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Chapter 17 Popular movements: The role of the sans-culottes in the French Revolution, 1792–1795

Analysis activity 17.1: Reading a primary source
Working people define their identity
A reply to the impertinent question, ‘What is a sans-culottes?’, April 1793:
A sans-culottes, you rogues? He is an individual who always goes on foot, who has no millions as you all wish to have … and who lives quite simply with his wife and children, if he has any, on the fourth and the fifth floor. He is useful, for he knows how to plough a field, to work a forge, to saw and file, to roof or make shoes, and how to pour out his blood to the last for the safety of the Republic … In the evening, he presents himself to his section meeting [local political meeting, ed.]. Moreover, a  sans-culottes always keeps his sword sharp to split the skulls of the malevolent. Sometimes he parades with his pike; but, at the first sound of the drum, you see him leave for the Vendée, or for the army of the North … (Quoted in D.I. Wright (ed.), The French Revolution, 1974, p. 171)
1 How does this document show that the sans-culottes possessed a strong sense of identity – even pride in themselves?
2 For what reasons was the support of the sans-culottes useful and even necessary to the government at this time?
Cambridge University Press
1
© Adcock 2015

