace. 
 For the deputies their mandate for internal reform was paramount and they displayed great reticence when required to respond to international matters. 
The Papal territory of Avignon and Comtat-Venaissin was a case in point. When a letter from Avignon arrived in the Assembly expressing a desire to become French the response was subdued. One deputy exclaimed ‘il est impossible qu’on souffre la lecture des lettres écrits par des sujets qui à tort ou à droit, sont en insurrection contre un souverain’.
 The local French population’s response was more enthusiastic. The letter thanked the National Guards from surrounding towns who had been eager to join in this mini-Revolution, so much so that its author confessed ‘nous avons été obligés d’envoyer des courriers jusqu’à Marseille, pour arrêter l’empressement des autres villes’.
 When a delegation from Avignon showed up in the Assembly their initial welcome was somewhat underwhelming. One deputy protested ‘Ce sont… les députés d’un peuple qui ne nous appartient pas; ils ne sont pas des français et c’est au pouvoir exécutif à recevoir leurs lettres de créances’.
 Embarrassingly, the Avignonnais’ message was that ‘le peuple français donnera les lois à l’univers entier et tous les nations viendront se réunir à lui’ but they were not allowed to read it themselves and the Assembly politely declined their invitation to venture into a ‘foreign’ conflict.

The popular newspaper Révolutions de Paris was critical of the Assembly’s unwillingness to act. Citing ‘la mollesse de l’assemblée nationale’ the paper declared: ‘si elle eut consommé la réunion de leur territoire à la France, les aristocrates n’auroient pas lever un front...et le flambeau de la guerre civile ne ravigeroit pas aujourd’hui le comtat’.
 Prophetically, given the growing presence of the émigrés across the Rhine which would become a dominant issue towards the end of 1791, the newspaper pondered the results of this unwillingness to engage in foreign affairs: ‘Qui peut calculer jusqu’où cet incendie peut s’étendre’.
 Indeed, as has been seen with the rush to arms of the National Guards neighbouring Avignon, the public seemed to fill the void left by the Assembly’s inaction. A public souscription patriotique to finance Avignon’s struggle against tyranny was founded. The Révolutions de Paris urged Frenchmen to contribute generously by declaring ‘cette ville malheureuse est au bord de sa ruine si les français ne volent pas promptement à son secours’.
 The paper’s stated desire to see Avignon annexed to France poses the question whether the phrase urging Frenchmen to ‘fly to its aid’ was limited to financial donations. 

To counter the king’s domination of foreign policy and the Assembly’s refusal to take on an international identity initiatives were launched to give the Revolution and the French nation diplomatic influence. Charles Dumouriez, a close friend of Brissot, who became foreign minister before war was declared in 1792, presented a proposal to the Paris Jacobin Club entitled Mémoire sur le Ministère des Affaires Etrangères.
 Adopted by the Club as ‘The Manifesto of Jacobin Diplomacy’ it demanded that the principles of the Revolution be applied to foreign policy and French diplomatic practice just as they had been to the church and military. 
 What is especially of interest is the manner in which the Dumouriez calls for a more representative foreign policy by demanding the reorganisation of French diplomatic personnel and methods in order that the voice of the nation become that of its diplomats. 
 

The Manifesto allowed for only two motives for warfare: to defend French frontiers and, more vaguely, ‘to repel oppression, tyranny, or the spirit of conquest of an ambitious nation ready to invade a weak nation that called for our help’.
 Dumouriez concluded that if the conduct of foreign relations were revolutionized accordingly, the French foreign ministry would ‘regain the esteem and confidence that it has lost’.
 The sentiment that France had suffered a loss of prestige permeated French society since the humiliations begun by the Seven Years War almost half a century before.
 Incorporating revolutionary principles into its diplomacy would allow the regeneration of the nation’s dignity and its foreign influence. Somewhat ominously, Dumouriez predicted that ‘when all Europe is persuaded of our justice and of our moderation, we will become the arbiters and pacifiers of Europe’.
 

Intriguingly, on the frontier there is evidence of ‘popular diplomacy’ endangering the hard-fought neutrality which the Assembly sought to preserve. That independent action on the frontiers could lead to an international incident did not go unnoticed in Paris. In March 1791 the moderate Moniteur congratulated the Director of Belfort for having written to border towns ‘pour les engagés à garder la neutralité la plus parfaite, à s’interdire tout mouvement hostile, à non provoquer aucun’.
 The Feuille Villageoise also warned the frontiers ‘Rien n’annonce encore la guerre…rassurons nous et surtout calmons-nous. Repoussons la guerre du dehors par la paix de dedans’.
 It was natural that the frontiers, where Frenchmen rubbed shoulders with foreigners, would play an important role in shaping external relations for the nation. 

Even before the king’s attempted escape in June frontier Jacobins in Delle wrote to its sister-society in Belfort recounting several incidents involving the town of Porrentruy in Switzerland, home to the ‘déspote de Porrentruy’ which garrisoned 500 Austrian troops.
 One letter detailed how the town’s mayor allowed ‘300 brigands sous l’habit autrichien…piller et insulter notre ville’.
 Although it is uncertain whether such a raid took place it is interesting that the motivation for this attack seems to have been the asylum granted by the people of Delle to the ‘députés fugitifs de Porrentruy…étrangers malheureux et victimes de la tyrannie’.
 The Belfort society replied that it had denounced to the Diplomatic Committee of the National Assembly ‘les insultes qui ont été faites à la cocarde et à l’habit nationale à Porrentruy’ which Delle had reported.
 
Here we can glimpse the speed with which the Jacobin network could relay information throughout its own region and even to the heart of government within days. The eagerness of ordinary frontier towns to report petty insults to Paris had the potential to take on new significance due to their international context. In mid-June the Constituent was still sitting but by October this type of information would be coming into the hands of Brissot and the Girondins. 
The relatively unknown ‘Lausanne Affair’ is a more extreme example of frontier Jacobins creating an international incident. After news of the king’s flight to Varennes reached Lausanne French émigrés there held celebrations to which the residents of Dijon took offence. When news of the king’s arrest reached Lausanne these émigrés were publicly mocked by the native Swiss to the great delight of the population of Dijon. A proselytizing address was then sent to the people of Lausanne by Dijon’s Jacobins revealing the fears of the Dijonnais but also their willingness to engage in collective cross-border diplomacy: 

‘Tandis que presque toutes nos frontières retentissent des préparatifs et de projets hostiles contre la liberté naissante, pourrions nous apprendre sans émotion la joie que vous avez manifesté lors de l’arrestation de notre roi fugitif ? Déjà depuis longtemps nous soupçonnons en vous des cœurs français : vous nous avez les montrer aujourd’hui…par l’intérêt que notre Révolution vous inspire’.
 

Invasion fears mingled with flirtations of exporting the Revolution: ‘Vos cœurs, braves habitants de Lausanne…sont à nous…si l’aristocratie, se glissant parmi vous voulait vous enchainer au nom de la liberté, alors vous verrez que les français sont vraiment vos frères et amis’.
 As early as 23 January 1792 Dijon would demand ‘LA GUERRE! LA GUERRE!” in a circular attached to a petition addressed to Louis XVI himself.

The Bailly of Lausanne’s complaint reached the Assembly where he expressed his outrage at attempts ‘à semer le discorde et la désunion chez nous, et exciter des insurrections et à bouleverser un pays jusqu’ici fort heureux’.
 The incident was brought to the attention of the deputies by the Foreign Minister himself.
 After reading Dijon’s provocation to the chamber Delessart reacted angrily to a request that ‘mention honorable’ be made of it by retorting, ‘Elle présente une grande danger politique’ and cited threats from the Bailly of Lausanne that further bullying would not be tolerated.
 These incidents illustrate the presence of popular initiatives going above and beyond the limited diplomatic stance of the Constituent Assembly. Rhetorical mudslinging in towns like these would be fashioned to have altogether more serious consequences under the Legislative.
The Constituent, however, remained introvert. Its first act of diplomacy taken after the king’s flight on 21 June was for the Minister of Foreign Affairs to immediately inform the ambassadors and ministers of foreign powers ‘of the desire of the French nation to continue…the relations of friendship and understanding which have existed heretofore’.
 The mayor’s declaration to Paris spoke of precautions being taken ‘pour être en garde contre les ennemis interieures’ but said nothing of foreigners.
 As foreign policy fell to the Assembly by default due to the king’s absence public interference was more than usually unwelcome to the jittery deputies. Calls to arm the citizenry were not well received by deputies shouting ‘Cela ne vaut rien!’.
 ‘Applaudissments dans les tribunes’ were greeted by deputies with cries of ‘Monsieur le Président empêchez donc ces batteurs de mains!’. The President informed spectators directly ‘que jamais l’Assemblée n’a eu plus besoin de silence’.
 Barnave, for whom the applause had been, even reprimanded the tribunes. Condescendingly, he demanded a resolution calling for ‘les citoyens de Paris de…se tenir dans le plus profonde silence, dans une atteinte immobile, jusqu’au moment où les représentants de la nation auront besoin de les mettre en mouvement’.
 The Manifesto of Jacobin Diplomacy had obviously not been read by all the deputies. The message was clear. Decisions were to be made in the Assembly, not in the street. 

Further unease was revealed when Charles de Lameth was silenced by ‘murmures’ when remarking that ‘le comité diplomatique…verra si ces fédérations des despotes contre la liberté et les intérêts des peuples…’. One deputy shot up to demand ‘que le préopinant soit rappelé à l’ordre; car il ne lui appartient pas d’insulter les puissances étrangères’.
 The Constituents were extremely mindful not to provoke the foreign powers by taking exceptional care in their choice of words. An oath to be taken by the military the following day became the subject of contention when Rewbell suggested ‘substituter aux mots: troupes étrangères, les mots: troupes ennemis’.
 A motion that the Military Committee ‘s’occupe sans relâche de tous les moyens d’attaque et de défense’ pompted several members to leap to their feet shouting ‘Pourquoi d’attaque?’.
 A month later this mood still prevailed despite evidence of foreign collusion in the king’s flight. Barnave even recommended that France should take the advice of foreign courts in a speech dispatched to every department by the Assembly on 15 July 1791: 

‘Présentons la paix au monde inquiet des événements qui se passent au milieu de nous… à tous ceux qui à l’étranger ont pris intérêt aux événements de notre patrie et qui nous disent de touts parts: vous avez été courageux, vous êtes puissants, soyez aujourd’hui sages et modérés’.

Curiously, although the immediate news of the king’s attempted escape brought pandemonium to the frontier and countryside the capital remained calm. Deputies marvelled at ‘la tranquilité presque miraculeuse qui règne actuellement à Paris’ and expressed their ‘satisfaction de la tranquillité qui a régné dans Paris et du désir qu’elle a de la voir se continuer’.
 The Parmesan diplomat Bailli de Virieu’s weekly correspondence is particularly useful for this period as he himself was a native Frenchman. He tells us ‘partout excepté á Paris, on redoute une coalition’ and ‘la plus grande tranquillité a régné dans la capitale’.
 However, while the departure of the king elicited no immediate public pressure on the deputies in Paris they were soon to find that their decisions concerning his reinstatement heralded a new chapter of heretofore unseen tension between the Constituents and the public. Barnave’s call for unity would be dashed by manifestations of public fury against reinstating Louis XVI. 

Public expressions of defiance against the Assembly led to marches of protest towards the Assembly with pikes being brandished at the entrance to the Manège as deputies ran the gauntlet amid threats and accusations of treason.
 The storming of the Jacobin Club by an uninvited rabble shocked those present and almost all the Constituents walked out vowing never to return. It is telling that in these uncertain moments of bloody civil strife, which culminated in the Champs de Mars ‘massacre’, the deputies who were so careful not to offend the foreign powers after Varennes sought to deflect responsibility for shedding French blood from themselves. They blamed ‘a clearly defined conspiracy against the constitution and the nation, financed by foreigners who are attempting to divide us’. 
 Basquiat de Mugriet, wrote back to his constituency swearing that ‘Prussian and English gold has been widely circulated in the capital to corrupt the less Enlightened segment of the common people’.
 On 16 July itself the Assembly heard how a mysterious foreigner had been arrested for distributing money and how ‘les désordres sur lesquels nous gémissons sont entièrement étrangers aux habitants de Paris, qu’ils sont commis par des vils stipendiés des puissances étrangères’.
 It was a convenient, yet foreboding, lie that ‘des étrangers…fomentent sous différents déguisements des mouvements populaires’.

That the deputies resorted to this dubious explanation for popular violence aimed at them foreshadowed more serious uses of the notion of foreign conspiracies under the Legislative. Furthermore, while the Assembly had done its utmost to reduce fears of war after Varennes, public opinion, even in Paris, was not as peaceable. The Parmesan diplomat Virieu warned ‘on s’arme’ on 3 July, ‘de nombreux jeunes gens sont parties pour les frontières…Des vieillards, des femmes envoient à l’assemblée de l’argent pour payer un, deux hommes’.
 While Barnave was advocating humble restraint in the Assembly a panicky sergeant on the frontier was frothing ‘Qu’ils viennent les pervers, qu’ils viennent! Fussent-ils escortés de toutes les furies des enfers ; nous les attendons sans trouble et sans effroy. Nous nous présenterons à eux dans une attitude imposante et inébranlable’. He wished for ‘…un favorable augure pour le succès de cette lutte fameuse’ which would begin ‘bientôt’.

The deputies decided to forge ahead with their mandate of completing the Constitution rather than to deal with the fallout of the king’s flight either diplomatically or domestically. The diplomatic corps was not allowed to see the king until 6 September and Virieu writes as late as 4 December that the Foreign Minister still has had no contact with foreign diplomats.
 The frustration of this career diplomat is palpable in Virieu’s correspondence as the lack of control over foreign affairs in France leads him to declare ‘on peut dire qu’il n’y a plus de gouvernement en France’ for there is not a ‘cordonnier…qui ne crois pas être plus que le roi’ preventing ‘la barque de pouvoir naviguer librement’.
 

Historians have been too willing to dismiss public opinion at the end of 1791 as merely wolves leading sheep. Yet even before Varennes foreign policy was a matter of growing public interest. Although historians have been reticent to take public opinion seriously in this area, it should be acknowledged that foreign affairs were well within the ambit of the common man even if rumour rather than reason usually dictated his outlook. The Constituent’s refusal to address issues of foreign policy, especially in the aftermath of Varennes, forced these concerns to trickle into the public sphere and allowed the initiative to drift away from the deputies and into the hands of the people. The deputies would soon discover that as, L’Ami du Roi cogently put it, ‘once you have placed this simple idea in the heads of the people, that they are sovereign, you will not be able to alter it by this other idea, that they cannot exercise its functions’.

Chapter II

​​​​​​​​​​​​​___________________________________________________

Bringing the frontier to Paris: Foreign Pressure and the Public Sphere

​​​​​​​​​​___________________________________________________
The king’s flight to Varennes shook the revolution to its very core. Most notably it provoked a violent response from moderates to radical demands for a republic followed by measures in the final days of the Constituent limiting the ability of public associations to petition the Assembly.
 A second effect of that turbulent summer was that the frontier came to dominate public interest. All eyes had been on Paris as the Constitution was finalised but Louis’ attempted escape focused the entire nation’s attention towards the periphery for the first time. Once the Constitution was complete and accepted by the king foreign problems seemed to subside as the major powers communicated their acceptance of Louis’s decision. However, throughout that month leading up to the inauguration of the Legislative Assembly a war of words was waged in newspapers over the Declaration of Pillnitz
 and the response, if any, the French people should issue. With the Constituent eager to underplay foreign affairs, it is unsurprising that the Declaration was not discussed in the Assembly. The debate over the significance of Pillnitz was therefore to take place in newspapers and in clubs. How this document was represented in the public sphere would be crucial to the formation of opinion leading up to the Legislative Assembly. 

Throughout September the French nation looked both to the Assembly and to the frontier for leadership and information on external threats. While the Assembly concentrated on completing its internal mandate the frontier began to dominate the perception of external relations acting as a lens through which information from without could be shaped by fear and increased radicalisation. Simultaneously Jacques-Pierre Brissot was preparing for his entrance onto the political stage and, with his eyes firmly fixed on the frontier; he was determined to bring that fear to Paris. 

Before Varennes some were concerned at the role the frontiers were playing in fostering paranoia. The Journal de Paris of 30 May 1791 observed that, 

‘To put itself in a state of defence, the department of the Lower-Rhine asks the National Assembly to send 5,000 volunteers… [proving] how greatly exaggerated are all these threats of foreign invasions. Would it have really asked for only five thousand men, if the danger were very real or very great?’
 

During the Varennes crisis, in contrast, the provincial population responded to the very real danger of the king’s flight. After two months on high alert, however, more central parts of France were tiring of the constant threat which failed to materialise. The National Guards of Seine-et-Oise wrote to the Assembly pressing the deputies, ‘dites nous avec franchise, si notre service est encore utile à la patrie ou si nous devons retourner dans nos foyers’. The volunteers were eager to return to normal life but they remained prepared to bring liberty to the world. For, if they were needed, they urged the deputies to ‘Hâtez notre départ…la cause de la liberté est celle du monde entier’.
 The Constituent, although it did not want war, was not in a position to dismiss the volunteers as it could not be sure that war would not be forced upon it. Paradoxically, by asking the volunteers to remain mobilised deputies reenergised invasions fears and allowed internal security to become linked to external relations. 

While war-fever may have shown signs of abating in the interior such uncertainty was not found on the frontiers. On 30 August 1791 a deputation from Perpignan spoke at the bar of the Assembly warning ‘de l’approche des troupes espagnoles’. The delegation chastised the deputies for the lack of military preparations by protesting that ‘les places de frontières doivent presenter à nos ennemis un aspect imposant’.
 This was consistent with the trauma of mass panic the frontiers had just experienced which was comparable, although not as widespread, to the Grand Peur of 1789.
 Provincial reaction to Varennes was impressive in terms of scale and enthusiasm but disquieting due to the militant paranoia which accompanied it. Repairs on ancient fortifications were carried out in a ‘festival’ of defence in Sedan as rusty cannons were dragged into place along the frontier. The town of Dole near the Swiss-German border concluded that ‘At present we should consider ourselves to be in a time of war and of imminent peril’ and detailed plans to mobilise the entire society were made. Phantom German armies were ‘seen’ moving across the countryside and these rumours swept as far as Picardy and beyond the river Oise. Reports of towns savaged by Austrians were relayed although, in reality, no invasion had taken place.
 

This panic also managed to galvanise the waning Jacobin network. Michael Kennedy has written how Varennes ‘was one of the most important events of the whole revolution…no other incident of the Constituent caused such mind wrenching fear and confusion within the [Jacobin] network’.
 His research shows that as bulletins reporting Louis’ escape arrived clubs convened in emergency sessions which ‘never before had…been so well attended; many held their meetings in public squares’ to accommodate the crowds.
 Permanent committees were appointed to sit through the night and for the remainder of the crisis crowds gathered around assembly halls just after dawn to hear the news from Paris and the frontiers.
 Delle’s club begged the head of the Regiment de Chasseurs passing through the town not to leave, warning that its citizens would be ‘fachés…de les voir partir’.
 When this failed desperate letters were sent to neighbouring towns pleading for ‘des forces militaries, des fusils et des munitions’. One letter reveals a sense of doom laced with destiny washing over villagers; ‘Adieu, nos frères. C’est le moment de dire du fond de mos âmes: vivre libre ou mourir’.
 This was their revolutionary moment and they were not about to be found wanting. The little town organised a department wide night watch and was inundated by letters from other clubs.
 It even sent a letter to the National Assembly detailing its deeds and theatrically signing off with a quotation from Voltaire’s Brutus, Act I Scene II.

The jitters which caused incidents like the ‘Lausanne Affair’ before the king’s flight took on a dangerous new thrust. On the 14 August, for example, during the height of the crisis, Joseph Bruat of Delle decided to confront the Swiss town of Porrentruy and its garrison of Austrian soldiers. Bruat had heard that Porrentruy would not admit Frenchmen wearing the National Guard uniform and intended to test this. He was allowed to enter in uniform only because he was an officer and was informed that a simple guardsman would not have been allowed pass. Bruat stormed off to the Prince-Bishop of Porrentruy demanding an apology. After being warned not to cause further trouble he returned to Delle where he related the story to the Jacobin club.
 More ominously, after receiving a letter warning of an imminent invasion in late August from the society in Strasbourg, the Jacobins of Delle wrote to General Luckner requesting troops. Moreover they impatiently voiced the resentment of a community close to the precipice: 

‘Au sujet des insultes qu’on nous fait, Monsieur, à Porrentruy à cause de nos habits nationaux
, nous devons vous dire Monsieur, que toute notre contrée frémit d’indignation de voir notre gouvernement froid à ces insultes multipliées, dont il est parfaitement instruit’.
 

The letter requested that Luckner sanction a pre-emptive occupation of the gorges of Porrentruy, explaining vaguely that, by virtue ‘des traités, nous devrions déjà être les maitres’.
 Delle wrote to neighbouring towns in preparation for this assault and received numerous lists of names of men ready to attack.
 Luckner became alarmed at the prospect of an unprovoked French invasion of Austrian territory. His reply was at pains to ‘vous rassurer sur les craintes que l’on vous a données: rien n’annonce… que l’on ait le projet de nous attaquer’. He professed no knowledge of any ‘traités qui m’autorisent à m’emparer des gorges qui sont sur le territoire de Porrentruy’ making it clear that to do so would amount to ‘une hostilité dont je serais responsable, et qui pourrait avoir les suites les plus fâcheuses’.
 

The Strasbourg Jacobin society was a focal point for this type of radical political and military mobilisation. For example, one member, Jean-Fredric Simon, was a radical journalist who elicited numerous démarches from neighbouring German states.
 In the weeks after Varennes, large numbers of soldiers began attending clubs against their officers’ orders. This militarisation of frontier Jacobinism was fuelled by the arrival from September onwards of volunteers from the hinterland. Hugh Gough points out that many of these volunteers had already been active in politics thereby creating a crucible in which soldiers became politicised and citizens militarised.
 While this militarisation was happening across France as volunteers joined up, it took on a dangerous potential on the frontier. A more radical ideology began to emerge in which the conservatism of the Constituent was seen only as the first steps towards a greater democratic revolution and ‘a more sweeping transformation of human society’.
 As in Delle the war fever was fuelled by resentment at ‘insults’ Frenchmen received in Germany about which the club sent protest letters to the National Assembly. During the second half of 1791 the Strasbourg Jacobins amplified cross-border propaganda and even recruited four hundred civilian volunteers to march ahead of the troops in anticipation of when war broke out to distribute pamphlets. 
 Many Germans had fled to Strasbourg bringing bitter tensions with them for they left, as one German Jacobin put it,  ‘un pays dans lequel l'arbitraire remplaçait la loi, ou la naissance, la richesse et la protection décidaient de tout’.
 Recent German immigrants, anxious to bring the revolution to the land they had left, naturally embellished the reception French ‘liberators’ could expect all the while inflating the threat of invasion. 

Significantly the Courrier de Strasbourg became the most popular provincial newspaper among French Jacobins at this time after being recommended by the Paris Society.
 It rivalled Parisian newspapers by publishing six editions a week and revelled in reporting ‘first-hand’ military and foreign news before anyone else.
 Although it promised accurate reports from the German frontier its views were coloured by the leading radical Jacobin faction in Strasbourg who, as we have seen, were hardly pacifists.
 Indeed Brissot used several of its reports to substantiate his own paper’s campaign.
 Similar warnings from Strasbourg as those issued to Delle can be found in the archives of Neuf-Brisach and Colmar.
 Colmar had taken little interest in war-fever following Varennes and affiliated to the moderate Feuillants after the Jacobin schism. By 2 October 1791, however, its minutes record that ‘Frère Haller a lu un discours intéressant…Arrêté qu’il sera fait mention honorable de ce discours et du passage…concernant l’empressement de nos voisins, les allemands, pour partager la liberté avec nous’.
 Strasbourg’s ideas were spreading and by 8 November Colmar had re-affiliated to the Jacobins. 

Shortly after Varennes Strasbourg urged such villages to ‘volez au secours de vos frères pour les aider à repousser tous ces vils stipendiés du despotisme, et ne permettent pas qu’ils viennent faire une invasion dans l’empire français’.
 It should be noted here that the ‘frères’ whose aid they are incited to rush to were to be found on the other side of the border in Germany and Basle. Strasbourg’s Jacobins assured other towns that ‘frappés de la cause pour laquelle nous combattons, ils finiront par devenir nos frères et détruire tous les despotes’.
 In mid-January 1792, three months before the declaration of war, Strasbourg’s Jacobins would send a mass petition to the Assembly calling for immediate offensive war, just as Dijon had done.

When analysing the transformation of ‘mentalités’ during the first years of the Revolution Timothy Tackett identified a shift of identity from the ‘pays to the nation’.
 While communities closed themselves off during the mass-panic of 1789, the opposite occurred in the summer of 1791. As we have seen, Frenchmen marched and corresponded in order to aid their brethren. The outbreaks of panic and mobilisation in preparation for an invasion during the Varennes crisis were undertaken without prompting from Paris indicating a decentralised grassroots response to a national threat. This national emergency highlights evidence of inter-communal bonds and networks forged since 1789 and exerting influence through popular socialization. Their existence prior to the inauguration of the Legislative Assembly which would oversee a centralised discussion on war is of crucial importance. Brissot’s later warmongering would make ample use of these patriotic networks to bring fear to the capital, but Paris did not create them. Equally, the deputies who were to be elected to the Legislative were in large measure the provincial notaries who were forced to deal with the mobilisation of local populations coordinating a response to the ‘phantom invasion’. Frère Bruat of Delle, the solitary ‘invader’ of Porrentruy mentioned above, would be elected as a deputy in September for example.
 While the Constituents mandate had been introspective the Legislative was born into a world dominated by a growing proclivity to look beyond the frontiers with fear and expectation.

The danger of fear and paranoia on the frontiers was not fully grasped in the Assembly. Popular ‘zeal’ was forcing administrators to exceed official limits of enlistment but, not wanting to turn back volunteers who had left their homes, the deputies decided to allow the trend to continue. The Minister for War reasoned that ‘comme il est à craindre, que plusieurs départements de l’intérieur trop éloignés des frontières, ne puissent former à temps leur contingent, il me semble trop heureux que l’ardeur des autres y supplée’.
 The deputies seemed powerless to stop their cautious diplomacy of defence from slipping from their grasp. On 5 September de Noailles raised the fear that foreign powers would interpret French mobilisation as a prelude to war: ‘Craindrons-nous que notre appareil guerrier determine leur aggression?’. A remedy remained elusive because ‘cet appareil, ils le provoquent eux memes’.
 They also seemed unaware that although ‘presque partout [l’empressement des citoyens] a été supérieur à celui que l’Assemblée nationale avait fixé’ it was not only enthusiasm to defend the patrie that was driving the frontiers to arms but panic and terror twisted by radical Jacobinism.
 By September Jacobin Clubs on the Rhine were writing to Paris to complain about the docile Minister of War.
 Fear was driving policy, even in Paris. By the end of September there would be ‘depuis Dunkerque jusqu’à la Haute-Alsace 130 à 140,000 hommes’.
 As more volunteers were crammed onto the border not only did the cycle of political militarisation become more entrenched in places like Strasbourg, but expectations were also raised in the hinterland and in Paris by this unseen centrifugal force.

 Virieu, the Parmesan diplomat, saw only too clearly how ‘Les précautions même que l’Assemblée a prise et prend sans cesse…sont en opposition avec tous les discours rassurants que ses orateurs prononcent à la tribune’. He noted that ‘les précautions entretiennent la crainte’ and warned that in the current circumstances the maxim ‘in cauda venenum’ summed up the actions of the deputies.
 However, he also noted that in Paris la crainte was not yet omnipresent. Virieu informed his superiors that ‘les parisiens ne s’occupent que des spectacles et de plaisirs, que l’on bâtit bien des maisons, que les promenades regorgent de beau monde, que les petits maitres ne sont occupés que de leur toilette et d’intrigues amoureuses…qu’on joue, qu’on danse’.
 Nonetheless the vacillation of the deputies troubled him as some days they assured the nation there was nothing to fear, ‘et, le lendemain, ils paraissaient à la tribune, la pâleur et la consternation sur le visage, et criaient aux Parisiens: “Armez-vous! ”’.
 If the people of Paris were looking for the same resolution shown by the deputies after Varennes they would be disappointed by the final days of the Constituent. The Assembly was no longer able or willing to resist external pressure for mobilisation caused by public panic.

By early September news of the Declaration of Pillnitz reached Paris.
 The belligerence of the declaration was exclusively conditional on pan-European cooperation and has been seen unanimously by modern historians as an empty gesture to the émigrés.
 Immediately after signing it the Emperor wrote to his first minister explaining that the clause ‘alors et dans ce cas’ was ‘with the law of the prophets’.
  While it is difficult to say how Parisians reacted to the Declaration, we can say with authority that after its publication a battle raged in the press to shape public opinion. 

The following dialogue from Le Père Duchesne illustrates that public opinion was clearly divided between two camps:

- ‘Where are you off to in such a hurry then?’ a blackguard of an appeaser… will ask me. ‘Do you think there is going to be war? 

- What do you mean, damn it, do I think? Is there any doubt about it?

- False alarm, Père Duchesne, the foreign powers have no intention of attacking us.

- In the name of the devil am I not to believe what I see?’ …is it possible to believe that all the jackasses called kings and princes can coldly contemplate a Revolution that kicks them into the gutter…?

Speaking of this very period the Minister for the Interior emphasised the importance of the press remarking that ‘The great influence which the Journals had on the public opinion made the ministers think it of importance to ensure their silence, if they could not acquire their praise’.
 

Most moderate newspapers recognised the Declaration for what it was. The Journal de Paris claimed its conditions ‘ont paru…trop vagues’ to merit fear.
 The Gazette Universelle dismissed the Declaration entirely: ‘Il n’a été fait rien de bien important à Pillnitz’.
 A day later Le Babillard wrote that ‘Les bruits de guerre baissent tous les jours…une ligue de tous les potentats de l’Europe contre la liberté française est…impossible’.
 The Gazette de Leyde, which was particularly well informed by foreign correspondence, questioned the intelligence of those who took the Declaration seriously:

‘Il faut peu connaitre la position présente de l’Europe… pour se persuader qu’après l’acceptation de Louis XVI il puisse se former entre les Souverains une croisade contre la constitution française. Il faut peu connaître le style diplomatique pour voir dans la déclaration de l’Empereur et du roi de Prusse un engagement fort prochain ou même fort positif à se hasarder dans une entreprise de cette nature.’
 

La Feuille Villageoise put it starkly just three days before the opening of the Legislative: ‘Qu’est-il résulté pour les princes de cette conférence fameuse ? Pas un écu, pas un soldat, mais une déclaration vague, une expectative diplomatique qui ne promet rien et donne peu d’espérance’.
 The opinion of the majority of the press was, as L’Argus Patriote made clear, that the Declaration was ‘sans objet puisque le roi a accepté la constitution’.

Yet even before the Declaration Brissot’s Patriote Français could only find belligerent language to talk of a punitive peace: ‘Nous voulons la paix flétrisante [stigmatising], nous voulons une paix qui s’accorde avec la dignité d’une nation qui a conquis sa liberté’.
 The newspaper took aim at the pacifism of the Constituent voicing its indignation 

‘…de voir un ministre de la guerre s’excuser de ne pas former de camp, de crainte d’inviter les puissances étrangères à en former aussi ? Une pareille puérilité a-t-elle pu être prononcée dans l’assemblée nationale ?... Toutes les lettres qui arrivent d’Allemagne et de Flandre annoncent…une attaque prochaine.’
  

Following Pillnitz Brissot continued to offer his readers an alternate view to the moderates. Upon his election to the Legislative Brissot claimed foreigners were using ‘terreur’ as a political weapon against the public to undermine the Revolution declaring that ‘on veut nous travailler avec la terreur d’une guerre’. He condemned ‘Le pouvoir exécutif…sans énergie…sans confiance’ when ‘la guerre nous menace’.
 While Brissot correctly identified that Pillnitz was intended to dampen popular radicalism he saw its threats as insults which required retaliation. The dignity of the Revolution demanded it.

Brissot’s friend, Pierre Lebrun-Tondu offered the support of his Journal générale de l’Europe.
 Lebrun-Tondu later became first secretary to Dumouriez, in his ‘revolutionised’ Foreign Ministry which declared war in 1792.
 Despite contrary reports in most newspapers and an official report to the Assembly that the Rhine was peaceful Lebrun-Tondu’s paper raged that ‘l’atroce et absurde convention de Pillnitz est la déclaration de guerre des despotes ligués contre la liberté des peuples. Le sort en est jeté. Il faudra se battre pour conserver la nouvelle constitution française’. He demanded a public forum for foreign affairs: ‘Pourquoi [la déclaration] n’a pas fait l’objet d’une délibération publique?’ and even advocated invading the Austrian Low Countries ‘pour hâter l’insurrection des habitants qui attendent les Français’.
 Paradoxically, having just surveyed the northern frontier, deputy Boullé reported to the Assembly that ‘en suivant chaque jour les progrès de défense, nous nous sommes quelque fois demandé ou étaient nos ennemis…on a vu jusqu'à présent aucune disposition hostile.’

By 29 September as the Constituent was ending, Brissot committed himself to using foreign affairs for his own political purposes. After eulogising the ‘patriotisme du garnison de Strasbourg’ and denouncing ‘insults’ to it from the Constituent, he outlined an ultimatum:

‘Si avant 15 jours, le roi n’écrit pas à l’Empereur et au roi de Prusse pour se plaindre, au nom du peuple français et au sien propre, de la ligue qu’ils ont formée contre notre liberté et contre son autorité, s’il ne fait pas une réponse énergétique à la déclaration de Pillnitz, il est irrévocablement jugé, son acceptation est une nouvelle comédie, son serment est un nouveau parjure’.
 

This ultimatum, it will be observed, was directed as much at internal enemies as external ones. With radical public opinion silenced in the aftermath of the Champs de Mars foreign policy was becoming the new vehicle for revolutionary progress. For the panic inducing lens of the frontier was not evident in the moderate press. Two days previously Le Moniteur published a letter from Brussels which spoke of émigré morale beginning to wain: ‘Rien n’annonce de ce coté des vues contraires à la France. On voit même moins de plumets et de cocardes blanches dans les uniformes royaux, même depuis la fameuse déclaration de Pillnitz’.
 
Once installed in the Legislative Brissot declared in his paper ‘Il est temps de réveiller les esprits plongés dans la léthargie de la sécurité et de détourner les regards sur notre situation politique extérieure. Tout se remue, tout s’ébranle contre nous’.
 Marrying this theme of awakening with that of terror the following day he reported more frontier accounts of Prussian and Austrian troops marching towards France. Lebrun-Tondu’s Journal Générale de l’Europe did the same declaring, ‘Il ne faut pas qu’on s’endorme dans une funeste securité’. Simultaneously he began threatening the crowns of Europe with a new virile idiom: ‘La nouvelle législature saura faire entendre aux rois de l’Europe un langage digne des Français’.
 He reproached the Minister for Foreign Affairs, in strikingly similar language to those used by Delle and Strasbourg, on October 11 for tolerating ‘les outrages auxquels la nation française est depuis si longtemps en butte’.
 Significantly from October 1791 Brissot’s newspaper began to peak in popularity becoming the fourth most-subscribed to journal of the Jacobin Network.

At the end of the Constituent, then, what was the state of public opinion? Virieu tells us that ‘on parle publiquement des armées…contre la France qui doivent s’introduire dans le royaume… et on [referring to the public] voit peu de dispositions prises pour s’opposer a leur agression’. Official preparations continued to be seen as deficient by an apprehensive public. Virieu reported too on the frustration of moderates who asked, echoing his own diplomatic analysis: ‘Ou sont les préparatifs de guerre? On n’en voit aucun sur les frontières. Les armées alliés sont donc invisibles?’.
 Yet the acceptance of the Constitution and the portrayal of Pillnitz as a ‘non-avenue’ meant that while rumours and fears persisted, not least due to the actions of the Constituent Assembly itself, war was not yet seen as imminent nor were the people in Paris crying out for a pre-emptive war. However, the unwillingness of the Constituent Assembly to develop its own robust foreign policy to counter threats from abroad left it open to criticism from the frontiers and gifted Brissot a popular issue upon which to launch his political career.

Despite the best efforts of Brissot and other Jacobins they did not succeed in bringing the frontier to Paris before October 1791. However, a separate mechanism of popular momentum based on fear had successfully challenged the authority of the Assembly and effectively dictated a policy of internal militarisation. In addition the steady murmur of war drums had been maintained in the public sphere long after the trauma of Varennes. Before his departure from office the Minister of Foreign Affairs presented a report on the state of French relations with foreign powers in which he attributed the idea of a Concert of Powers ‘à la propagande, aux excès de la presse, aux manoeuvres des émissaires des clubs révolutionnaires. Tout le danger venait de la et c’était le seul danger que la France eut craindre’.
 As a deputy of the Assembly and president of the Jacobin Club Brissot would be able to enjoy centre stage of public discourse and be in a position exploit public fears by uniting political rhetoric with legislative action.

Chapter III

___________________________________________________

Public opinion and the Legislative Assembly: A Force to Foment or to Follow?

​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​___________________________________________________
From within the Legislative those campaigning for a more vigorous foreign policy could combine their public influence with their ability to translate public pressure into action inside the Assembly. However, external pressure on the deputies cannot be ignored. For, although the Brissotins were extremely vocal they constituted a small minority in the Legislative. Public opinion would be a crucial reference point for the majority of inexperienced deputies. This final chapter will examine the interactive mechanism between public opinion and the Assembly in order to decipher how this system functioned and what results it produced. 

By early October even the radical but anti-war Révolutions de Paris had begun demanding that the new Assembly take a harder line in foreign affairs believing that war was looming and that the Constituents were to blame:

‘Depuis trop longtemps nous nous endormons sur ces bruits & préparatifs de guerre : les comités de l’assemblée Constituante…n’ont cherché qu’à nous inspirer une fausse sécurité tandis que tous les faits, toutes les probabilités se réunissent à annoncer une guerre certaine’.
 

It demanded that the new legislators comport themselves ‘d’une manière digne d’un peuple libre’ on the international scene beginning with a total overhaul of French diplomacy. Somewhat naively it believed the launch of a new foreign policy by the Legislative based on revolutionary principles would end foreign threats: ‘…qu’elle annule tous les traités avec les despotes de l’Europe, qu’elle promette assistance à tous les peuples qui voudront secouer le joug, & bientôt elle verra retirer ces esclaves enrégimentés qui menacent notre révolution’.

Brissot also announced his programme for the resurrection of French authority in Europe by introducing public opinion to international relations. He demanded to know when France would escape the era in which ‘la diplomatie ne comptait le peuple comme numéraire ou comme meubles? Pourrait-elle jamais espérer de voir anéantir ce traité de 1756, qui a causé la plupart de ses calamités ?’
 Establishing the connection between French émigrés and a coalition of foreign powers was important as it connected survival of the Revolution with an external solution. Now Brissot announced not only that ‘on nous menace d’une invasion de puissances étrangères’, citing the same terrifying tales which consistently appeared in his newspaper, but that ‘cette convention de Pillnitz et les émigrations…ne tiennent que par une coalition’ whose troops ‘nous investissent [note the present tense] de tous les points des royaumes voisins!’.
 Although they differed on the question of offensive war these two examples from the radical press both highlight established discontent at the failure of the Revolution to evolve a strong diplomatic persona.

This was beginning to be expressed by the public too as the persistence of a hostile presence on the frontier combined with foreign intimidation promised explosive potential. Already on 19 October the Société Fraternelle presented the Jacobins with a petition asking for ‘un décret qui prononce la peine de mort contre les Français qui seraient pris les armes à la main contre la France, ou qui intrigueraient contre elle dans les cours étrangères’.
 Though Brissot’s speech on 20 October was the most aggressive he was hardly alone in setting his sights across the Rhine as sixty other deputies registered to speak on the émigrés that day. The Bas-Rhin deputies were given precedence in order to ‘nous faire part de plusieurs faits qui sont répandus dans le public, que nous connaissons qu’imparfaitement par le récit des gazettes, mais qu’ils doivent connaitre avec exactitude’.
 Their evidence was central for the Assembly which seemed as disorientated as public opinion in Paris: ‘en nous montrant la vérité, parce qu’ils la connaissent, ils fixeront notre opinion’.
 However, these deputies were not ready to speak and so the floor fell to Brissot who captured the imagination of France with a speech filled with fear and the promise of a muscular foreign policy worthy of Revolutionary France.

Although his speech is well known to historians a few interesting themes are worth pointing out in the context of this essay. Like the frontier Jacobins Brissot obsessed over the insults and outrages committed against France. Using similar grievances observed in the previous chapter he presented his policy of action beyond the Rhine as the solution, parenthetically taking a swipe at the passive Constituent: ‘Presque tous ces outragés ont été non seulement impunis, mais meme inconnus aux législateurs! Comment le ministre des affaires étrangères n’a t-il pas lui même provoqué leur examen et vengeance ?’.
 As if living on the frontier himself he asked whether ‘Il faudrait…se résoudre à voir consumer par les flammes nos plus belles provinces, avant que punir?’.
 The volume of rhetorical questions alluding to what the foreign powers were ‘reported’ to have done brought the uncertainty and alarm of the frontiers to the Assembly. Cleverly, Brissot did this by posing questions such as ‘Is it not true…?’ and ‘What has been done about…?’ rather than stating facts. These were the same questions swimming around the heads of Parisians in the aftermath of the newspapers’ battle over Pillnitz. Indeed that Brissot mounted the rostrum to great applause even before he had said a word indicates that he had significant support already.

Brissot’s solution to ensuring France was respected in the world was simple: ‘il ne faut pas seulement songer à vous défendre, il faut prévenir l’attaque, il faut attaquer vous mêmes.’
 Amidst applause he made clear what failure to secure respect  for the Revolution would mean: ‘Sans cette sureté vous exposez la nation à une ruine certaine, sans cette dignité vous compromettez son honneur et sa liberté; car qui ne se respecte pas, qui ne se fait pas respecter, cesse bientôt d’être libre’.
 This language contrasted sharply with the unpopular stance of the Constituents. It also appears extremely similar to the tune being whistled on the frontier, in the radical press in Paris and a growing number of petitions.

However, on 22 October the deputies from Bas-Rhin lead by M. Koch, presented their own report which concluded: 

‘Les faits…loin d’augmenter nos alarmes sur la situation des frontières ne peuvent servir qu’à nous nous rassurer… nous ne connaissons plus de rassemblements de troupes ni à Worms, ni à Coblentz ni dans les Pays Bas… [les émigrés] ne pourront plus compter sur aucun secours effectif de la part ces puissances… l’Empereur a fait expédier les ordres les plus précis… pour… empêcher tous les français émigrés d’y enrôler et de faire des rassemblements de troupes et l’ordre exprès de vivre dans le meilleur voisinage avec les deux départements du Rhin : voila les dangers de la patrie (rires et applaudissements)’.
 

An aggressive foreign policy would be difficult to secure under such circumstances. Indeed, Brissot himself wrote his brother-in-law that very day admitting that: ‘Depuis que le roi a accepté la constitution, les puissances étrangères abandonnent toute idée d’attaque, ainsi, nous n’avons rien à craindre du dehors.’
 

Fortunately for Brissot public opinion in Paris was beginning to sound more in harmony with the frontier. Another deputation from the Société Fraternelle which had asked to be heard before Brissot’s speech warned the Assembly: 

‘La patrie est menacée de toutes parts (murmures)…nous venons vous supplier, messieurs, de déclarer que la patrie est en péril (murmures prolongés)…Cette déclaration n’étonnera personne, et tout le monde reconnaitra la vérité’.
 

They demanded that ‘tout français qui aura sollicité ou provoqués les puissances étrangères à s’armer contre son pays sera déclaré infâme, traitre à la patrie, et, comme tel condamné à mort’.
 The bewildered Assembly again sought the guidance of the frontier hoping that a petition from Metz ‘lui donnera une idée de ce que pensent les habitants des frontières sur les émigrations’.
 Unsurprisingly Metz went even further believing the foreign powers to be the root of the problem: 

‘les émigrés sont attirés par l’espoir d’être secondés par les puissances étrangères, dont la conduite annonce assez les desseins hostiles. Vous connaissez la Déclaration de Pillnitz…’
 

There followed another list of demands for stronger diplomatic action against the foreign powers including a message that sheltering the émigrés ‘sera regardée comme une acte de hostilité et comme une violation des traités’. 
 Lest any doubt remain the deputies were reminded that ‘nous voyons le mal de plus près…et nous pensons qu’il est indispensable d’appliquer aux grands maux de grandes remèdes’.

Explicitly citing these petitions one deputy called for a motion that no petition be heard unless its tenor was known as these two petitions had considerably influenced the Assembly’s deliberations yet had nothing to do with the order of the day.
 Evidently some deputies were becoming concerned that the public was hijacking their power of initiative.
 The impact these types of petitions could have was underscored when a letter from the Strasbourg Jacobins denouncing the ‘insultes faites à deux citoyens français... sur la Rive droite du Rhin’ was read. It asked the deputies ‘Voulez-vous être respectés de l’Europe… [et] réduire à un honteux silence nos ennemis?’ and denounced the ‘indifférence criminelle du…ministère des affaires étrangères: prévenu depuis longtemps des ces excès’.
 The letter instructed the deputies: 

‘Commencez par un acte de vigueur… signifier publiquement à toutes les puissances, que la première voie de fait
 qui s’exercera, dans leur territoire contre un français, ou contres les couleurs nationales, sera envisagée comme un acte d’hostilité. S’il faut la guerre, nous sommes prêts’.
 

The deputies were enraged. One declared ‘il est temps de faire sortir les ministres de cet état d’inertie ou ils sont depuis longtemps’.
 The petition was reviewed by the Diplomatic Committee which advised the Assembly ‘de prendre des mesures…pour arrêter enfin ces excès scandaleux et pour dissiper ces attroupements, dont un conduite ferme aurait pu nous délivrer depuis longtemps’.
 The first decree against the émigrés (9 November) which requested the king to take measures ‘regarding neighbouring powers’ harbouring them can be traced directly from this report.

Even the king’s ministers acknowledged public opinion’s role as a driving force on this subject. De Moleville claimed that an earlier proclamation by the king against the émigrés
‘…produced an impression in favour of the king upon the minds of the people, but… suggested to the assembly, who were then in discredit, the means of re-instating themselves in the public favour; and they succeeded, by a violent decree against emigration’.
 

The king’s veto of this decree provoked an even greater public outcry. It is revealing that when he finally signed the ultimatum against the émigrés Louis informed the Assembly ‘vous m’avez fait entendre qu’un mouvement générale entrainoit la nation et que le cri des français étoit plutôt pour la guerre qu’une patience ruineuse et avilissante’.
 It is easy to see how, in the pursuit of popularity, such competition between the legislative and executive branches could result in public opinion becoming a touchstone for foreign policy. It also provided radicals with an opportunity to attack the king for the first time since his acceptance of the Constitution. 

Throughout November a torrent of letters was sent to the Assembly in praise of the decree against the émigrés. Amongst these petitions two themes began to emerge. The first was that the eyes of the nation were upon the Assembly; the second was a desire for stronger action against those harbouring émigrés. One deputation speaking on the subject warned ‘le peuple a les yeux sur vous…Agissez avec force et l’Empire et sauvé…la liberté languissait, vous l’avez ranimée par votre énergie’.
 Another formed their own ad-hoc battalion and demanded ‘l’honneur de joindre les bataillons du département de la Charente qui sont déjà sur la frontière’ reasoning that if the neighbouring tyrants were allowed to mobilise ‘il doit être permis aux bons citoyens de se coaliser contre eux’. 
 As these petitions arrived the debate over their influence continued. When one collective petition was described as illegal another deputy retorted ‘on ne cesse d’attaquer ici le droit sacré de pétition…ils n’empêcheront pas la nation d’énoncer un vœu’.
 Foreign policy was fast becoming the vehicle for eroding the constraints placed on public opinion by the deputies of the Constituent. As such it was becoming a test case for the role of the public in government. 

Accordingly, the Révolutions de Paris advised the new deputies, ‘soyez grand, mais songez bien que vous ne pouvez l’être que par le peuple…écoutez le, accueillez ses adresses, ses demandes, ses députations’.
 The paper believed that patriotes would reject pre-emptive war but that France still needed to re-establish its dignity:

‘le seul moyen de rendre au peuple sa dignité… c’est d’abaisser l’orgueil de ses ennemies….c’est de prendre une attitude imposante, c’est de signifier à tous les rois et à leurs esclaves qu’en France le peuple est tout…que ses représentants ne font rien sans lui’.

Restraint, however, was not what the petitions to the Assembly were calling for. By mid-December the paper voiced its helplessness in combating public desires for agressive warfare: ‘Français! Au nom de la patrie, au nom de la révolution, au nom de la liberté qui vous est si chère, ouvrez vous yeux, voyez l’abime & ne vous précipitez pas !’.
 Under the headline ‘Dangers d’une guerre offensive’ its writers struggled to understand how ‘l’opinion des patriotes puisse être partagée sur la guerre…on ne comprend pas, et pourtant c’est une vérité dont nous sommes les témoins.’

On 20 November in Paris the diplomat Virieu spoke of ‘craintes d’une invasion. On voit des manifestes dans le public; le nuage noircit tous les jours davantage’.
 Deputies began to change their opinions. Koch, previously highly sceptical of the threat of war, returned on 22 November with a different opinion. Citing reports from Strasbourg he now condemned insults from foreigners as far back as May 1791. The frontier had claimed another convert. He became the first deputy to suggest a casus belli by stating that the Constitution disallowed wars of conquest but

‘nous empêche pas de venger des outrages faits aux droits sacrés des nations ; elle ne nous commande pas de souffrir sur nos frontières des armées de traitres qui nous menacent, qui nous insultent, qui maltraitent nos citoyens et qui s’avouent publiquement ennemis d’une constitution que nous avons tous juré de défendre jusqu’à la dernière goutte de notre sang’.

After this speech the king was ordered ‘de prendre des mesures les plus promptes et les plus efficaces vis-à-vis les puissances étrangères…et obtenir des réparations convenables des outrages dont les citoyens de Strasbourg ont été plus particulièrement les victimes’.
 The frontier had most definitely come to Paris, indeed, it was making its way across the entire nation and hastening the completion of the national identity fashioned by 1789 and consolidated by Varennes.

Deputy Cambon, noted how the threat posed by the émigrés and their supporters had changed: ‘lorsque nous nous occupions des émigrés, on nous disait qu’il n’y avait de rassemblé au delà du Rhin que quelques aventuriers sans culottes et sans argent (rires)’. However, ‘Aujourd’hui les craintes augmentent, les rapports se multiplient et prennent de la consistance’. Instead of reports from Ministers he places his faith in ‘les inquiétudes populaires [qui] annoncent des attaques très prochaines’.
 It is hard to blame him given that correspondence was now pouring in from all parts of France demanding harsh action beyond the Rhine. Ministers and generals were no longer trusted and the public fears became paramount. Jumpy deputies’ imaginations ran wild as half-truths and rumours were reported to them. One conspiracy brought to the attention of the assembly by député Bruat (previously Frère Bruat of Delle) prompted the following outburst, ‘il est temps enfin de prendre cette attitude imposante qui convient aux hommes libres, de prouver que la souveraineté du peuple français n’est pas une chimère’.
 Traditional diplomacy was being turned on its head as émigré bashing became the order of the day.  Towards the end of November moderate newspapers like Le Courrier français, which had been trumpeting the Emperor’s pacifism, began denouncing ‘la conduite hypocrite de la cour de Vienne qui a trompé tout le monde, les projets avoués de l’Empereur contre la France, la coalition des tyrans’.
 It also began reproducing alarming frontier letters published by Brissot’s newspaper.
 By January few papers mounted any resistance to war. 

If the deputies had been hesitant in following frontier demands for a less forgiving foreign policy they could have no doubts about how to continue as they were inundated with more petitions. 
 Citizens of Blois informed the Assembly that ‘Jusque-là nous étions dans l‘attente; mais aujourd’hui nous vous proclamons dignes de représenter un grand peuple’.
 Parisians praised ‘votre énergie [qui a] humilié les ennemies de notre Constitution’
, Toulousains asked for ‘encore un décret ferme sur la horde noir’ and, taking a swipe at the pacifism of the Constituents, anounced that this act ‘nous rappelle les triomphes sublimes, mais trop rares de vos devanciers ; il proclame dans toutes l’Europe votre inébranlable fermeté.
 Versailles invited them ‘à continuer, à redoubler même de force et de fermeté…surtout à vous mettre en mesure, près des puissances étrangères à faire respecter, il en est temps, la nation français’. 
 Indeed, public opinion was offered in these petitions as a means of circumventing the veto of the king, constitutionally enthroned as the sole source of foreign policy.
 Versailles assured the deputies that ‘l’opinion publique vous couvrira de son égide’ and Chartres announced ‘la sanction de l’opinion publique vaut bien celle de tous les monarques’.
 

It was in this atmosphere of public support that the Assembly pushed ahead with a dynamic foreign policy. A warning to German princes to withdraw their protection of émigrés was issued demanding ‘réparation à tous les citoyens français, et notamment à ceux de Strasbourg, des outrages qui leur ont été faits dans leurs territoires’.
 This same letter notified Louis XVI that 

‘les représentants de la nation verront rassembler les forces nécessaires pour contraindre, par la voie des armes, les princes à respecter le droits des gens, au cas qu’ils persistent à protéger ces attroupements et à refuser la justice qu’on réclame’.
 

This was the first official threat of war from the Assembly and it gave an ultimatum of three weeks ‘dans les-quelles les rassemblements doivent être dissipés’.
 Public opinion had become a weapon to be wielded as Isnard warned his fellow deputies ‘Ne craignez donc pas, messieurs, que l’énergie du peuple ne réponde point à la votre, craignez au contraire qu’il se plaigne que vos décrets ne correspondent pas à tout son courage’.

By mid-December the petitions became openly belligerent. ‘La France a des ennemis déclarés!’
, ‘ce vaste Empire a été insulté…adressez vous aux puissants qui nous outragent et souvenez vous que vous avez pour vous la justice, la liberté et 5 millions baïonnettes’.
 From Calais came a message which screamed the words which until now the deputies had not the courage to utter:

‘La nation entière a sanctionné votre décret contre les émigrés…c’est la volonté de la nation. La guerre ! La guerre ! (Oui! Oui! Applaudissements dans l’Assemblée et les tribunes...) est le cri de tous les français…nos bras sont armées et prêts à laver nos injures dans leurs sang… (vifs applaudissements)’.
 

A deputy from Poitou writing his daughter on 19 December reported almost as if a bystander only capable of acquiescence: ‘Il y alieux de croire que nous auront la guère, en consequence l’assemblée cy dispose [.] Paris est dans une grande fermentation et lademande fortement encriant [; “] vivre libre ou mourir [!”]’
 The mandate for war from the public and the reasoning behind it was clear: ‘Legislateurs, nous sommes armés au premier signal; nous annoncerons aux esclaves et aux despotes de l’Europe le second réveil de la nation française’.
 A sword was even gifted to the Jacobins to be awarded to the ‘premier général français qui terrassera un ennemi de la Révolution’.

As 1792 dawned police spies reported ‘la très grande majorité des citoyens est persuadée qu’il n’y a que de la guerre qui puisse ramener l’ordre et l’union’ and ‘La nation veut absolument la guerre, la majorité de la population est persuadée que c’est le moyen le plus sûr et le plus efficace pour consolider la révolution et faire cesser les divisons’.
 War had become a solution to internal strife rather than something to be feared. By February popular desire for an offensive war seemed confirmed: ‘On parle d’une commotion à donner pour forcer le roi d’adhérer aux vues de ceux qui veulent la guerre même offensive’.
 This second statement makes clear that foreign policy was no longer viewed as the prerogative of the king but that it was seen as something the people had a right to speak on. 

While a pro-war faction certainly existed in the Legislative public opinion outside the Assembly developed its own momentum. Once aroused it began to play a leading role in the formation of policy towards the end of 1791. Certainly Brissot had done much to prepare the ground but when so many petitions spoke wrathfully of France’s lack of ‘dignité’ in Europe it is clear that deeper grievances were at play. Forty years of French humiliation in Europe echoed through the words of the deputies as petitions demanded that the state take on a foreign policy suitable for the glory of their Revolution. This seems doubly true given that most of the correspondence to the Legislative which spoke of pre-existing grievances which the isolationist Constituents had failed to address. Indeed, as we have seen, public opinion was crucial in circumventing the king’s initial veto and driving the deputies to pursue the émigrés even if it meant foreign war.

Brissot played his role in introducing public opinion to international relations but the public introduced its collective revolutionary idiom to diplomacy without which Brissot’s policy would have had little to sustain it. Once issues relating to foreign policy took hold of the nation’s imagination it is clear that public opinion took on a momentum of its own pressing the apprentice deputies to further action. As one deputation demanded a purge of tyrants across the universe it begged the deputies, ‘Ne laissons pas à la postérité la gloire de les anéantir’.
 It seems strange to expect Frenchmen to react differently to foreign affairs than to domestic issues which threatened their Revolution. The essential connection was provided by linking the survival of the Revolution to the need for external security. A mechanism to harness public opinion developed linking legislative power internal to the Assembly and the external force of public opinion. Through the power of public opinion the Brissotins were able to bridge this gap between domestic and the foreign issues and forge a diplomatic persona for the Revolution. The trust the Legislative Assembly placed in public opinion was key in ensuring that public concerns would be integral to that persona.

​​___________________________________________________

Conclusion

___________________________________________________

A series of events in the second half of 1791 pushed foreign affairs to the forefront of the revolutionary agenda. It should not surprise us that Frenchmen, by now accustomed to voicing their opinion on matters of domestic policy, should want to contribute to an issue perceived as of paramount importance to the survival of the Revolution. Such a democratic approach to foreign policy may seem unthinkable today but for revolutionaries it was a simple application of the revolutionary principle of popular sovereignty. 

Without the presence of genuine public support it seems unlikely that the mass petitioning for Revolutionary France to take on an imposing identity in international affairs can be explained by mere Brissotin trickery. Certainly without a favorable base of opinion it would have been difficult for Verginaud to claim that the destruction of the 1756 Treaty was ‘une révolution aussi nécessaire dans l’ordre politique, soit pour l’Europe, soit pour la France, que la destruction de la Bastille l’a été pour notre régénération intérieure’.
 The evidence we have examined suggests that public opinion was growing more receptive to such statements in the final half of 1791.
Public opinion played both passive and active roles in the formation of foreign policy. However, three major roles stand out in the second half of 1791. The first was the role the population on frontiers played in adding emphasis to differences between revolutionary France and its foreign neighbours. This is evident in the development of a negative relationship with foreign symbols of authority and the simultaneous consideration of foreign populations as potential brothers in arms. The projection of these local grievances to a national audience began under the Constituent but was only complete once the frontiers became the touchstone for national policy under the Legislative. 

Secondly, the pervasiveness of a shared sense of threat from abroad and a communal desire to defend the French nation can first be glimpsed in relation to external threats in the mobilisation of society after Varennes. As we have seen the reaction to this national emergency was poles apart from the Great Fear of 1789 as towns used revolutionary networks established since 1789 to coordinate a truly grassroots response.  This collective trauma allowed French nationalism to mature by focusing collective imagination on an external threat. The attitude of the frontiers played a decisive role in this as it acted as a filter for foreign news but was also valued by deputies and private citizens alike as a source of information. This allowed for the frontiers’ perception of external relations to diffuse through the nation‘s popular consciousness. 

The final role public opinion played was as a reference point for the Legislative Assembly which looked to public opinion far more than its predecessor for guidance. Deputies like Brissot saw a need to incorporate public opinion into the nation’s foreign policy both in a genuine attempt to bring French diplomacy in line with the principles of the Revolution and because they recognised the public’s potential force. There is no doubt that opinion was consciously manipulated by deputies seeking to use it for their own ends but it cannot be denied either that separate manifestations of public opinion also helped to drive foreign policy down a more aggressive path. This was partly a result of public frustration at the Constituent’s failure to address foreign issues, like the émigrés, earlier and more effectively. Clamours for a voice worthy of the Revolution on the international scene were not limited to the Brissotin deputies and stemmed from a combination of foreign threats and a basic application of revolutionary principles to foreign policy. They were also a result of a new impetus which developed after the Constituent’s violent reaction to popular manifestations of discontent. Foreign policy provided a vehicle through which radicals could push their agenda once again. 

Although these developments were shaped and focused by Brissot and others they also had truly popular roots. From the fringes of revolutionary society a new awareness, forged by Varennes and heightened by continued external threats, spread throughout the collective consciousness of a nation slowly finding its place in the world. Under the Legislative Assembly this awareness found expression through popular support for measures against the émigrés and moves towards a stronger foreign policy.

___________________________________________________
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