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David Andress
david.andress@port.ac.uk
Dear listmembers,
Following on from Donald Sutherland's incisive review of Micah Alpaugh's important book, some may
be interested to read my own thoughts on a slightly different synthesis of the 'violent' and 'non-violent'
paths of popular political engagement in the 1790s. I have written a short paper accessible
here: http://revolution.hypotheses.org/182
To quote the conclusion:
I would propose three aspects of Parisian ‘popular sociability’ in this early revolutionary period as key.
The first is that it was undoubtedly a phenomenon of far greater breadth than has been captured by
traditional vanguardist narratives, and that, out of that ‘dark figure’ of unidentifiable daily interactions,
a remarkable range of mobilisations emerged. The second is that it is impossible to draw any sharp and
definitive distinction between violent and non-violent, and thus implicitly ‘unsophisticated’ and
‘sophisticated’ popular responses and understandings of their context, whether on a large or small scale.
And the third is that, perhaps most curiously of all, as we look ahead into the years of the Republic, we
see that the language of productive interests and of active economic agency will continue to be
submerged beneath attitudes to the ‘subsistence question’, which are in fact amongst the strongest
continuities from the daily life of the Old Regime. It is not, as Albert Soboul once thought, that the sansculottes failed to reach forward to an understanding of the workers’ situation, but rather that they chose
a vocabulary and an agenda which suppressed evidently existing potential for such a grasp. To put the
evidence of popular sociability alongside the conduct of the so-called ‘popular movement’ is to see a
mystery in need of further explanation.
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