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The French Revolution

Three questions have usually been asked about the French Revolution.

Why did it happen? Why was it so violent? What was its legacy? These

questions seem to beg other, more conceptually ambitious queries about

causation, violence or legacies. This book aims to answer both sets of

questions by bringing together events and ideas. Michael Sonenscher

draws on neglected aspects of eighteenth-century intellectual and

political life and thought to demonstrate the importance of ideas for

making connections between historical explanation and historical

narrative. Concisely synthesising a broad range of established

scholarship, Sonenscher utilises new and fresh information to explore

why using ideas as evidence adds a dimension of novelty, possibility,

expectation and choice to the social, cultural and political history of the

French Revolution. This is history about what was expected, but did not

happen, and what was unexpected, but really did.

michael sonenscher is a fellow of King’s College, University of

Cambridge. He has written several books on the French Revolution,

including Before the Deluge (2007) and Sans-Culottes (2009), as well as two

broader studies in the history of political thought: Capitalism: The Story

behind the Word (2022) and After Kant: The Romans, the Germans and the

Moderns in the History of Political Thought (2023).
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WORLDMAKING

Series editor

Duncan Kelly, University of Cambridge

Worldmaking showcases the best that new research in political thought and

intellectual history has to offer. Books in the series combine historical

interpretations of key thinkers, themes, and moments, with an account of

why and how such past forms of worldmaking still reverberate into the

present. Indeed, the series explores how past political ideas are always more

than merely attempts to justify practical demands in their own time. They are

ways of ordering the world that necessarily combine intellectual and historical

imagination, political persuasion, and conceptual innovation. This means

these ideas also have afterlives, sometimes with rather unexpected

contemporary consequences. Taken altogether, books in the series

demonstrate how the study of past political ideas can help us to make sense

of the ever-changing impact real politics has upon the world in the present.

A full list of titles in the series can be found at:

www.cambridge.org/worldmaking
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