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Popular Politics and the Sans-Culottes

By Nira Kaplan

The Terror may be the darkest period of the French Revolution, but it also saw the birth of popular democracy. As many citizens were facing the guillotine, others enjoyed greatly expanded civil rights and social services. Never before had ordinary people had so much influence over politics, society, and culture.

When the Montagnards came to power in the summer of 1793, they wrote a new constitution for the French Republic that promised broad political participation and civil rights for French men and women. Not only did the Constitution of 1793 reaffirm the liberties of free speech, property, and religion, but it also gave citizens the right to welfare, education, and freedom from servitude.

The Constitution itself was never enacted, because a few weeks later the government declared a state of emergency. However, some of its egalitarian principles were put into practice. Slavery was abolished in France and in the country’s colonies, and the Convention declared its intention to free slaves in colonies held by other nations. Already the Republic allowed women as well as men to apply for divorce; now it decreed that inheritance should be equally divided between daughters and sons. The Convention implemented a national education system that was supposed to provide primary instruction to all citizens, no matter how poor. Impoverished families who could not find employment were placed in state-funded charity workshops to learn a trade.

At the same time, the French people gained a greater influence over politics. One of the most radical articles in the Constitution of 1793 gave citizens the authority to overthrow any government that violated their rights. Thus, direct participation by popular groups was already shaping government policy. Parisians protested in the streets and even invaded the Convention’s meetings to demand political change. Often, they met with success. Clerks, shopkeepers, and other citizens of lower social standing took over positions in local government and administration, gaining considerable prestige.

These individuals, called sans-culottes (“without breeches”) because they often wore workman’s trousers rather than the breeches worn by the upper classes, set the tone for the new Republic. Frenchmen replaced their powdered wigs and waistcoats, signs of an aristocratic age, with simpler clothes. Women’s dresses and hairstyles were more modest and less elaborate. Citizens were supposed to address each other by the informal tu rather than vous, a term reserved for one’s superiors.

Culture, space, and even time were transformed to emphasize the Republic’s egalitarianism. The kings, queens, and knaves (also called jacks) in playing cards were replaced by figures representing liberty, equality, and fraternity. Squares, streets, even cities had their names changed: Place Louis XV in Paris became Place de la Révolution and, later, Place de la Concorde. A revolutionary calendar renamed the saints’ days to reflect aspects of rural life and added five “sans-culotte holidays” to celebrate civic values.

After the death of Robespierre, the influence of the sans-culottes quickly waned, although the calendar remained in place until well after Napoleon came to power. Yet the Revolution’s experiment with popular democracy inspired similar political movements in the 19th and 20th centuries. 

Egalitarian refers to advocating the belief that all people should have equal political, social, and economic rights.

