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A Letter From Your Chair 

Hello delegates! Welcome to the 39th annual Virginia Model United Nations! I am so 

excited you are all here and can’t wait to see how your discussions and collaboration will shape 

the future of France. A little bit about me, I am from Morristown, New Jersey and am a fourth 

year student majoring in Foreign Affairs and minoring in Spanish. I am also pursuing my 

Master’s degree in Public Policy at the Frank Batten School of Leadership and Public Policy here 

at the University. I participated in VAMUN the last three years as Chair, Vice Chair and assistant 

crisis director. I also chaired a crisis committee in 2018 for our spring collegiate conference, 

Virginia International Crisis Simulation. Outside of Model UN, I wrote for and served as news 

editor of the student-run newspaper The Cavalier Daily and have been a pseudo member of the 

club running team. I also studied abroad in Valencia, Spain during the spring 2019 semester. 

As chair, I am eager to see how knowledge of the past and relevant present-day insight 

will influence your decisions in this committee. I expect a thorough understanding of the 

individuals you are representing as well as a solid grasp on the political ideology of the day. All 

of you ought to enter the committee with a goal in mind, though be open to compromise and 

change as you discuss, debate and respond to unpredictable crises with fellow delegates. 

 

Maggie Servais 

Class of 2020 

mas7tj@virginia.edu  
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A Letter From Your First Crisis Director 

Greetings! My name is Jake Barber. Allow me to extend a warm welcome to Virginia 

Model United Nations. I’m hoping that this will prove to be a challenging, but rewarding 

experience for all of us, and cannot wait to see what sort of ideas you bring to this committee. 

While I won’t be listening in on the debates directly, I’m excited to see what sorts of nefarious 

plots you’ll devise. 

As for myself, I am a second year graduate student from South Riding, Virginia studying 

Public Policy at the Batten School. I completed my Bachelor of Arts in Foreign Affairs with a 

Minor in German here at the University in Spring 2019. I have served as a Crisis Director in the 

past three conferences, and have previously worked as an Assistant Crisis Director and Crisis 

Analyst. Outside of Model UN, I spend most of my time either board gaming or cooking. 

As one of your Crisis Directors, I expect you to have a working knowledge of the Second 

Empire, the Paris Commune, the Third Republic, the Franco-Prussian War, and the state of 

left-wing thought in 1871. Delegates who demonstrate an understanding of the ideological 

divides in the Commune will be at an advantage. More generally, have an idea of what your 

character wants coming into this, but keep on your toes, and don’t get complacent: I guarantee 

you a wrench will be thrown in them somewhere along the way, but that’s half the fun. 

If you have questions prior to the start of the conference about committee, college life, 

UVA, or graduate school, please don’t hesitate to email me. 

 

Jake Barber 

CLAS 2019, Batten 2020 

jrb6xb@virginia.edu  
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A Letter From Your Second Crisis Director 

Dear Delegates: 

Welcome to VAMUN XXXIX! My name is Wendy Wang and I’m very excited to serve as 

a co-crisis director for Paris Commune and ride on the bandwagon of barricades and revolution. 

I grew up halfway across the globe in Shanghai, China and will be enrolling in McIntire School of 

Business for my third year with a double major in Psychology. I have participated in Model UN 

throughout high school and continued this interest in college, and eventually found my cozy 

place as a Crisis Director and have been CDing for VAMUN and VICS ever since. I’d define 

myself as a motley of hobbies concocted together. I lead UVA’s NAMI chapter for student mental 

health, and enjoy playing piano and SFX on the side, and am quite fond of horror and tragedies.  

Littered with more revolutions than almost any other country, the French history is 

beautifully woven with contrasting ideologies and visions of what France should be, but now it’s 

up to you to decide its fate. All of you are shouldered with the responsibility to uphold France’s 

glory amid its worst hours with wit, skills, bravery and intuition. I’m thrilled to accompany you 

on this quest and ready to be impressed by your creativity to lead us to the grandeur of the new 

France.  

If you have any questions about the committee or UVA in general, don’t hesitate to 

contact me over email. I look forward to meeting you this fall! 

Xiaowen (Wendy) Wang 

Class of 2021, xw4ep@virginia.edu 
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Introduction 

It is 28 March 1871. France is in political, economic, and social turmoil. After a 

six month war that saw the collapse of the Second French Empire and the birth of the 

Third Republic, France, under President Adolphe Thiers, signed the Treaty of Versailles.  

This Treaty was a humiliation. It saw Alsace-Lorraine ceded to the newly-created 

German Empire and the French army almost entirely disarmed, save a single regular 

army regiment and the Parisian National Guard. 

Paris, the country’s urban, cultural, and political epicenter, is especially fatigued 

and battle-worn, having barely survived a long winter under siege by Prussian forces. 

Parisians look at the Treaty of Versailles with rage. They know that if France had fought 

just a little harder—if it hadn’t been stabbed in the back by craven politicians and 

clueless generals—France would have emerged victorious. 

But the work of this bourgeois government is not yet done. After dealing us insult 

after insult, Thiers’ government struck in the middle of the night, attempting to steal the 

National Guards’ 400 cannons. When they failed, riots dominated the city, and the 

National Government fled, leaving the people of Paris in charge of their own destiny. 

You are part of the newly-elected Council of the Commune, a civilian governing 

body dedicated to realizing a new society—a socialist society. The road ahead is difficult. 

While Paris is secure for now, Thiers, his bourgeois dogs, and his German masters will 

not hesitate to destroy us if we give them the chance. A great many questions lie ahead, 

but we know that, together, there is no power on Earth greater than that of the People. 

Vive la France! Vive la Commune!   
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History 

The Paris Commune, like many of its predecessors, is a complex clash of political 

ideologies, discontent and turmoil. Yet, not one historian would deny the significance of 

the collapsing Second French Empire, tracing the roots of this revolution back to the 

very end of the Second French Republic and the election of Louis Napoleon Bonaparte 

III in December, 1848. 

 

The Rise of Louis Napoleon III 

Charles Louis Napoleon, the nephew of Napoleon I and better known as Louis 

Napoleon or, later, Napoleon III,  spent much of his early life in exile, mostly in 
1

Switzerland and Bavaria.  Though he was fourth in the line of succession established by 
2

Napoleon I,  he was almost wholly devoted to restoring a Bonaparte to the throne.  He 
3 4

joined the Swiss Army for a time, where he followed in his uncle’s footsteps and became 

an artillery officer, and dedicated himself to the study of radical politics and political 

economy.   
5

Napoleon proved a persistent thorn in the side of King Louis-Philippe. Seeking to 

emulate his uncle’s 1815 march on Paris in the Hundred Days, Louis Napoleon launched 

1
 For clarity, this background guide will refer to Charles Louis Napoleon as Napoleon, Napoleon III, or 

Louis Napoleon. His uncle, Napoleon Bonaparte, will be referred to either as either Napoleon I or 

Napoleon Bonaparte. 
2
 Fenton Bresler, Napoleon III: A Life (London: Harper Collins, 1990). 

3
 Under the succession law created by Napoleon I, his immediate heir was his son Napoleon II, who spent 

most of his life in virtual imprisonment in Vienna as the Duke of Reichstadt. Next came Napoleon I’s 

brothers, Joseph and Louis Bonaparte, but neither had much interest in returning to public life. As such, 

when Napoleon II died in 1832, Louis Napoleon became the de facto figurehead of the Bonapartist 

movement. 
4
 Pierre Milza, Napoléon III (Paris: Librairie Académique Perrin, 2006). 

5
 Milza, Napoléon III. 
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two coups against the reigning Orleanist monarchy—the first in 1836, the second in 

1840 . Both failed miserably, and were openly ridiculed in the French and British press 
6

at the time. For his role in the 1840 coup, he was sentenced to life in prison.  
7

Napoleon spent the next six years imprisoned in northern France. He dedicated 

himself to intellectual pursuits, writing a great many poems and political essays. Most 

famous of these was his 1844 tract The Extinction of Poverty, in which he sought to 

analyze the economic conditions of the French working class, and propose policies by 

which their poverty could be eliminated. He escaped in 1846 and fled to London.  
8

Upon hearing of King Louis-Philippe's abdication during the 1848 Revolution, 

Napoleon believed his chance at power had finally arrived. Though he briefly returned to 

Paris in February 1848, he returned to London shortly thereafter to avoid the 

machinations of his political rivals, and was elected to the newly-formed National 

Assembly in absentia in June by a coalition of peasants and working class voters . 
9

Despite his victory, he chose not to travel to Paris to take up his seat, believing that his 

political rivals would have him arrested as a dangerous revolutionary.  

This decision ultimately proved to be in his favor. When the June Days Uprising 

broke out later that month in protest of the government’s austerity measures, and was 

subsequently brutally repressed, Napoleon was able to avoid being associated with both 

the leftist revolutionaries and the repressive government. He finally returned to Paris in 

September 1848.  
10

6
 Milza, Napoléon III. 

7
 ibid. 

8
 Philippe Séguin, Philippe. Louis Napoléon le Grand  (Paris: Bernard Grasset, 1990). 

9
 ibid. 

10
 Milza, Napoléon III. 
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The Second Republic’s constitution was finished shortly after Napoleon’s arrival 

in Paris. Upon hearing that it called for a strong executive, elected by direct, popular, 

universal male suffrage, Napoleon swiftly announced his participation in the first 

presidential election, scheduled for 10-11 December 1848.  

Only, he had one problem. Unlike his uncle,  Louis Napoleon was by no means a 
11

charismatic leader. He was short, delivered mediocre, monotone public speeches, 

tainted by a slight German accent on account of his education in Switzerland and 

Bavaria, and was widely mocked for his appearance among the educated and wealthy 

members of French society. Yet, he commanded a great deal of respect among the lower 

class, partly due to his family name of Bonaparte (associated with the grandeur of the 

First Empire, where all of Europe had been forced to fear France) and his political 

writings throughout his years of exile, but more important than that was the 

unpopularity of his opponents.  His principal opponent, the conservative General 

Louis-Eugène Cavaignac, was widely loathed for his role in the brutal repression of the 

June Days Uprising.   
12

While most believed that Napoleon would win the first round, they believed he 

would do so without garnering the majority of the vote. Without this majority, the 

election would proceed to the National Assembly, where his opponents were certain his 

unpopularity among the elite would seal his fate and deny him the Presidency. 

11
 It was the comparison of Louis Napoleon to Napoleon I that led Marx to write one of his most famous 

statements in The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Napoleon (1852), often paraphrased, “History repeats 

itself, first as tragedy, second as farce.” 
12 Séguin, Louis Napoléon Le Grand. 
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Ultimately, Napoleon proved them wrong, receiving 74.2% of the vote. His 

support came from everywhere; peasants, workers, businessmen, and intellectuals alike 

all voted overwhelmingly for Napoleon. All told, 55.6% of all registered voters cast their 

votes for Louis Napoleon in 1848, securing him the Presidency.  
13

 

Prince-President Napoleon 

Though his confidants advised Napoleon to adopt the dress and style of 

“democratic simplicity”, Napoleon chose to do quite the opposite. After moving into the 

Élysée Palace at the end of December 1848, Napoleon immediately hung a portrait of 

Napoleon Bonaparte in his coronation robes in the grand salon, and dubbed himself 

Prince-President of France . He attended his inauguration in the uniform of the 
14

General-in-Chief of the National Guard, following in the footsteps of his uncle.  

Napoleon quickly alienated what few political allies he had. His opposition to 

republican movements abroad, most notably the Roman Republic proclaimed in 1849, 

angered his moderate republican allies, while the conservative movement, led by 

Adolphe Thiers, grew frustrated with him when they realized he was too headstrong to 

serve as the puppet they had desired. When April 1849 elections to the National 

Assembly returned a majority for the Party of Order—a coalition of conservative 

republicans and monarchists—most of Napoleon’s power in the legislature melted away. 

The Party of Order’s socialist and radical republican rivals, convinced that they would 

invite some Bourbon or Orleans monarch to return to Paris and destroy the Second 

13 Milza, Napoléon III. 
14

 ibid. 
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Republican in its infancy, rose up in a short-lived rebellion in June 1849, which was 

quickly crushed by the forces of the national government. With their left-wing rivals 

finally crushed, the Party of Order was quick to assert their dominance, passing a new 

three-year residency requirement for elections that excluded 3.5 million of the 9 million 

registered French voters from participation in future elections.  
15

The Prince-President was left to face the Party of Order as the on his own. With 

control of the National Assembly assured, the conservatives were content to wait out the 

remainder of Napoleon’s term: the constitution limited the President to one term, 

meaning Napoleon would be on his way out come 1852.  
16

Realizing that he would find few allies in the National Assembly, Napoleon 

turned instead to the people of France. He cast himself as the champion of the 

dispossessed—the protector of the universal male suffrage that the Assembly had 

unfairly restricted. After agitating in the countryside, he demanded constitutional 

referendums. First, he attempted to restore universal male suffrage, but this failed to 

obtain the necessary 2/3rds vote in the Assembly, where it was defeated 355 to 348.  
17

Next, he attempted to amend the constitution to allow him to run for a second term. 

This effort was more successful, securing 446 votes to the opposition’s 278, but was still 

a failure.  
18

If he wanted to maintain power, Napoleon had no other option than to seize 

power in much the same way his uncle had: by force. With one year left in his 

15
 Alfred Cobban, A History of Modern France: From the 1st Empire to the 2nd Empire, 1799-1871 

(Penguin History, 1992). 
16

 ibid. 
17

 ibid. 
18 ibid. 
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Presidential term, Napoleon and his supporters in the army launched a coup on the 

night of 1-2 December 1851—the 43rd anniversary of his uncle’s coronation as Emperor, 

and the 42nd anniversary of his victory at the Battle of Austerlitz.  Paris awoke to find 
19

posters pasted throughout the city, declaring the dissolution of the National Assembly 

and the restoration of universal suffrage. His opposition in the Assembly, 

dumb-founded that he had actually gone and done the coup, attempted to muster a 

rump parliament in the 10th arrondissement, but they were quickly arrested. A few 

barricades were thrown up, but the 30,000 troops marched into the city as part of the 

coup made quick work of the insurgency. Three weeks later, intending to prove his coup 

had the backing of a people, Napoleon issued a referendum inquiring whether people 

approved of his coup and his government. More than 7.4 million voters said “yes,” while 

641,000 voted “no”.  His critics were immediately skeptical of the result, but their 
20

protests fell on deaf ears. Napoleon had his mandate. 

Napoleon immediately set about consolidating his power. Newspapers were 

censored, the Ministry of Education was given power to dismiss university professors, 

and students were banned from wearing beards (considered a symbol of republicanism). 

He also drafted a new constitution, finished in 1852, which granted the President broad 

powers and made the National Assembly little more than window dressing . Napoleon 
21

also reinstated the National Guard. 

After a triumphal tour through France, Napoleon began to entertain the notion of 

declaring himself Emperor. A new referendum, scheduled for 21-22 November 1852, 

19
 Milza, Napoléon III. 

20
 ibid. 

21
 ibid. 
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gave him the mandate to do so: an obscenely improbable 97% of voters declared their 

support for his titular change. On 2 December, 1852, one year after his coup, Napoleon 

was coronated Emperor of the French.  The constitution was revised again, only this 
22

time, they simply replaced the word “President” with “Emperor.” 

 

The Second French Empire — Domestic Policies 

With his power secured, Napoleon, now Napoleon III, undertook a series of 

widespread, sweeping reforms throughout the entirety of France. While he respected the 

independence of the free market, he believed the government had a large role to play in 

enabling the free market to generate wealth and lift people out of poverty.  He set about 
23

improving and expanding the national infrastructure, building railroads, canals, 

bridges, and steamboats throughout the country. 

Napoleon also set about a series of massive public works projects throughout the 

city of Paris. Paris had doubled in population since 1815, but was still largely reliant on 

infrastructure that had been created hundreds of years earlier. He tasked 

Georges-Eugène Haussmann, the new prefect of the department of the Seine, with 

modernizing the city center and crafting it into the grand, imperial capital he desired.  
24

In 1860, Napoleon annexed eleven of the communes surrounding Paris, 

expanding the city from twelve arrondissements to twenty. Overnight, the city doubled 

in size and quadrupled in population, ballooning from 400,000 to 1,600,000 in a pen 

22
 Milza, Napoléon III. 

23
 Mike Duncan, “The Second French Empire,” Revolutions.  

24
 Milza, Napoléon III. 
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stroke.  This required an expansion of the city’s water supply, which was facilitated by 
25

the construction of a new aqueduct and reservoir, which, together, more than 

quadrupled the city’s daily water supply. This was accompanied by the complete 

renovation of Paris’s sewers, and the installation of pipes throughout the city to supply 

gas to the city’s new streetlights.  
26

Perhaps the largest project, though, was Napoleon’s almost total reconstruction 

of the city center.  Workers tore down hundreds of buildings and constructed over eighty 

kilometers of new avenues to connect the central points of the city. Buildings along these 

avenues were to be made of the same cream-colored stone, and had the same general 

height and style, leading to the iconic boulevards that define Paris’s city center to this 

day.  
27

These changes to the Paris street structure served several key purposes. First, and 

perhaps most immediately, they served as a beautiful backdrop to the 1855 Universal 

Exhibition, which was meant to increase the prestige of the city of Paris and, by 

extension, the Second Empire as a whole. More important than that, though, was their 

military purpose. By expanding the infamously narrow streets of Paris—a project which 

his uncle had proposed, but never been able to finish—Napoleon was able to move his 

troops more effectively from one side of the city to the other, increasing their ability to 

quash the working class rebellions that so often plagued Paris.  Better yet, the 
28

25
 Milza, Napoléon III. 

26 ibid. 
27

 ibid.
 

28 
ibid. 
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expanded boulevards dramatically reduced the effectiveness of the barricades that had 

played a key strategy in so many of these revolutions.  
29

The renovation of the city center displaced a huge number of the city’s residents. 

By Haussmann’s own estimations, 350,000 people were displaced from the city center 

over his 17 years as Prefect of the Seine. Many of these people were in “unseemly” 

districts—that is, lower class districts renowned for their revolutionary 

character—specifically targeted for renovation like Saint-Antoine, the last district to 

surrender during the June Days of 1848.  
30

Haussmann’s renovation of Paris lasted for almost the entirety of Napoleon’s 

tenure as Emperor, and though he was forced to resign in 1870, shortly before the 

Emperor’s own oustre later that year, the projects he started would continue well into 

the next decade. Over his seventeen years in office, Haussmann spent over 2.5 billion 

francs on rebuilding Paris—a sum his opponents found so obscene, they were almost 

certain he was embezzling money from the government.  
31

 

The Empire Abroad 

For most of Europe, a Bonaparte on the throne meant one thing: war, and a lot of 

it. Napoleon I’s reign had seen Europe thrown into a decade of war—something the 

great powers of Europe were not eager to repeat. 

29
 Milza, Napoléon III. 

30
 ibid. 

31
 Jeannette Ivrain, “Baron Haussmann (1809-1891),” 2009. 

http://www2.culture.gouv.fr/documentation/joconde/fr/decouvrir/zoom/zoom-haussmann.htm. 

 
 

http://www2.culture.gouv.fr/documentation/joconde/fr/decouvrir/zoom/zoom-haussmann.htm
http://www2.culture.gouv.fr/documentation/joconde/fr/decouvrir/zoom/zoom-haussmann.htm
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Fortunately, Napoleon III did not seem eager to repeat his uncle’s conquests. 

Through a series of speeches, he made clear that this Empire meant to engage peacefully 

on the world stage—though he would not hesitate to meet any attempts to expand into 

what France saw to be its sphere of influence with violence.  
32

Napoleon was an advocate of the “principle of nationalities,” whereby new states, 

created on the basis of nationality, would replace the old multinational empires that had 

dominated Europe for so long.  These states, he believed, would be natural allies of 
33

France, and so it was in France’s best interests to assist in their independence. 

But first, France had to regain its prestige on the world stage. Napoleon found his 

chance to demonstrate French élan in the Crimean War, where a joint Anglo-French 

naval invasion of Russian-controlled Crimea in 1853 was able to eventually able to wrest 

the city of Sevastopol from the Russians and force them to the negotiating table. Though 

no territorial changes of immediate strategic interest to the French resulted from the 

war, it did bear two key strategic shifts.  First, it ended the Quadruple Alliance, or 
34

Waterloo Coalition, between Prussia, Russia, the United Kingdom, and Austria, which 

had brought down Napoleon I and more or less guaranteed peace between the great 

powers or Europe throughout the first half of the 19th century.  Second, it proved that 
35

France was capable of projecting its power abroad—a fact which Napoleon was quick to 

leverage in his other foreign policy ventures. 

32
 Milza, Napoléon III. 

33
 Roger Price, “The French Second Empire: An Anatomy of Political Power,” New Studies in European 

History, 2007. 
34

 ibid. 
35

 ibid. 
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With France once again established as a key player in continental politics, 

Napoleon turned his gaze to Italy.  Long disunified, Italy had largely proven the domain 
36

of Austria since the fall of the First French Empire. Austria, in addition to directly 

controlling the cities of Venice and Milan, exercised great influence over the small, 

independent city states of central Italy. 

Most stridently opposed to this was the Kingdom of Sardinia-Piedmont, which 

bordered France to the southeast. Count Cavour, the then Prime Minister of the 

Kingdom, sought Napoleon’s assistance in forcing the Austrians out of the peninsula 

and establishing Sardinia-Piedmont as the premier peninsular power. Napoleon agreed, 

on the condition that Nice (then a bilingual city) and Savoy be ceded to the Empire, 

pending referendums. Cavour begrudgingly accepted, and when Sardinia-Piedmont 

went to war against Austria in 1859, they did so with French support . 
37

Napoleon personally accompanied his army to Italy, though unlike his uncle, he 

left the campaign in the hands of his generals rather than assuming personal control. 

The French and Piedmontese forces were able to push Austra out of Lombardy and the 

environs of Milan, but after soundly defeating the Austrians at the Battle of Solferino,  
38

36
 Napoleon’s interest in 1858 was the result of several different events. First, the Prime Minister of 

Piedmont-Sardinia, Count Cavour, had spent the better part of the decade attempting to woo the Emperor 

to his cause. After his cousin, Virginia Oldoini, was introduced to the Emperor during a state visit in 1855, 

Napoleon took her on as his mistress. Cavour used her unofficial position at court to plead the Italian 

cause until she was dismissed in 1857. Second, a failed assassination attempt by Italian nationalists in 

1858 convinced Napoleon that the question of Italian Unification had to be solved once and for all if 

France (the southeastern portions of which contained sizable Italian minority populations at the time) 

was to truly be secure. 
37

 Milza, Napoléon III. 
38

 The Battle of Solferino, fought on 24 June 1859, was the last major battle in world history where all the 

armies present were under the personal command of their heads of state.Victor Emmanuel II, King of 

Sardinia-Piedmont; Franz Joseph I, Emperor of Austria, and Napoleon III, Emperor of the French, were 

all present at the battle. The battle also led to the creation of the International Red Cross and the Geneva 

Conventions. 
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chose to sue for peace rather than push onwards. The ensuing Armistice of Villafranca 

saw Austrian-controlled Lombardy ceded to, and the Austrian-aligned Tuscany and 

Emilia occupied by, Sardinia-Piedmont. Furthermore, Savoy and Nice were ceded to 

France, as promised. 

Though Napoleon treated the victory as a grand triumph, holding a celebration in 

Paris later that year, Sardinia-Piedmont was far from satisfied with the peace deal. They 

believed they had been abandoned by the French, who had promised to make them 

masters of all of Italy—not just a few extra provinces. Nevertheless, Victor Emmanuel II 

crowned himself King of Italy in 1860.   
39

Napoleon added insult to injury when he, in an effort to assuage the concerns of 

French Catholics, garrisoned several thousand troops in Rome to guarantee the security 

of the Pope and the independence of the Papal States. This garrison would remain a 

persistent point of tension between France and the newly-formed Italy, and strained 

French relations with the state that Napoleon had thought would prove their natural 

ally.  
40

 

The Empire Overseas 

Italy marked the last French adventure on the continent, as Napoleon’s 

deteriorating health and advancing age made him less energetic and forced him to look 

elsewhere. The Second Empire became extremely active abroad throughout this period. 

French troops invaded Mexico to install a French-aligned monarchy in 1862 after the 

39
 Milza, Napoléon III. 

40
 ibid. 
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Mexican President declared a two-year moratorium on its loan payments to the great 

powers of Europe, which would ultimately end with a French withdrawal in 1867.  
41

Napoleon was more successful in Asia, where he was able to establish French rule over 

Southern Vietnam (1862) and Cambodia (1863).  
42

 

The Decline of the Empire 

A consistent feature of Napoleon’s reign was massive state expenditures: the 

government was constantly running a deficit. This fact was frequently exploited by 

Napoleon’s opponents, who believed it was due to financial mismanagement by the 

Emperor and his ministers. In an attempt to restore the confidence of the business 

world in his reign, Napoleon promulgated a series of decrees through 1861 that 

increased the power of the legislature, allowing them to question ministers (who were 

required to defend their programs before the Assembly) and publish a stenographic 

record of each session . The Assembly was also given the power to approve each 
43

ministry’s budget section by section, rather than as a whole block, and the government 

was restricted from increasing its budget while the legislature was not in session. 

Napoleon’s opponents consistently gained power throughout his reign, but 

Napoleon still maintained a sizable base of support. Where the Emperor relied 

predominantly on the support of the rural peasantry to maintain his popular support, 

the opposition found most of its support among fervent Catholics (who were angered by 

Napoleon’s policy towards Rome), Legitimists and Orleanists (who supported the 

41
 Michele Cunningham, Mexico and the Foreign Policy of Napoleon III (Palgrave Macmillan, 2001). 

42
 Fenton Bresler, Napoleon III: A Life (London: Harper Collins, 1990). 

43
 Louis Girard, Napoléon III (Paris: Fayard, 1986). 
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restoration of a Bourbon or Orleans monarch, respectively), protectionists (who were 

incensed by his decision to lower tariffs and expose French industry to competition from 

their more developed British competitors), and republicans (who viewed Napoleon’s 

coup and subsequent coronation as a betrayal of the republic) . These opponents were 
44

predominantly located in the urban centers. Paris, for example, was one of the few cities 

to vote “no” in the (successful) 1870 plebiscite that served as a referendum on 

Napoleon’s reign as Emperor . 
45

The later years of Napoleon’s reign saw his health rapidly deteriorate. He was 

infamous for his disdain for doctors and medical advice. In the late 1860s, his health 

problems, caused in part by his heavy smoking, began to catch up with him. He had 

trouble riding a horse, required a cane to walk, and had difficulty speaking. In 

mid-1870, Napoleon was diagnosed with a gallstone, though the doctors were hesitant to 

operate due to his weakness. 

Napoleon’s personal weakness was accompanied by the rapid ascent of a new 

geopolitical rival in Prussia. After Prussia invaded the German-speaking provinces of 

Denmark in 1864, Napoleon dedicated much of his foreign policy towards securing 

France from the threat a unified Germany would pose. He began to search for allies 

against the rising German threat, but found little success. The British were suspicious of 

Napoleon’s designs for Belgium and Luxembourg, and had little interest in committing 

blood and treasure to war on the continent when their navy guaranteed their own safety. 

The Russians believed Napoleon had encouraged the rebellion of Polish nationalists in 
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1863, and did not want to go against Bismarck’s Prussia, which had assisted them in 

putting down the rebellion. 

Napoleon looked to the Austrians next, who were on the verge of war with Prussia 

in 1866, but decided against an alliance with them, instead seeking to extract 

concessions from both sides in exchange for neutrality . He proposed a secret treaty 
46

with both factions. The Austrians, who Napoleon believed would emerge victorious after 

a long and bloody struggle, agreed to, should they win, transfer control of Venice to 

France and release the Prussian holdings along the Rhine as a new French-aligned state 

in exchange for French neutrality. Napoleon gave a similar proposal to Prussia: in 

exchange for French recognition and support of Prussia’s annexation of the smaller 

German states, France would receive a portion of the German territory along its border. 

Bismarck, confident in the strength of Prussian arms, rejected the offer. 

Bismarck’s confidence proved well-placed. The Prussians, along with their Italian 

allies, who wanted to push Austria out of Venice, quickly routed the Austrians, and by 

the end of 1866, annexed the remaining independent states in northern Germany . 
47

The situation was dire for Napoleon, whose health was rapidly deteriorating. He 

turned to Italy in an attempt to find some ally against the Prussians. While Victor 

Emmanuel II was personally in support of a French alliance, the Italian people were 

decidedly against it due to the role of the French in delaying Italian unification through 

their garrison in Rome (a project Napoleon could not abandon without outraging 

French Catholics). He turned one last time to Austria, hoping to secure an alliance, but 
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the defeated state was in the process of the massive internal reforms that would change 

it into Austria-Hungary, and had little interest in another foreign engagement. 

Furthermore, a war with the Prussians may lead to war with the Russians, who had just 

signed an accord with Prussia in which they were guaranteed liberty of action in the 

Balkans in exchange for neutrality in any future war between Prussia and France. 

By 1870, Napoleon knew France would stand against Prussia alone. Following a 

diplomatic incident between France and Prussia regarding the succession of the Spanish 

throne (which had been left vacant when Queen Isabella II was deposed in late 1868), 

public opinion in France turned hostile towards Prussia . At this point, those who 
48

opposed war were viewed as traitors to France, or Prussian sympathizers. 

Believing he had no other choice, Napoleon III declared war on Prussia on 19 

July 1780.  With France viewed as the aggressor, international opinion galvanized 
49

against France, ensuring they would have no friends for the coming battle. 

 

The Franco-Prussian War 

When Napoleon departed Paris for the Franco-Prussian border to serve as 

Commander-in-Chief, it was with a deep sense of melancholy. His health was failing—he 

was pale and visibly in pain, and he told his closest generals that he was uncertain 

whether he would return from what he thought would be a long and difficult war.  

The coming war was nothing short of disastrous for France. Unfamiliar with the 

sorts of massive mobilizations that would come to define the warfare of the period, the 
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French army struggled to move enough men and materiel to the front.  Officers 
50

struggled to find their regiments, and regiments struggled to find their officers. When 

they finally were united, things did not improve much: though the officers were 

equipped with maps of Germany, they possessed no maps of France (which was where 

the fighting ended up occurring) and no strategic plan. 

The Prussians, on the other hand, experienced with such mobilizations from their 

conflict against the Austrians, moved quickly and decisively. After a brief French success 

near Saarbrücken, which ended when the Emperor fell ill and was unable to advance, 

the Prussians were able to reply with a string of decisive victories. By 18 August 1870, 

the Prussians had trapped the majority of the French army—175,000 soldiers and five 

hundred cannons— within the fortifications of the city of Metz.   
51

The French, demoralized and struggling to establish a reliable chain of command 

on account of Napoleon’s failing health, were unable to mount a meaningful 

counteroffensive. While attempting to reorganize their forces at Sedan, near the Belgian 

border, the French were caught off-guard by the pursuing Prussian forces. Realizing his 

error, and recognizing that his army was outmanned and outmaneuvered, Napoleon is 

reported to have wandered aimlessly through the open during the ensuing battle. His 

doctor wrote in his notebook that he believed the Emperor was trying to kill himself. By 

the afternoon, though, Napoleon at last ordered a white flag be hoisted, and surrendered 

himself and his force of 100,000 men to the Prussians on 2 September 1870 . Despite 
52

his surrender, he refused to sign an armistice with the Prussians, claiming that any such 
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agreement had to go through his wife, Empress Eugénie, who served as his regent in 

Paris. That night, from Prussian captivity, he wrote to his wife: 

It is impossible for me to say what I have suffered and what I am suffering 

now… I would have preferred death to a capitulation so disastrous, and 

yet, under the present circumstances, it was the only way to avoid the 

butchering of sixty thousand people. If only all my torments were 

concentrated here! I think of you, our son, and our unhappy country.  
53

Word of Napoleon’s surrender reached Paris on 3 September. Hostile crowds, outraged 

by the disastrous French defeat, surrounded the palace. As her staff began to flee, 

Empress Eugénie joined them, fleeing to Normandy and then England. With the 

Emperor captured and the Empress fled, on 4 September, a group of republican 

legislators led by Léon Gambetta stormed the Hôtel de Ville—the city hall of Paris—and 

declared the death of the Second Empire.  In its place emerged the Third Republic and 
54

its first government: the Government of National Defense. 

 

The Siege of Paris 

With most of the army either trapped in Metz or surrendered, the Government of 

National Defense called almost all military units in France and abroad—including the 

garrison in Rome that had proved so troublesome for Franco-Italian relations—to Paris 

to help defend against the invading Prussians. Most of these units were unable to reach 

Paris prior to the investment of the city on 20 September 1870, meaning that the 
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defense of Paris fell to what few army units had escaped the disasters of Metz and 

Sedan—about 60,000 regulars— as well as a roughly ten thousand sailors, 90,000 

territorials, and the city’s 350,000 untrained citizen militiamen in the National Guard.  
55

With the Prussians fast approaching, the majority of the Government fled from Paris to 

Bordeaux, where they intended to organize a military campaign to lift the siege from the 

outside.  To Parisians, though, this retreat reeked of cowardice, and what few 
56

Government officials remained in the city thereafter would struggle to earn their respect 

as a result. 

As Prussia surrounded the city of Paris, they found themselves facing a difficult 

dilemma. Prussia did not want to occupy the entirety of France—in fact, the military 

leadership believed it was incapable of doing so. The Prussian government wanted to 

secure the German-majority territories along the French border, but aside from that, 

they had little interest in permanently incapacitating France. With Napoleon ousted and 

those territories effectively under German control, Wilhelm I was more than happy to 

conclude an armistice with the French and go on his merry way.  
57

The French insistence on continuing the war made such an armistice difficult. 

The Government’s recruitment drive drummed up some 500,000 recruits in the south 

of France which, if Prussia agreed to peace without sufficiently destroying them, could 

serve as the basis for a revanchist war against the Prussians. With this in mind, the siege 

of Paris was never truly intended to seize the city—throughout the process, the Prussians 
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never made efforts to storm the city. The city was one of the best fortified cities in 

Europe, with over sixteen forts and 33 kilometers of walls surrounding it.  Rather, it 
58

was meant to sap the French will to fight, and buy time for the Prussian army to defeat 

these new French regiments in the field.  
59

Despite the tens of thousands of Germans surrounding the city, life in Paris 

remained more or less the same for the first weeks of the siege. Perhaps the most 

notable change was the obscene amount of boredom in the city.  For decades, Paris had 
60

been the world capital of literature, science, the arts, culture… and then, in just a few 

weeks, there was nothing. The German blockade of the city cut Paris off almost entirely 

from the outside world. No news updates, no government reports, no word of the new 

French armies and their exploits against the Germans in the field. Nothing. 

As a result of this isolation, Paris turned to self-reliance. They elected a mayor, 

Jules Ferry, but he lacked the energy necessary to meet the needs of the people of Paris 

during the siege. As such, the people of Paris, especially in the lower class 

neighborhoods, began to organize vigilance committees—small assemblies that took it 

upon themselves to meet the needs of the neighborhood (arrange ration carts, arm 

National Guardsmen, etc).  These committees were overwhelmingly operated by 
61

adherents of the ideology of the mutualist Proudhon. These small committees elected 

representatives to a larger, central committee in the 3rd Arrondissement, which met in 

14 Rue de la Corderie. In addition to its self-assumed duties distributing supplies 
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throughout the city, the central committee, later rebranded the Association of the 20 

Arrondissements, took to publishing a series of red posters, so called both for the red 

ink in which they were printed, and for their generally socialist, democratic content.  
62

Though the Government of National Defense generally wanted nothing to do with these 

vigilance committees, they quickly came to form an unofficial shadow government of the 

city, earning the respect of the lower classes. 

By the end of October, the siege of Paris was changing from an enthusiastic 

exercise in patriotism to something much more morose. On 29 October, a bored officer 

on the north of Paris sallied forth to attack Prussian positions at a small town on the 

outskirts of Paris called Le Bourget.  The Parisian press, desperate for any sort of 
63

positive news, quickly spread news of the victory throughout the city, and with it, hope 

that the siege was almost at its end. This did not prove to be the case. The next day, Le 

Bourget was retaken by the Prussians. That very same day, news of the 27 October 

surrender of the more than hundred thousand troops besieged in Metz reached Paris, 

and was allowed to slip through German blockade.  Parisian morale was shattered, with 
64

the population believing that the generals and the Government of National Defense were 

either incompetent, treasonous, or both.  
65

On 31 October, radical republican political clubs, led predominantly by 

neo-Jacobins and followers of Louis Auguste Blanqui, stormed the Hôtel de Ville, and 

held the ministers of the Government of the National Defense hostage and demanded 

62 Duncan, “The Siege of Paris.” 
63

 Howard, The Franco-Prussian War: The German Invasion of France, 1870-1871. 
64 Duncan, “The Siege of Paris.” 
65

 ibid. 

 
 



28 

that democratic elections be held, while the revolutionary leaders argued who would be 

included in the provisional government that was to administer these elections.  
66

Believing their revolution secured, the several hundred working class insurgents 

accompanying them left come nightfall, leaving the Hôtel de Ville undefended, and 

allowing a relatively small contingent of National Guardsmen to infiltrate the Hôtel de 

Ville and arrest the leaders.  Order was restored in less than twenty-four hours, the 
67

Government cracked down on the revolutionary left inside of Paris, and reneged on its 

coerced promise to hold elections, instead holding a (successful) plebiscite to prove its 

own legitimacy. 

Then came winter. Though the Government had stockpiled as much food as 

possible within the city prior to the siege, food supplies were beginning to run low by the 

end of November. Meat was the first thing to go, forcing the residents of Paris to turn to 

other sources of meat. The animals of the Paris zoo went first, including the two 

elephants therein, followed by cats, horses, and dogs, and then finally, rats.  
68

Hoping to shatter the Prussian siege and replenish the city’s dwindling supplies, 

80,000 French troops attempted a breakout on 30 November, and they were initially 

successful in gaining a small amount of ground, but they were repulsed just a few days 

later on 3 December . Rumors began to spread throughout the city that the 
69
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Government had meant for the breakout to fail. Increasingly, the city’s faith in the 

Government waned, while its faith in its parallel institutions—the National Guard and 

the Association of the 20 Arrondissements—waxed.  
70

As the siege dragged on and Parisian morale continued to fall, the Prussians 

became increasingly impatient. King Wilhelm I finally decided to give Bismarck a freer 

hand in carrying out the siege.  With the turn of the new year, Bismarck launched a 
71

shelling campaign on the city. This came as a surprise to both the inhabitants of the city 

and the French military, who thought the city proper was outside the range of the 

Prussian guns.  
72

Over the next 23 days, the Prussians launched over 12,000 shells into the city. 

These were meant to break the city’s spirit rather than level it to the ground—something 

the Prussian general staff believed would galvanized international opinion. The barrages 

began shortly after sundown, and ended shortly before sunup. All said, the artillery 

strikes killed about 100 and wounded 300 more.  
73

 

The Armistice 

By late January, what little hope the Government had that they would be able to 

break the siege around Paris and ultimately defeat the Germans had disintegrated 

entirely. One last breakout attempt on 19 January 1871 was utterly smashed, and the 
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President resigned a day later. When the Government sought to attempt another 

breakout on 22 January, they could find no officer willing to lead it.  
74

Unable to continue the fight, representatives of the Government began to 

negotiate a secret armistice with the Germans in occupied Versailles between 23 and 27 

January 1871 . The conditions were harsh: France was to pay an indemnity of 200,000 
75

francs and surrender the 16 fortresses surrounding Paris. Furthermore, France was to 

hold immediate elections to build a new government empowered to negotiate a lasting 

peace treaty within the next three weeks. 

This election, held on 8 February 1871, was exceptionally brief .. With most of 
76

the country occupied by the Prussians, who had outlawed public meetings, only Paris 

saw any real election campaigns. The central issue of the election was whether to sue for 

peace with the Prussians, which was the stance of the Orleanist and Legitimist 

monarchist, or to continue the fight, which was the stance of the republican parties. 

Paris, though it had been besieged for four long months at this point, intended to carry 

on the fight: of the 42 seats allotted to Paris, radical left wing republicans won 37 of 

them. Outside of Paris, though, France was tired of war, and the monarchist parties 

formed the majority in the National Assembly. The elder statesman Adolphe Thiers, the 

new President of the Third Republic, immediately set about the business of negotiating a 

peace with the Germans. 

The deal he ended up with was even more brutal than the armistice, but he had 

little choice in the matter: the French army was shattered, the country was occupied, 
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and the Prussians made clear that failure to meet their demands would only result in 

harsher demands being imposed upon them. The final Treaty of Versailles, signed 26 

February 1871, was disastrous for France. In addition to recognizing King Wilhelm I as 

the Emperor of a unified German Empire, France was to cede the border regions of 

Alsace and Lorraine, disarm all but one of their army regiments, and pay a war 

indemnity equal to 5 billion francs.  German forces would remain in France until the 
77

indemnity was paid in full.  
78

 

Rising Tensions 

Not everyone was supportive of the new peace with the Germans. Despite the 

hardships of the siege, Paris had voted overwhelmingly for pro-war republican 

candidates. The siege had been humiliating for Parisians. The thought that it had all 

been for nothing, even more so. Being cut off from all news during the conflict had taken 

its toll on the Parisian psyche, too: rumors ran wild, accusing the rich of hoarding food, 

and the Government of staging fake breakouts to kill National Guardsmen they had 

thought too radical.  
79

While the armistice saw things more or less return to normal in the upper and 

middle class districts of the city, for many lower class districts, the effects of the siege 

77
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were still apparent. Food and work were both scarce, which meant the radical left had a 

receptive audience.  
80

The Parisian National Guard in particular was incensed by what they saw to be 

the cowardly decision of a spineless National Government. Throughout the siege, the 

National Guard had ballooned in size, growing from 300,000 men to 390,000 men.  

This National Guard was radically different from the National Guards of past 

governments. Traditionally, the Guard had been a decidedly middle class institution: its 

nature as a militia meant middle class children could gain some of the prestige of 

military service without actually having to do military service.  As such, the Guard had 
81

played a key role in several of France’s previous revolutions—particularly the July 

Revolution of 1830—but it had always been an institution used to to defend the liberal 

social order. 

This Guard lacked the bourgeois bent of its predecessors. With the city under 

siege, many of the lower class residents, rendered temporarily unemployed by the siege, 

turned to service in the National Guard as a way to earn a steady paycheck and a few 

meals a day.  Many of these new recruits were radicals—mutualists, anarchists, 
82

Blanquists, and neo-Jacobins—looking for a place to discuss their political ideas, as the 

closing of left-wing newspapers and political clubs following the failed October Uprising 

meant National Guard meetings were one of the few organizations where such speech 

was still acceptable.  By the time the armistice was signed in January 1871, much of the 
83

80 Duncan, “The Cannons.” 
81

 ibid. 
82 ibid. 
83 ibid. 

 
 



33 

National Guard was comprised of these left-wing radicals. This was exacerbated when 

the conservative elements of the Guard—those upper and middle class members who 

had joined for patriotism alone—decided to leave the city once the siege was over.  
84

Those Guardsmen that remained were exempted from the treaty clause that had 

disarmed all but one regiment of the regular army, as the National Guard was meant to 

maintain order in Paris throughout the transition period.  
85

The later months of the siege saw a massive organizational shift in the National 

Guard. Though the Guard still nominally reported to the General appointed by the 

Government, General Clément-Thomas, governance of the organization had become 

increasingly bottom up rather than top down.  Battalions and companies had frequent 
86

meetings where they discussed politics and attempted to organize to meet the needs of 

their membership, families, and fellow working class residents. 

 

On 15 February 1871, delegates from these company meetings, outraged by both 

the armistice and the massive conservative majority that had been returned by the 8 

February elections, came together to form a new organization, which they declared the 

Federation of the National Guard.  A week later, on 24 February, 7,200 delegates, 
87

representing the roughly 1,300 companies and 260 battalions of the National Guard, 

held another meeting. Here, they declared that the leadership of the National Guard, 

from the delegates to the Federation to the officers of the companies and battalions, 
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would be directly elected, and could be recalled at any time.  They also created a central 
88

committee of 38 members, nearly half of whom were avowed Leftists. Finally, they 

pledged to obey all orders issued by this Central Committee—and only by this Central 

Committee. The Government could give the National Guard orders, but the decision on 

whether or not those orders would be carried out fell to the Central Committee.  
89

Finally, every level of this new organizational structure, from the Central Committee 

down on to the individual companies, would hold biweekly meetings, and remain in 

constant contact with each other to ensure proper representation of the core 

membership.  
90

On 8 March, the National Government voted to relocate from its wartime 

headquarters in Bordeaux, but rather than returning to Paris, which had been the seat of 

government since 1789, the Government reconvened in Versailles, the old seat of the 

Anciens regime.  While many viewed this as just one more indignity the Parisians 
91

would be forced to stomach, others, especially in revolutionary circles, took a more 

subtle message from it: this conservative, bourgeois government thought it was too 

weak to survive in radical Paris.  They were afraid. 
92

Just before officially moving to Versailles, the Government passed a series of 

laws that outraged the lower classes of Paris. During the Siege, the Government of 

National Defense had instituted a moratorium on rent and debt collection within the 

city of Paris. This had granted a huge boon to the lower classes, who had had difficulty 
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finding enough money to feed themselves, let alone enough money to pay rent.  The 
93

National Assembly rescinded this moratorium on 13 March, giving the people of Paris 

48 hours to repay all of the back rent and debt payments that had accrued over the 

Siege.  Next, the Government voted to cancel the salary of the National Guard. This 
94

infuriated the lower class base of the National Guard.  Had their salary stayed in place, 
95

perhaps they would have been able to pay back some portion of their rent and debt 

payments, but with their salary abolished, few would now be able to do so. 

 

The Cannons of Montmartre 

One of the major points of tension between the National Guard and the 

Government were the roughly 400 cannons the Guard had acquired over the course of 

the Siege.  Where some had been provisioned to the Guard by the Second Empire or the 
96

Government of National Defense, a good number of the cannons had been publicly 

funded by the people of Paris, who had launched collection drives to fund their purchase 

or manufacture when Government funds had run short.  These cannons were now 
97

located predominantly in the northern, working class districts of the city, where the 

National Guard was at its strongest. 

For President Thiers, the fact that these cannons still sat in the control of the 

Guard, an increasingly revolutionary organization that was growing more and more 

resentful of the Government by the day, was an outrage. If his government was to have 
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any claim to legitimacy, it had to have a monopoly on the legitimate use of 

force—something which these cannons controlled by glorified civilians flew in the face 

of.  For the Parisians, these cannons represented their last shreds of dignity and honor. 
98

They were a symbol of the people’s ability to succeed when the Government failed them. 

Moreover, they were a symbol of the success of democracy—something many felt was 

threatened by this Monarchist majority in the government.  
99

With the National Assembly set to reconvene in Versailles on 20 March, Thiers 

was eager to demonstrate his control over the city of Paris, which was still home to most 

of the Government ministries. On 17 March, Thiers gathered his key advisers and 

announced that he would seize the Guard’s cannons on 18 March.  Though the 
100

generals and ministers present protested, urging Thiers to strike a compromise and 

allow the Guard to keep some of the cannons, Thiers was undeterred. He believed that 

striking now rather than later would catch the Guard by surprise, and deny them of the 

firepower provided by the cannons if things turned violent in the coming weeks.  
101

At about 3:00 AM on 18 March, 15,000 men, comprised of both regular army 

forces and state police, entered the city of Paris and took over key positions throughout 

the city, including the Hôtel de Ville, the Place de la Bastille, and Belleville.  A final 
102

group, under the command of General Claude Lecomte, went to Montmartre, where the 

National Guard had stored roughly 170 cannons.  
103

98 Duncan, “The Cannons.” 
99

 ibid. 
100

 ibid. 
101

 ibid. 
102 Milza, L’année Terrible: La Commune (Mars–Juin 1871). 
103

 Duncan, “The Cannons.” 

 
 



37 

The operation was initially successful. There was a small contingent of National 

Guardsmen protecting the cannons, but they fled following a short skirmish with the 

Government forces, save one, who was wounded and captured. By 4:00 AM, the 

cannons of Montmartre had been secured by the Government.   
104

There was only one problem. The column sent to secure the cannons had 

forgotten to bring horses to tow them.  The cannons were secured—for now, at 
105

least—but the Government forces were unable to move them.  

As Paris began to wake up and news of the army’s attempts to steal the cannons 

spread throughout the city, angry mobs surrounded the army columns at Montmartre. 

The undisciplined army soldiers, perhaps terrified by the mob around them, or perhaps 

persuaded by the exhortations of the rioters to join them, the People, rather than stand 

for the tyranny of the National Government, slowly defected into the crowd. Realizing 

his dilemma, General Lecomte ordered his men to fire on the advancing crowd, but they 

refused.  Lecomte was pulled from his horse and taken prisoner by the National 
106

Guard. He was transferred to the custody of the Montmartre Vigilance Committee by 

mid-afternoon.  The former general of the National Guard, General Clément-Thomas, 
107

was spotted in plainclothes shortly thereafter, at which point he was arrested and held 

in the same quarters as Lecomte.  
108
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Mobs surrounded the building in which the Generals were held, calling for their 

trial and execution. When this trial did not come quickly enough, the mob stormed the 

building and executed the two generals themselves at about 5:30 PM.  
109

When word reached Thiers of the army’s failure at Montmartre, the situation in 

Paris was already spiraling out of control. Barricades were springing up throughout the 

working class districts of Paris, while several battalions of National Guardsmen were 

marching on the Hôtel de Ville and arresting government officials wherever they could 

be found.  At the advice of his generals, he gave the order to pull every regular army 
110

unit—which was about 40,000 men—out of the city and the surrounding fortresses to 

avoid further mutinies, with the intention of rallying at Versailles so they could muster 

the strength to return and put down the insurrection.  
111

The National Guard was quick to move into the areas vacated by the Government, 

seizing control of key rail lines, gunpowder stores, and government buildings 

throughout the city. By nightfall, some 20,000 Guardsmen along with several dozen 

cannons were camped in front of the Hôtel de Ville, where they hoisted a plain red 

banner.  By the morning of 19 March, Paris was completely under the control of the 
112

National Guard, and the Central Committee of the Federation of the National Guard 

took up residence in the Hôtel de Ville.  
113
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The Rise of the Commune 

With the city secured, attention turned to the question of what this all meant. The 

uprising of 18 March had been spontaneous and without direction—direction that the 

various lefitst factions in Paris now sought to provide. With the city effectively under the 

military occupation of the National Guard, leadership immediately fell to the 38 

delegates of the Central Committee of the Federation.  
114

The first debate in the Central Committee was whether the Guard should seize 

the initiative and march on Versailles while the Government was reeling from the fall of 

Paris—the position of the Blanquists on the Committee—or step aside and hold 

immediate elections to establish a civilian government to reach an agreement with the 

Versailles government—the position of the Proudhonists and the less radical 

republicans, who believed that declaring war on the National Government would lead to 

the destruction of their revolutionary project.  The Blanquists were in the minority, 
115

and elections were scheduled for 23 March. 

The problem is, there was already a civilian government in Paris. Though the 

Prefect of the Seine—in essence, the mayor of Paris—had been appointed, the mayors of 

the twenty Arrondissements had been democratically elected.  These mayors were 
116

generally drawn from the republican opposition of the Second Empire, and so while they 

shared the National Guard’s disdain for the government of Adolphe Thiers (not the least 

because he had started this whole mess by attempting to seize the cannons in the first 
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place), they were opposed to the radical socialist bent of the Guard.  Still, the interests 
117

of the Central Committee and the mayors were aligned in the days immediately 

following 18 March, and so when the mayors sent a delegation to Versailles to try to 

negotiate a peace with Thiers, the National Guard did not stop them.  This effort was 
118

decidedly unsuccessful; famously, when one of the mayors started a cry of “Long live the 

Republic” at the National Assembly, he was jeered by the monarchist majority. 

In part because of the failure of the mayors to negotiate terms with Thiers, the 

Central Committee decided to carry on with the elections to this new governing body, 

which they dubbed the Council of the Commune. On 22 March, the day before the 

elections, a large demonstration marched out of the richer districts of the city towards 

the Place Vendôme  carrying banners bearing “Friends of Peace.”  The square, 
119 120

however, was occupied by the National Guard, who refused to allow the (mostly) 

unarmed protestors entry. After a brief confrontation, a shot rang out,  inciting a 
121

conflict in which twelve were killed and dozens were wounded.  
122

This confrontation shattered whatever fragile peace existed between the mayors 

and the Central Committee. The elections to the Council of the Commune were delayed 

until 26 March, while the National Guard stormed and occupied the offices of the 
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mayors of Arrondissements that were expected to be harboring anti-Communard 

sympathizers (most notably, the 1st, 2nd, and 18th Arrondissements).  
123

The election finally took place on 26 March 1871 on the basis of universal male 

suffrage. Due in part to boycotts by the anti-Communards and pro-Government 

sympathizers in the city’s western districts, the 92 delegates elected to the Council of the 

Commune were overwhelmingly radicals. About half were neo-Jacobins (now styling 

themselves as Independent Revolutionaries), eight or nine were dedicated Blanquists, 

and about twenty were Proudhonists or Anarchists.  An additional twenty or so 
124

moderate republicans were elected, but they either refused to take their seats or 

resigned in protest shortly after doing so, meaning the final Council of the Commune 

had about sixty members. This Council consisted of roughly five small business owners, 

nineteen clerks or secretaries, twelve journalists, and thirty-three members of the 

working class.  
125

The Council of the Commune met for the first time on 28 March 1871. They had a 

colossal task ahead of them: they were democratically elected, yes, but to do what? 

What form would this new government take? What were they there to do, really? 

The answer to those questions is for you to decide. 
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Ideological Background 

Though it is tempting to paint the men and women of the Paris Commune with 

the broad brush of “socialism,” it is important to avoid such broad generalizations and 

instead understand the ideological nuances that made the governance of the Commune 

so difficult, and at times, pit the various factions of the Commune against each other. 

Similarly, it is imperative to distinguish the socialism of today—a socialism with 

hundred of years of contributions from hundreds of authors—from the socialism of 

1871—a fledgling ideology that served more as a catch-all for disparate intellectual 

currents than as an actual descriptive identity. 

 

A Brief History of Radical Left-Wing Politics 

Broadly speaking, socialism  developed as a direct response to the Industrial 
126

Revolution. Faced with the juxtaposition of unprecedented abundance and 

unprecedented inequality, political and economic theorists began to seek explanations 

for the contradictions presented to them. If liberalism and the Republican Revolutions 

of the 18th and 19th centuries can be regarded as an attempt to solve the political 

question (“How should political power be distributed in a society?”), socialism is, 

broadly speaking, taking that question a step further (“How should power be 

distributed?”). 

First, it is imperative to define the terms which will be used below, which have 

been given a variety of meanings throughout history. Socialism and Communism will be 

126 In the interest of comprehensibility, and following the example of the writings of Marx and Engels, the 
authors of the guide have elected to use the term “socialism” to mean both “communism” and “socialism.” 
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used interchangeably, as they were in the writings of Marx and Engels. Second, many of 

these authors worked contemporaneously with each other, and there was a great deal of 

interaction between them, especially after about 1830. 

 

Babeuf and the Société des égaux 

Though it predates the terms socialism, communism, and anarchism, some 

scholars consider the Société des égaux (Society of Equals), a revolutionary society 

founded by François-Noël Babeuf in the midst of the French Revolution, to be the first 

socialist movement. An avid member of the Jacobin society and a supporter of 

Robespierre and the Committee of Public Safety, Babeuf was considered to be the leader 

of the left-wing of the Jacobins.  When the Thermidorian Reaction of 27 July 1794 led 
127

to Robespierre’s execution, Babeuf came to the defense of the politicians of the 

Committee, lauding their dedication to achieving equality “in fact” rather than “by 

proclamation,” though he was quick to object to the Reign of Terror itself. He quickly 

established himself as an opponent of the leaders of the Reaction, arguing for the 

inclusion of women in politics and criticizing the economic outcome of the Revolution, 

which had failed to address the poverty that plagued France.  
128

He spent the next several years going in and out of jail, seen by the ruling 

Directory interchangeably as a tool to combat Royalist discontent and as a threat to their 

new-found rule. It was in this period that Babeuf coined himself Gracchus Babeuf, after 

127
 Walter Alison Phillips, “Babeuf, François Noel,” in Encyclopædia Britannica, ed. Hugh Chisholm 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1911). 
128

 ibid. 

 
 



44 

the Roman brothers Tiberius and Gaius Gracchus, agrarian reformers who had 

advocated for sharing goods in common as a means of achieving economic equality.   
129

As economic conditions in France continued to deteriorate as a result of the 

actions of the Directory, Babeuf’s message gained traction with elements of Parisian 

society. By 1796, the Directory, faced with the threat of mass revolt in Paris, determined 

Babeuf had outlived his usefulness. Babeuf and his supporters were arrested, put on 

trial, and executed. Babeuf himself was guillotined on 27 May 1797.  
130

Though he never identified as socialist or anarchist, Babeuf and his followers 

began to develop many of the criticisms and theoretical frameworks that would be used 

by future theorists. He advocated for an early form of women’s suffrage, equality of 

outcome (rather than equality of opportunity), and the common ownership of goods 

(famously claiming that “Nature has given to every man the right to the enjoyment of an 

equal share in all property”).  These positions would come to form the basis of 
131

Neo-Babouvism, the left-wing of the Neo-Jacobin Republican movement.  
132

 

Saint-Simonianism 

The term “socialism” can be traced back to the writings of the French political 

theorist Henri de Saint-Simon (17 October 1760 - 19 May 1825). Saint-Simon had a 

lifelong fascination with science, which he regarded as the tool by which mankind could 
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lead itself out of poverty.  While it is difficult to say Saint-Simon was a capitalist—he 
133

advocated for a planned, or at least more directed, economy, intended to promote 

large-scale scientific and material progress—he was not as virulently anti-capitalist as 

his successors.  Socialism, for him, was simply the replacement of the more unruly, 
134

disorganized aspects of capitalist society. Society would restructure itself to reject 

traditional ideas of spiritual and temporal power, leading to the creation of a more 

meritocratic, technocratic, and equitable society—a “union of men engaged in useful 

work.”  For Saint-Simon, there was no inherent struggle between workers and owners 
135

of capital: both were important parts of the “industrial class,” and private ownership of 

capital was perfectly acceptable so long as it was well-managed and continued to serve 

the purpose of scientific and material advancement.  
136

 

Utopian Socialism 

Saint-Simon’s writings were limited in influence during his life, but would come 

to have a large role in inspiring the next generation of left-wing political theory. 

Perhaps the most direct inheritors of Saint-Simon’s legacy are the utopian 

socialists, a collection of primarily French and British political theorists whose work was 

concentrated in the early-to-mid 19th century.  This current included thinkers like 
137

Charles Fourier (whose ideas about changing work into play would later prove integral 
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to Marx’s theory of alienation), Robert Owen (who posited that human social behavior is 

neither fixed nor absolute, but dependent upon social conditions), and Étienne Cabet 

(who coined the word communism).  
138

While the thinkers of the utopian socialist current were by no means unified in 

thought, there were some common trends throughout their writings. Chief among these 

was a rejection of violence in creating a socialist society.  They believed that the path 
139

forward lies in creating independent socialist communities, which would serve as 

examples for the rest of the world to follow.  Upon seeing these societies, they believed 
140

that capitalists would be morally persuaded to peacefully surrender the means of 

production to the people, ushering in a new era of human flourishing. 

This aversion to violence was what earned them the moniker utopian. Intended 

as a pejorative, Marx and Engels criticized utopian socialist’s refusal to recognize the 

omnipresence of class antagonism and the necessity of the class struggle.   
141

 

Proudhon and Mutualism 

Though utopian socialism remained a relatively small movement in terms of 

adherents, its theorists had a massive influence on the development of Leftist political 

theory in the 19th century, either as a basis to improve upon or something to critique. 

Utopian socialism—or, at least, the belief in nonviolence, the belief that human behavior 

was dependent on society (rather than society being determined by immutable human 
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behavior), and the belief in leading by example—had a deep influence on the thought of 

Pierre-Joseph Proudhon, widely regarded as the father of anarchism.  
142

Proudhon was born in Besançon in early 1809. The son of a brewer, Proudhon’s 

family struggled to afford to send him to school, often sending him to school without 

books or even shoes.  Despite this, he was a quick learner and a dedicated study, 
143

spending much of his free time in the school library with a pile of books around him. 

After he finished schooling, he became a printer, but was unable to find much work after 

certifying as a journeyman.  He traveled throughout France, even residing in 
144

Switzerland for a time. 

During these travels, he was convinced by his friend to leave the printing trade 

behind him and pursue the study of philosophy. After an unsuccessful printing venture 

left him strapped for cash, he applied for a scholarship to attend the Academy of 

Besançon. The judges, impressed that a mere artisan was so well educated and wrote so 

well, granted him the scholarship.  
145

With his finances secured, Proudhon took to the writing for which he is 

remembered. From 1840 to 1847, he wrote several books on philosophy, the most 

famous of which were What Is Property and The Philosophy of Poverty (the latter of 

which caught the eye of Karl Marx, who wrote a book-length critique entitled The 

Poverty of Philosophy).  
146
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Identifying as a socialist, Proudhon’s theories formed the underpinnings of what 

would later develop into anarchism and libertarian socialism.  He, like his 
147

contemporaries, was deeply concerned by the juxtaposition of staggering economic 

growth and utter destitution. To right this, he argued for social ownership of the means 

of production. However, he also dedicated his writings to the question of governance. 

He made a name for himself opposing socialist theorists such as Louis Blanc, who 

advocated for a state-run, hierarchical form of socialism.  Following the Revolutions of 
148

1848, in which Proudhon played a minor role, this skepticism towards government 

became even more pronounced.  
149

Proudhon believed that labor is the only legitimate means by which to acquire 

property. To this end, he distinguished between the right to “property in product” (that 

is, something that is made—the shoes made by a cobbler, etc) and the right to “property 

in the means of production” (that is, the tools with which those same shoes are made).  
150

Property in the means of production, he believed, was to be owned collectively, but 

controlled and run by their users—usually the workers in the form of a self-managed 

organization—under the supervision of broader society. These workers would then sell 

their products on the open market, where they could purchase what they needed from 

other such self-managed organizations in a system he called Mutualism.  
151

Like the utopian socialists, Proudhon opposed the idea of violent revolution, both 

for moral and practical reasons. The state, he believed, existed because people believed 
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it existed. Similarly, if people acted as if it did not exist—if they created this structure of 

independent worker-managed organizations as though the state were not there—the 

state would eventually wither away like a vestigial organ.  
152

Though Proudhon died before the Communard Uprising in 1871, his thought 

influenced many of the Uprising’s leaders, leading many of them to believe that they did 

not need to spread the revolution outside of Paris nor combat the national government. 

 

Marx, Engels, and Scientific Socialism  
153

When one discusses socialism in our modern era, it is nearly impossible to avoid 

discussing the duo of Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels. Yet, by 1871, they were only just 

beginning to step into that role. Marx’s seminal work, Capital, was only published in 

1867, and had limited influence on the course of the Paris Commune, though the Paris 

Commune and its failures would go on to have a great deal of influence on Marx. Still, a 

picture of socialism in 1871 is incomplete without mention of Marx and Engels. It is 

difficult to condense the works of Marx and Engels, but we will focus on the 

contributions most pertinent to us, especially those that would distinguish him from 

Blanqui and Bakunin, who are more integral to the story of the Paris Commune.  
154

Unlike Proudhon and the Utopian Socialists who preceded him, Marx was of a 

decidedly revolutionary bent. He believed revolution was not just a necessary step to 
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bring about socialism—it was inevitable.  To Marx, history was defined not by 
155

struggles between ideas or by great people, but by the conflict between classes over the 

ownership, use, and organization of the means of production—the factories, tools, and 

equipment used to produce goods and services.  
156

Capitalism, according to Marx, is defined by a conflict between two diametrically 

opposed classes.  The first, the bourgeoisie, owns the means of production, but is 
157

incapable of operating them by themselves. To resolve this, the bourgeoisie hires the 

second class, the  proletariat, which is capable of utilizing labor to create value in the 

form of goods and services, to operate the means of production in exchange for a wage. 

According to Marx, this wage is necessarily less than the total value produced by the 

worker’s labor. The difference between this created value and the worker’s 

compensation—the surplus value—is extracted from the laborer and retained by the 

employer as profit.  
158

Marx believed this system, like all of the economic systems that had preceded it, 

was inherently unsustainable. The proletariat vastly outnumbered the bourgeoisie—a 

numerical advantage that would only grow with time as more and more people were 
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forced off of family farms and out of the small-scale artisanal production that had 

existed before capitalism—and would eventually, out of its own rational self-interest, 

rise up and overthrow the bourgeoisie, ushering in a new, socialist era, in which the 

proletariat both owned and operated the means of production.  Just as the bourgeoisie 
159

had overthrown the feudal aristocracy and rearranged society to its own advantage, so 

too would the proletariat overthrow the bourgeoisie. 

To Marx, this revolution was almost necessarily  violent. He rejected the earlier 
160

assertions made by the Utopian Socialists that the bourgeoisie could be peacefully 

persuaded to surrender their ownership of the means of production through moral 

argument, as well as Proudhon’s claim that revolution could occur simply through 

acting as though the state were not there. The State, Marx believed, as the sole 

legitimate purveyor of violence, was captured by and existed for the benefit of the 

bourgeoisie under capitalism—and they would not hesitate to use that violence against 

any challenges to their dominance.  Nor would they lay down their arms should the 
161

State be dismantled, abolished, or otherwise captured by the revolutionaries. Instead of 

advocating for the immediate abolition of the State, Marx argued that the revolution 

should co-opt the apparatus of the State and use it to aid the revolutionary project. This 

period, the dictatorship  of the proletariat, would see State power used to dismantle 
162
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private ownership of the means of production and facilitate the planning of the economy 

to meet the social and economic needs of the population, rather than the whims of the 

bourgeoisie.  This centrality of the state led to conflict between Marx and his 
163

contemporaries, most especially Mikhail Bakunin. 

Marx also believed that the coming revolution necessarily required the 

participation of the working class. Socialism could not be willed on the masses from 

above; it instead required the active involvement of the proletariat in all steps of the 

process.  This thought brought Marx into conflict with both contemporary and future 
164

theorists. Contemporarily, Marx quarrelled with French revolutionary Louis Auguste 

Blanqui. In the future, Russian revolutionary Vladimir Lenin’s concept of Vanguardism 

would arise to provide a long-lasting critique. 

 

Bakunin and Anarchism 

Among Marx’s greatest contemporary rivals was Mikhail Bakunin. A Russian 

noble “of modest means” by birth,  Bakunin, born in 1814 spent his early years at an 
165

artillery academy in Saint Petersburg. After graduating and earning his commission in 

1833, he spent two short years in the Army before resigning to study philosophy. His 

studies eventually led him to travel throughout Central and Western Europe through the 

1840s, where he became acquainted with Marx, Engels, Proudhon, and other leading 
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Leftist theorists of the era.  These relationships, along with his involvement in several 
166

revolutionary circles, led to his eventual arrest in 1849.  

After escaping two death sentences,  Bakunin was deported to Russian in 1851, 
167

where he was imprisoned for seven years  before being exiled to Siberia. After earning 
168

the favor of the colonial governor there, he was able to effect his escape to Japan in 1861, 

where he secured passaged to the United States, and then to London, where he 

reintegrated himself back into the revolutionary life he had been separated from for so 

long.  
169

His exceptional story earned him a great deal of respect in the revolutionary 

circles of Europe. By 1864, Bakunin, now residing in Switzerland and Italy, was 

emerging as one of the premiere revolutionary leaders in Europe, and was beginning to 

craft the political ideology that would become anarchism. 

Bakunin was fundamentally opposed to hierarchies and statist systems of power. 

True liberty, he believed, came when a man recognized and obeyed the laws of nature on 

his own, not because they were imposed on him by a sovereign or a state.  Similarly, he 
170

resisted the notion that free markets and constitutional government were compatible 
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with individual liberty,  as they resulted in class structures that deprived the peasants 
171

and working class of their liberty.  
172

Unlike Marx, Bakunin was radically opposed to the power of the State, and 

believed that the revolution must abolish the State immediately, rather than use the 

State to further the goals of the revolution. To Bakunin, it was impossible to use the 

power of the State to revolutionary ends, as the power it provided was so inherently 

corrupting that it could turn even the best-intentioned revolutionary into a tyrant.  
173

Government, even in the form of a vanguard party or a dictatorship of the proletariat, 

sought first and foremost to perpetuate its own existence, meaning it was antithetical to 

any revolution that meant to eventually dismantle it.  
174

Bakunin also disagreed with Marx on how the revolution would occur. To Marx, 

the revolution was necessarily a project of the proletariat, or the urban working class; 

they suffered the horrors of capitalism most acutely and, owing to their concentration in 

the cities, were most capable of developing the class consciousness that would serve as a 

precursor to revolution.  Bakunin disagreed with this analysis, believing that the 
175

condition of the urban working class stifled, rather than nurtured, their natural 

revolutionary tendencies. Instead, he looked to those who had not yet been subsumed 

171
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into the capitalist mode of production—the lumpenproletariat, the peasantry, and all 

those on the margins who had been excluded from industrial society.  
176

Bakunin put these theories into action in 1870. During the Franco-Prussian War, 

Bakunin and a dedicated corps of revolutionaries launched a revolt in the city of Lyon. 

Though this rebellion was quickly crushed, it was in many ways the immediate 

predecessor of the Paris Commune.  The Lyon Uprising relied on a revolutionary 
177

alliance between the peasantry and the urban working class and militias led by elected 

officers, both of which would be emulated by the Paris Commune. 

 

Blanqui and Blanquism 

Louis Auguste Blanqui is perhaps one of the strangest socialist thinkers of the 

era. Born in 1805, on the French side of the French-Italian border to Italian parents, 

Blanqui spent much of his early life split between France and Italy. After studying both 

law and medicine, he found his true calling in politics, where he became heavily 

involved in the republican Carbonari movement, as well as other republican 

conspiracies in both Italy and France throughout the mid-to-late 1820s, most especially 

the neo-Jacobin movement.  He spent much of the 1830s going in and out of prison, 
178

and though he was sentenced to death in 1840 for his role in an abortive coup in 1839, 

his sentence was commuted to life imprisonment.  
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When the July Monarchy gave way to the short-lived Second Republic in 1848, 

Blanqui was among the prisoners freed by the new Republican government. He would 

not remain free for long, as he made enemies of the moderate Republicans and the 

Monarchists both, and was sentenced to ten years in prison in 1849.  When this term 
180

ended, he was promptly arrested again—this time by the government of Emperor 

Napoleon III. He finally escaped prison in 1865 and fled abroad, where he launched a 

widespread propaganda campaign against the Second French Empire. He returned to 

France following Napoleon III’s general amnesty in 1869, and quickly returned to his 

revolutionary activities, launching not one, not two, but three failed uprisings 

throughout 1870.  Recognizing the threat Blanqui posed to the nascent Third Republic, 
181

President Adolphe Thiers had Blanqui arrested on 17 March 1871—just a few short days 

before the birth of the Paris Commune.  
182

Unlike Bakunin and Marx, Blanqui rejected outright the importance of the 

proletariat and the broader working class in any future revolution. He believed instead 

that the revolution would be best led by a group of highly secretive professional 

revolutionaries. This dedicated group would seize control of the government in a coup 

d’état and institute a period of temporary dictatorship, where they would use force to 

tear apart the old social order, and the bourgeoisie along with it.  After this period, 
183

power would be handed back to the people. 

180 Greene, Communist Insurgent: Blanqui’s Politics of Revolution. 
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Blanqui did not spend much time theorizing what a socialist society would look 

like. For Blanqui, the destruction of the current bourgeois social order were not 

necessarily the means to an end, like they were for Marx and Bakunin, but rather the 

end itself.  This led to ridicule by Marx and future socialists, with the terms blanquist 
184

and blanquism often used as a pejorative to criticize a socialist or socialist organization’s 

lack of working class praxis. Nevertheless, Blanqui and his followers remained some of 

the most influential figures in the Paris Commune, even though Blanqui himself would 

never take an active role in the revolution on account of his imprisonment.   
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Questions to Consider 

1) How should the Paris Commune govern? Will it form subcommittees to deal with 

specific issues? Will all issues be heard by the Central Council? 

2) What is to be done about the National Guard? Will it remain decentralized? Will 

efforts be made to centralize it and turn it into a professional fighting force? 

3) What is the Commune? Is it a revolutionary government with the goal of shaping 

all of France in its image? Is it meant to serve as an inspiration to other cities? 

4) Is the Commune a State? 

5) What does the “ideal” future society look like? 

6) What is to be done with the government of Adolphe Thiers? Is it a potential 

negotiating partner, or must it eventually be destroyed? 

7) What is to be done with the Germans who still occupy vast swathes of the 

country, and who are decidedly opposed to our revolutionary project? 

8) What role does the international socialist movement have to play in this 

revolutionary project? 

9) How should one balance the security of the Commune with the freedom of the 

people who live in it? Are the sacrifices made for security temporary wartime 

measures? How does one convince people of that?  
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Maps 

 

Above: map of Paris before the Commune  
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186 “Chrono-Cartography of the 1871 Paris Commune.” 
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Above: map of Paris with barricades built by Commune to defend against 

Versaille Army  
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 “Chrono-Cartography of the 1871 Paris Commune.” 
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Above: Map of Paris including buildings burnt during the Bloody Week  
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 “Chrono-Cartography of the 1871 Paris Commune.” 
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Above: Map of Paris with movements of the Versaille Army during Bloody 

Week  
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