
The Great Fear Of 1789

The Great Fear of 1789 was a pivotal event during the early stages of the French Revolution,

reflecting the widespread panic and unrest that swept through the countryside. This phenomenon,

which occurred in the summer of 1789, saw peasants in rural France fearing noble reprisals following

the storming of the Bastille on July 14. The Great Fear ultimately contributed to the revolutionary

fervor, leading to significant social and political changes in France. This article delves into the origins,

events, and implications of the Great Fear of 1789, exploring its role in shaping the course of the

revolution.

Understanding the Context of the Great Fear



The Socioeconomic Landscape of France in 1789

In the late 18th century, France was marked by a rigid social hierarchy, consisting of three estates:

1. First Estate: The clergy, who held significant power and wealth.

2. Second Estate: The nobility, who enjoyed privileges and feudal rights.

3. Third Estate: The common people, including peasants, urban workers, and the bourgeoisie, who

bore the brunt of taxation and lacked political representation.

The Third Estate was increasingly frustrated by the inequities of the feudal system and the high taxes

imposed on them. This growing discontent set the stage for the revolutionary upheaval that would

follow.

The Storming of the Bastille

The storming of the Bastille on July 14, 1789, marked a significant turning point in the revolution. It

was not only a rebellion against the monarchy but also a symbolic act of defiance against tyranny. The

fall of the Bastille incited fear among the aristocracy and landowners, who believed that their privileges

and lives were under threat.

The Outbreak of the Great Fear

The Spread of Rumors

Following the storming of the Bastille, a wave of rumors spread throughout the French countryside.

Peasants believed that the nobility had conspired to suppress the revolution by organizing bands of

brigands to attack them. As reports of violence and unrest in Paris reached rural areas, fear took hold,

leading to a series of events that became known as the Great Fear.



Peasant Uprisings

In response to their fears, peasants armed themselves and began to rise up against their feudal lords.

The Great Fear saw peasants engaging in the following actions:

- Attacking manorial estates: Many peasants stormed the homes of local nobility, destroying

documents related to feudal obligations and demanding the end of oppressive practices.

- Seizing grain and supplies: In a bid to secure food and resources, peasants raided granaries and

warehouses, exacerbating tensions between the classes.

- Forming militias: To protect themselves from perceived threats, peasants organized local militias and

patrols.

These uprisings were often chaotic and violent, fueled by a mix of fear, anger, and a desire for justice.

The Aftermath of the Great Fear

Impact on the French Revolution

The Great Fear played a crucial role in the escalation of the French Revolution. It highlighted the

deep-seated grievances of the peasantry and forced the revolutionary government to confront the

realities of rural discontent. Key impacts included:

1. Abolition of Feudal Rights: On August 4, 1789, in response to the unrest, the National Assembly

abolished feudal privileges. This marked a significant shift in French society, as it dismantled the

feudal system that had governed rural life for centuries.

2. Increased Radicalization: The events of the Great Fear radicalized many revolutionaries, urging

them to pursue more aggressive reforms. The fear of noble reprisals fueled calls for further action

against the monarchy and the aristocracy.



3. Formation of New Political Alliances: The Great Fear also led to the formation of new political

alliances between the bourgeoisie and the peasantry, as both groups sought to challenge the existing

power structures.

Long-term Consequences

The Great Fear of 1789 had lasting implications for France and the broader revolutionary movement.

Some of the long-term consequences included:

- The Rise of the Republic: The events of 1789 laid the groundwork for the establishment of the

French Republic, as the monarchy's power was severely weakened.

- Social Change: The abolition of feudalism not only transformed land ownership but also altered social

relations in rural France, empowering peasants and changing the dynamics of power.

- Inspiration for Future Movements: The Great Fear served as a model for future revolutions

worldwide, illustrating how fear and unrest can mobilize the masses against oppressive regimes.

Lessons from the Great Fear

Understanding the Power of Fear in Revolutions

The Great Fear of 1789 demonstrates how fear can be a powerful catalyst for social change. When

people feel threatened, they may take drastic actions that can lead to significant transformations. Key

lessons include:

- The Importance of Communication: Rumors and misinformation can exacerbate tensions. Clear

communication and transparency are essential to mitigating fear and preventing violence.

- The Role of Grassroots Movements: Grassroots uprisings can reshape political landscapes. The

voices of the marginalized must be acknowledged and addressed to avert conflict.

- The Need for Reform: Addressing underlying grievances and inequities is crucial for maintaining



social stability. Failure to do so can lead to unrest and revolution.

Reflections on Current Events

In contemporary society, the dynamics of fear and unrest remain relevant. Events around the world

often echo the sentiments of the Great Fear, as societal divisions and crises can lead to mass

mobilizations and upheaval. Understanding historical contexts like the Great Fear can provide insights

into current social movements and the potential for change.

Conclusion

The Great Fear of 1789 was a complex and multifaceted event that encapsulated the fears and

frustrations of the French peasantry during a time of immense social and political upheaval. Its

consequences were profound, leading to the abolition of feudal privileges and the rise of revolutionary

ideals. As we reflect on this historical moment, it remains essential to recognize the power of fear, the

significance of grassroots movements, and the importance of addressing societal grievances to foster

lasting change.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the Great Fear of 1789?

The Great Fear of 1789 was a widespread panic and unrest that occurred in France during the

summer of 1789, primarily among the peasantry, fueled by fears of aristocratic plots to suppress the

revolution.

What triggered the Great Fear?

The Great Fear was triggered by the storming of the Bastille on July 14, 1789, and the subsequent

rumors that the nobility were hiring mercenaries to attack the peasants.



How did the Great Fear affect the French Revolution?

The Great Fear played a significant role in the French Revolution by increasing tensions between the

peasants and the nobility, leading to violent uprisings, the abolition of feudal privileges, and the

eventual radicalization of the revolution.

What actions did the peasants take during the Great Fear?

During the Great Fear, peasants attacked manor houses, destroyed feudal documents, and looted

granaries in a bid to assert their rights and resist the oppressive feudal system.

What was the government response to the Great Fear?

The government, facing the chaos of the Great Fear, ultimately responded by abolishing feudal

privileges on August 4, 1789, in an attempt to quell the unrest and address the grievances of the

peasants.

How did the Great Fear reflect the social tensions in France at the

time?

The Great Fear reflected the deep social tensions in France, highlighting the struggles between the

peasantry and the nobility, the economic hardships of the lower classes, and the widespread desire for

reform and equality.
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