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Chapter 8 The role of significant individuals, 1789–1791

Analysis activity 8.1: Reading a primary resource
Lafayette, commander of the National Guard, writing a letter to his mistress, 1789
This private letter by Lafayette is very revealing, because it shows that he was proud of his reputation with, and influence over, the Parisian revolutionary crowd. The document starts with Lafayette boasting about his role, but he then suddenly becomes more realistic and admits that he does not have complete control over them, as he learnt in the murders of 22 July 1789. This document perfectly sums up the dilemma of most leaders during the French Revolution.
The people can only be controlled by me. Forty thousand people gather, the excitement reaches fever pitch, I appear, and one word from me disperses them. I have already saved the lives of six persons who were about to be hanged in various parts of the city, but these furious, intoxicated people will not always listen to me. I rule in Paris over an enraged people manipulated by appalling plotters; on the other hand they have suffered a thousand injustices of which they have good reason to complain.

1 Using this document only, explain how Lafayette describes his control over the crowd. Does he claim that he has complete control over the Parisian crowd?
2 Using this document and your own knowledge, explain why Lafayette’s statement is in fact a quite accurate description of the role of a revolutionary leader.
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