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Was Goethe right?

Did a new era begin with the French Revolution? Most historians today would say “yes.” “Modern history,” at least for the Western world, seems to start with the French Revolution. But why? What kinds of changes occurred, not just in France but elsewhere in Europe, that would justify such a claim? And how did they happen?

The revolution in France definitely changed everything for that country. Before the Revolution, France, and most of Europe as well, lived under what was called the ancien régime (“old order”), where a king was an absolute ruler, the nobility had all the privileges, the common people had no rights, and only one religion was legal. In a few short years, France dismantled this traditional way of life: The benefits the nobility enjoyed, including freedom from most taxes, ended. The Roman Catholic Church lost its position as the official religion, and its property was confiscated. Guarantees of individual liberty, private property, and freedom of the press were established. Even the king was arrested, put on trial, and finally executed. (“A horrible example!” cried the king of Prussia when he heard the news.)

And this radical change was not to be found in some out-of-the-way frontier country such as the new United States. It was happening in France—the largest, richest, most powerful nation on the continent. In fact, the French had set the style in literature, politics, and society for 100 years. No wonder people everywhere held their breath to see what would happen next.

Quickly, the ideals of the Revolution—Down with the king! Up with the people! Long live freedom!—began to spread across borders. Not everyone approved, of course. One Englishman, Edmund Burke, wrote that the French were making a terrible mistake in overturning all their traditions at once. But the passionate supporters of the Revolution paid no attention. They were convinced that it was their mission to spread liberty, equality, and fraternity everywhere. So, in 1792, France went to war against its enemies in “rightful defense of a free people against the unjust aggression of a king.”

After some initial confusion, the large, enthusiastic French army began to win most of its battles. By the time Napoleon became emperor in 1804, the French had defeated nearly all their enemies and reorganized the continent of Europe along revolutionary lines. In some regions, they created new republics—the Batavian Republic in the former Netherlands and the Cisalpine Republic in northern Italy. In others, they annexed territories like Belgium to France itself. Still others, they forced to become allies. Among the latter were two former enemies, Prussia and Austria. So, everywhere they went, the French began to impose their new lifestyle. For nearly 20 years, they taught their European neighbors most everything about their revolution—more, in the end, than they realized.

The first changes were political. Absolute monarchs were ejected from their thrones, nobles lost their privileges of governing, and clergy their monopoly on religion. To replace this old-fashioned absolutism, the French introduced effective government based on a written constitution, efficient administration, and careers open to any man of talent—not just nobles. Independent countries such as Prussia began to copy some of these methods, so as to keep up with the French.

The second major change came in society. As in France, feudalism came to an end in many areas of Europe. No longer were peasants restricted to the fields. New laws, based on the French civil code, emphasized individual rights, private property, freedom of religion and speech, equality before the law, and trial by jury. Elimination of tolls imposed by aristocrats and of restrictions placed by medieval guilds on manufacturing and markets meant that business boomed more rapidly than ever before.

Above all, the French championed the common people. They offered individuals political careers, economic opportunities, and the rights of freedom and liberty that had just a short time earlier been unthinkable. Along the way, however, they also unknowingly taught the common people to think of themselves as a nation.

In the end, this last and most important lesson backfired. The French had expected to dominate the new states and make them contribute to France’s defense. Instead, they inspired Europeans with the idea of nationalism—a deep love of one’s own country—and the desire to see that country free and independent. As a result, the French were soon no longer welcome in these areas. Nationalism became one of the most powerful forces of the modern world, thanks largely to the French, who first discovered it for themselves—and then, accidentally, exported it to all the peoples of Europe. 

In Europe in the Middle Ages, guilds were unions of men in the same craft or trade that were designed to uphold standards and protect their members. 
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