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Preface

Because it is a constant source of new questions, the French Revolution
has not ceased to be controversial. Fifty years ago there was a
conflict — substantive and methodological — between supporters of
Robespierre and of Danton. Today there is an opposition between
adherents of the Jacobin tradition and the ‘republican catechism’ and
those who want to ‘reread’ the Revolution without ideological
blinkers.

Confrontations such as these are not without consequences. They
force historians to be precise and to define their terms, and help them —
even those who do not accept the current heterodoxy — to leave the
beaten track of conventional wisdom.

It seems to us that a truly new approach cannot be confined to a
new interpretation of old material. True innovation involves the
attempt to draw on the most recent research and to emphasise new
discoveries, though without trying to conceal the gaps in our knowledge.
and the problems which remain.

This is in fact what we are trying to do here. We might have asked
ourselves whether the Revolution constantly progressed or whether it
would be better to avoid the constrictions of a teleological interpretation
and end on 14 July 1790, the culmination of the bourgeois Revolution
and the ‘fortunate year’. However, we have chosen to begin each
chapter with a report on the current state of affairs: the problems, the
debates, the controversies. After this introduction, we have emphasised
the aspects of the Revolution which are most relevant to our own time
and on which new research has concentrated: the social history and the
history of collective feelings or sentiments.

Xv
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