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Thesis summary:

This thesis offers a reappraisal of a particular aspect of the Terror in France: the system of revolutionary justice that developed during the course of 1793 and 1794. Through a series of laws, between March 1793 and 22 Prairial Year II (10 June 1794), central government sought to define and punish ‘counter-revolutionary’ activity, deemed a potentially fatal threat to the internal security of a nation at war with much of Europe. At the heart of this system stood the tribunal criminel et extraordinaire in Paris – later named the Revolutionary Tribunal – which had jurisdiction over the entire country in such cases. The basic premise of my work is that historians to date have perpetuated a general narrative of the Terror which denies autonomy of action to all but the Terror’s willing supporters and those in armed rebellion against them. One of the reasons for this is that Donald Greer’s The Incidence of the Terror (1935) remains the default statistical study on which historians of the period base their work. Greer only analysed death sentences, ignoring the large numbers of French men and women who were acquitted or had the charges against them dismissed. Taking the Revolutionary Tribunal as an example, conviction rates stood at just 37% during its first eight months’ work. Some 1000 individuals were set free there between March 1793 and July 1794.

Concentrating attention on death sentences has sustained a misleading image of those affected by the Terror as helpless victims of state repression. In contrast, I am aiming to restore the suspect as an active protagonist. I examine how suspects accused of counter-revolutionary crimes sought to defend themselves, and how such efforts were supported by families and the wider community. The actions of suspects and their supporters formed an integral part of the revolutionary judicial system, and should be central to our understanding of it. However, it is an area that continues to be overlooked even by those historians who have shown interest in the Tribunal in recent years (Carla Hesse, 1996 and 1999; Anne Simonin, 2008). My approach rectifies this omission, and should also open the way for a much more nuanced understanding of the culture of the Terror as a whole.

Having spent my second year researching at the Archives nationales in Paris I am able to base my arguments on extensive knowledge of the Revolutionary Tribunal’s records, and can draw on a series of representative samples I took which incorporate 20% of all individuals tried there. I am also using the F7 series on general policing, and a range of printed sources held both in Paris and London, including defence pamphlets, newspapers, and the Archives parlementaires.

The thesis is divided into three sections. Part One looks at the basic mechanics of the judicial Terror. The trial dossiers of the Paris Tribunal include the records of the preliminary investigations in each case. They therefore offer a unique opportunity to gauge the work of investigating authorities, from the smallest of local communes through to central authorities like the Committee of Public Safety. By looking at the ways in which both prosecution and defence cases were developed, and how the two sides interacted inside and outside the courtroom, a complex narrative emerges. This approach shifts attention away from famous show trials like Marie-Antoinette’s, and demonstrates how revolutionary justice was a good deal less arbitrary than is commonly imagined.

Parts Two and Three focus more specifically on the defence side. Part Two concerns the various means of self-defence, in particular the use of print as a means of garnering support from the wider public. It will stress that detainees were not isolated from society in their prison cell, passively awaiting judgement. Instead, they undertook to defend themselves by all means possible, and involved a wide range of individuals and institutions from the outside world in those efforts.

Part Three brings in the actions of third parties, often working in conjunction with the suspect. It was common for petitions to be circulated in the local area, and delegations could also be appointed to campaign in person for someone’s release. Such practices often drew on traditional ties of family and community, but were also the result of new bonds that the Revolution had created and encouraged, notably the idea of fraternity among fellow patriots. When dismissing the charges against detainees, Tribunal judges regularly cited such defence evidence, which could outweigh even the most forceful denunciations from the authorities.
