what was the great fear

The Great Fear was a period of panic and riot by peasants amid rumors of an
aristocratic conspiracy to suppress the revolution. Emerging in the summer of
1789, it marked a significant turning point in the French Revolution,
illustrating the deep social and economic divisions that plagued France at
the time. This article will explore the causes, events, and consequences of
the Great Fear, providing a comprehensive understanding of this pivotal
moment in history.

Historical Context

To fully understand the Great Fear, it i1s essential to consider the broader
historical context of France in the late 18th century.

The Ancien Régime

The Ancien Régime, or the old order, was characterized by a feudal system
that divided society into three estates:

1. First Estate: Clergy (approximately 1% of the population)

2. Second Estate: Nobility (about 2% of the population)

3. Third Estate: Common people (97% of the population, including peasants,
urban workers, and the bourgeoisie)

This system created vast inequalities, with the Third Estate bearing the
brunt of taxation while the upper estates enjoyed numerous privileges.

Economic Factors

In the years leading up to the Great Fear, France faced severe economic
difficulties, including:

— Rising food prices: Due to poor harvests in the late 1780s, bread became
increasingly expensive, leading to widespread hunger.

— Debt crisis: France's involvement in the American Revolution and
extravagant spending by the monarchy had left the country in significant
debt.

- Taxation: The burden of taxation fell disproportionately on the Third
Estate, leading to anger and resentment.

These economic challenges contributed to a growing sense of unrest among the
populace.

Triggering Events

The Great Fear was precipitated by a series of events that stoked fears among
peasants and commoners.



The Estates—-General and the National Assembly

In May 1789, King Louis XVI convened the Estates—-General to address the
financial crisis. However, the Third Estate, feeling marginalized, broke away
and formed the National Assembly, signaling a shift in power. This act of
defiance ignited hope among the common people and fear among the aristocracy.

The Fall of the Bastille

On July 14, 1789, the storming of the Bastille became a symbol of the
revolution. This event demonstrated the willingness of the people to take
direct action against the monarchy and the existing order. The news of the
Bastille's fall spread quickly, heightening fears among the nobility.

Rumors and Panic

In the weeks following the Bastille's fall, rumors began to swirl, suggesting
that the nobility were conspiring to crush the revolution. Reports of
brigands and mercenaries being sent to attack peasants fueled paranoia.
Peasants, already on edge due to economic hardship, began to arm themselves
in anticipation of a noble backlash.

The Outbreak of the Great Fear

The Great Fear officially began in late July 1789 and lasted until the end of
August. It was characterized by widespread panic and violence across rural
France.

Peasant Revolts

As the rumors intensified, peasants took matters into their own hands. They
reacted in several ways:

— Attacking manorial properties: Peasants targeted the homes of landowners,
destroying records of feudal dues and claiming their rights.

- Seizing grain supplies: In areas facing severe food shortages, peasants
raided granaries and stores to secure food for their families.

— Forming militias: Many communities organized themselves into militias for
self-defense against perceived threats from the nobility.

These actions were often spontaneous and varied by region, reflecting the
unique circumstances and grievances of each locality.

Regional Variations

The intensity and nature of the Great Fear varied significantly across
France:



— Northern France: Areas like Normandy saw violent uprisings where peasants
attacked the properties of nobles.

- Southern France: In regions like Languedoc, peasants were more focused on
securing food rather than outright rebellion.

— Urban Areas: Cities like Paris experienced a different kind of unrest, with
urban workers also joining in the revolutionary fervor.

Despite these differences, the underlying sentiment of fear and resistance to
the old order was a unifying factor.

Government Response

Amidst the chaos, the National Assembly and the king struggled to respond
effectively to the Great Fear.

Attempts to Restore Order

The government made several attempts to quell the unrest:

— Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen: Adopted on August 26,
1789, this document aimed to assert individual rights and equality,
attempting to pacify the populace.

- Military Intervention: The Assembly called for the mobilization of the
National Guard to restore order, but many soldiers sympathized with the
revolution.

Despite these efforts, the panic and violence had already taken hold, leading
to a significant erosion of aristocratic power.

The Dismissal of Fear

By late August 1789, the Great Fear began to wane as it became clear that the
nobility's power was increasingly undermined. The events signaled a shift in
the balance of power, with the monarchy losing control over the rural
populace.

Consequences of the Great Fear

The Great Fear had far-reaching consequences, reshaping French society and
politics.

End of Feudal Privileges

One of the most significant outcomes was the end of feudal privileges. On
August 4, 1789, the National Assembly abolished feudal rights and dues,
responding to the demands of the revolutionaries. This marked a profound
transformation in the social structure of France.



Shift in Power Dynamics

The Great Fear solidified the power of the National Assembly and the
revolutionary forces, diminishing the influence of the nobility. It set the
stage for further radical changes in French society, leading to:

— The establishment of a constitutional monarchy.
- The eventual rise of more radical factions, such as the Jacobins.

Legacy of Fear

While the Great Fear subsided, the legacy of fear and suspicion lingered in
French society. It highlighted the deep-seated grievances of the Third Estate
and underscored the challenges that the revolutionaries faced in achieving
lasting change.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the Great Fear was a critical moment in the French Revolution,
characterized by panic, violence, and a profound transformation of French
society. It emerged from a confluence of economic distress, political
upheaval, and deeply entrenched social inequalities. The events of the summer
of 1789 not only reshaped the power dynamics in France but also set the stage
for the radical changes that would follow. Understanding the Great Fear is
essential for comprehending the complexities of the French Revolution and the
broader themes of social justice and political change that resonate
throughout history.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the Great Fear during the French Revolution?

The Great Fear was a period of panic and unrest that occurred in France
during the summer of 1789, characterized by widespread rumors of an
aristocratic conspiracy to suppress the revolution, leading to peasant
revolts and attacks on nobility.

What triggered the Great Fear in 17897

The Great Fear was triggered by the economic crisis, food shortages, and the
storming of the Bastille, which fueled rumors that the nobility was plotting
to retaliate against the revolution, causing peasants to rise up against
landlords.

How did the Great Fear impact the French Revolution?

The Great Fear intensified the revolutionary fervor among the peasants,
leading to the abolition of feudal privileges, the establishment of the
National Assembly, and the eventual escalation of the revolution as the
monarchy faced increasing challenges.



What role did rumors play in the Great Fear?

Rumors played a crucial role in the Great Fear, as they spread quickly among
the populace, inciting panic and fear about supposed plots by the
aristocracy, which led to violent uprisings against the nobility and their
properties.

What were some consequences of the Great Fear?

Consequences of the Great Fear included the widespread destruction of feudal
documents, the collapse of the nobility's control over rural areas, and the
eventual adoption of the Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen,
marking a shift towards more democratic principles.
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