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TIMELINE: Major Events in the Revolution and the Primary Sources Used 
 

 French Revolution Events 
 

  Primary Sources 

 
 
Aug. 8 
 

 
 
King convokes the Estates-General 
 

1788 
 

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
May 5 
 
 
 
 
June 17 
 
 
June 20 
 
 
July 14 
 
Aug. 4 
 
 
Aug. 26 
 
 
Oct. 5–6 
 
December 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Estates-General opens at 
Versailles 
 
 
 
Third Estate deputies declare 
themselves the National Assembly 
 
The Oath of the Tennis Court 
 
 
The Storming of the Bastille 
 
Abolition of the feudal rights and 
privileges of the nobility 
 
Declaration of the Rights of Man 
and Citizen 
 
The October Days 
 
Assembly restricts franchise to 
adult males who pay taxes 
equivalent to 3 days of an ordinary 
laborer’s wage 

1789 
 

 
 
Jan. 1 
 
 
 
Mar. 30 
 
 
May 
 
 
May 28 
 
 
 
 
June 21 
 
 
July 14 
 
 
Date 
Unknown 

 
 
Petition of the Third Estate to the 
King 
 
 
Complaints and remonstrances of 
the penitent sisters of Hondtschoote 
 
Cahier of women’s grievances and 
complaints by Madame B*** B*** 
 
Complaints of clothing, feather, and 
flower merchants of Paris  
 
 
 
Grievances of Merchant Flower 
Sellers 
 
Woman Recounts Role in Conquest 
of Bastille 
 
Complaints of laundresses of 
Marseille 
 
Complaints of the religious ladies of 
Aups 
 
Fishwives of Paris Pay Homage to 
Third Estate 
 
Grievances of the grey sisters of 
Hondschoote 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
July 12 
 
 
July 14 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Assembly passes the Civil 
Constitution of the Clergy 
 
National Festival of Federation on 
the Champ de Mars 
 

1790 
 

 
 
Spring & 
Summer 
 
July 3 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Testimonies about the October Days 
in front of the Tribunal du Châtelet 
 
Condorcet, On the Admission of 
Women to the Rights of Citizenship 
 
 
 



 4 

Dec. 30 
 
 
 
Date 
Unknown 

Etta Palm d’Aelders, “Discourse on 
the Injustice of the Laws in Favor of 
Men, at the Expense of Women” 
 
“Legislative Views for Women” 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
June 20–21 
 
July 17 
 
 
Aug. 14 
 
 
Sept. 3 
 
 
Sept. 27 
 
 
 
 
Oct. 1 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Flight to Varennes 
 
Demonstrators in Paris are shot 
down 
 
Slave uprising begins in Saint 
Domingue (Haiti) 
 
The French Constitution of 1791 is 
adopted 
 
Assembly declares that all men 
living in France are free, regardless 
of color. French Jews are granted 
citizenship. 
 
First session of the new national 
Legislative Assembly 
 

 
1791 
 

 
 
 
Feb. 22 
 
 
 
March 6 
 
 
March 23 
 
 
June 12 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
September 
 
 
 
Date 
Unknown 
 

 
 
 
Speech by the Citoyennes of the 
Rue du Regard to the Cordeliers 
Club 
 
Petition to the National Assembly 
on Women’s Rights to Bear Arms 
 
Etta Palm d’Aelders, “Proposal for a 
Network of Women’s Clubs” 
 
Etta Palm d’Aelders, “A Call for an 
End to Sexual Discrimination” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Olympe de Gouges, “Declaration of 
the Rights of Woman and 
Citoyenne” 
 
“Of the Current Fate of Women” 

 
 
 
February 
 
 
April 4 
 
 
April 20 
 
June 20 
 
 
Aug. 10 
 
Aug. 17 
 

 
 
 
Food riots in Paris 
 
 
Assembly grants equal rights to 
free people of color in Haiti 
 
Assembly declares war on Austria 
 
Sans-culotte mob invades the 
Tuileries Palace 
 
Storming of the Tuileries Palace 
 
Revolutionary Tribunal Established 

 
1792 

 
 
 
February 
 
 
April 1 
 
 

 
 
 
Parisian Women Protest via 
Taxation Populaire 
 
Etta Palm d’Aelders’ Plea to the 
Legislative Assembly 
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Sept. 20 
 
 
 
Dec. 10 

Law voted making marriage and 
divorce civil matters. First session 
of the new National Convention. 
 
Trial of Louis XVI begins 
 

 
 
Jan. 21 
 
Feb. 1 
 
 
March 
 
Mar. 7 
 
 
 
May 10 
 
 
 
 
 
May 31–
June 2 
 
June 2 
 
June 24 
 
July 27 
 
 
Aug. 23 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Sept. 17 
 
 
 
 
Sept. 21 
 
 
Sept. 29 
 
 

 
 
King executed by guillotine 
 
Convention declares war against 
Great Britain and Dutch Republic 
 
War in the Vendée begins 
 
Convention declares war against 
Spain 
 
 
Founding of the Society of 
Revolutionary Republican Women 
 
 
 
 
Insurrection of 31 May – 2 June 
1793 
 
Purge of the Girondins 
 
Ratification of the new Constitution 
 
Robespierre elected to the 
Committee of Public Safety 
 
Levée en masse, mass conscription 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Committee of Public Safety 
passes the Law of Suspects 
 
 
 
Women required to wear the 
tricolor cockade 
 
Convention passes a general 
maximum limiting the prices of 
certain goods 

1793  
 
 
 
February 
 
 
 
 
 
April 30 
 
 
May 10 
 
 
 
 
May 19 
 
 
 
 
 
 
July 
 
 
August 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Sept. 16 
 
 
 
 
 
Sept. 21–
22 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Police Reports on the Journées of 
February 1793 
 
 
 
 
Dismissal of women from army 
camps 
 
The Society of Revolutionary 
Republican Women (SRRW) 
Registers with Authorities at the 
Commune 
 
The SRRW Joins the Cordeliers to 
Denounce Traitors 
 
 
 
 
 
The Regulations of the SRRW 
 
 
Petition from the RRW to the 
National Convention on the 
Leadership of the Armies and the 
Law of Suspects 
 
Leclerc's Exhortation to the RRW  
 
A Laudatory Address to the RRW 
 
 
The Jacobins Denounce the SRRW 
 
Citoyenne Lacombe’s Report to the 
SRRW Concerning What took Place 
at the Jacobin Society 
 
Police Reports on Marketplace 
Disturbances over the Cockade 
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Oct. 16 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Oct. 30 
 
 
Nov. 3 

 
Execution of Marie-Antoinette 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Women’s political associations 
banned by the Convention 
 
Execution of Olympe de Gouges 

 
 
Oct. 28 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Oct. 29 
 
 
 
Oct. 30 
 
 
Nov. 5 
 
 
Nov. 17 
 
Date 
Unknown 
 

 
 
Women Wearing Bonnets Rouges 
Encounter Resistance from the 
Authorities and from Moderate 
Patriotic Women 
 
SRRW in a Showdown with the 
Market women and Revolutionary 
Officials 
 
Market women bring complaint 
about wearing the cockade to the 
Convention 
 
The Convention bans women’s 
political clubs 
 
Women Protest the Suppression of 
the SRRW 
 
Women Deputation's Barred from 
Sessions of the Paris Commune 
 
Fournier L’Americain’s Memoir of 
the October Days 
 

 
 
Feb. 4 
 
 
June 4 
 
 
July 26 

 
 
Convention votes to abolish slavery 
in French colonies 
 
Robespierre elected president of the 
Convention 
 
Coup d’état of 9 Thermidor, the fall 
of Robespierre 
 

1794  
 
 
 
 
 
 
July 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“Le chant du depart” 
 

 
 
Aug. 22 
 
 
 
Oct. 26 

 
 
Constitution of 1795 (or 
Constitution of the Year III) 
adopted by the Convention 
 
Napoleon Bonaparte named 
commander in chief of the Army 
 

1795   

 
 
Nov. 9 

 
 
Coup d’état of 18 Brumaire by 
Bonaparte 
 

1799   

 
 
Mar. 21 

 
 
Napoleonic Code (Civil Code of 
the French) put into force 

1804   
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INTRODUCTION 

In the postscript of her 1792 pamphlet, “The Declaration of the Rights of Woman and 

Citoyenne,” Olympe de Gouges posed a question to her audience—“Oh, women! Women, when 

will you open your eyes? What have you gained from the revolution?”1 She immediately 

answered, “A more marked contempt, a more public disdain.” The French Revolution marked a 

turning point in Western history and politics, breaking from ideas of divine right monarchy and 

instead establishing social foundations of nature and reason, rather than religion and feudalism. 

The destructiveness of the Revolution, with its upheaval of not only the government but also 

many aspects of society, was an attempt to fundamentally reform France, which the 

revolutionaries chose to do on the basis of the “natural, inalienable and sacred rights of man,” 

spelled out in the “Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen” decreed by the National 

Assembly on August 26, 1789. As stated in the second article, “the purpose of all political 

association is the preservation of the natural and imprescriptible rights of man,” which throws 

away the hierarchical, corporate structure of the Old Regime and replaces it with a regime of 

inviolable individual rights, namely of “liberty, property, security, and resistance to oppression.”2 

The political and philosophical products of the French Revolution, like the “Declaration 

of the Rights of Man and Citizen,” have remained relevant to Western democracy as 

foundational texts, radical at their time, but the Revolution’s path was not linearly progressive. 

The Revolution’s radical changes empowered and enfranchised large portions of the population, 

who had never before possessed political rights and citizenship. Individual freedoms and rights, 

 
1 “A Translation of The Rights of Woman,” in John R. Cole, Between the Queen and the Cabby: Olympe de 
Gouges’s Rights of Woman (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2011), 34. 
2 “Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen, 26 August 1789,” in Lynn Hunt, The French Revolution and 
Human Rights: A Brief Documentary History, The Bedford Series in History and Culture (Boston, MA: St. Martin’s 
Press, 1996), 77. 
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which replaced the corporate freedoms and rights of the Old Regime were not implemented 

universally. The Declaration’s assertion of the universality of man’s rights caused a theoretical 

rupture, as groups of people were systematically prevented from enjoying full political and civil 

rights. Key groups of people—the poor and unpropertied, religious minorities, free blacks and 

slaves, and women—were excluded from citizenship for all or most of the revolutionary decade. 

In the entire course of the Revolution, even with the many factional shifts in leadership, women 

never gained legal citizenship. The shaky extension of rights to all men never explicitly excluded 

women, and indeed never could without destroying the façade of a free society. A society in 

which only half the population could influence the laws could not be free, only tyrannical. 

Without official exclusion, women were able to force their way into political participation in 

political clubs and protests but were unable to breach the walls of the official arenas of politics.  

 Before the Revolution, the landscape of the French legal system was complicated and 

irregular. The First and Second Estates (the clergy and nobility, respectively) each had exclusive 

privileges and exemptions from taxes. Some regions and towns had their own special laws and 

institutions that had to be respected and certain social groups also claimed special rights. This 

system of social stratification dominated French society as the main criterion of inequality. With 

the Revolution and the fall of the Old Regime came a standardization in regional laws and an 

abolition of this feudalist ordering. While these revolutionary decrees generally broadened the 

political base, they, in some ways, limited the actions of women. Under the Old Regime, some 

elite women were able to bypass the constraints of the domestic sphere and take on influential 

roles in the salon culture as hostesses and organizers, who shaped cultural and intellectual life.3 

Because the class structure defined society, men were not united as a single group, who shared a 

 
3 Joan B. Landes, Women and the Public Sphere in the Age of the French Revolution (Ithaca: Cornell University 
Press, 1988), 19–25. 
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culturally implicit and legally explicit superiority over women.4 Many men were outranked by 

noblewomen. The Revolution and specifically the granting of universal male suffrage under the 

French First Republic in 1792, however, brought equality to men, who now shared the same 

rights and constituted a more singular social group, allowing for the emergence of gender as a 

distinguishing qualification in the public sphere.5  

 Beginning most prominently with the October Days, or the Women’s March to Versailles 

(October 5–6, 1789), women participated in instances of popular protest throughout the 

Revolution. They immersed themselves in the drama of politics, attending assembly meetings as 

spectators in the galleries, reading newspapers and pamphlets with other women, signing 

petitions, and partaking in armed parades and patriotic festivals.6 Women also sat in on meetings 

of political clubs and even joined mixed clubs and exclusively female clubs, like the Society of 

Revolutionary Republican Women. This female political participation reached a peak in the 

spring and summer of 1793, then drastically decreased after the banning of all women’s political 

associations by the National Convention on October 30, 1793. In the months following this 

drastic decree, several prominent female figures were executed, including Olympe de Gouges 

and Madame Roland. Not long after, on November 17, 1793, the General Council of the Paris 

Commune adopted Pierre Gaspard Chaumette’s proposal that no future female deputations be 

received, fully relegating women to passive spectatorship in the proceedings of the national and 

local governments. Two years later, in May 1795, the Convention took away even this 

observational position, declaring that women would be kept out of the galleries altogether. The 

Napoleonic Code of 1804 repealed the few rights women did gain during the Revolution by 

 
4 Landes, 170–71. 
5 Landes, 170–71. 
6 Dominique Godineau, The Women of Paris and Their French Revolution (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1998), 212–19. 



 10 

reinforcing the authority of husbands and fathers over wives and children. The period of the 

Revolution, at least from 1789 to 1793, proved to be a short-lived window for female political 

participation.   

Research on women’s political participation during the Revolution has progressed over 

time, as older literature stresses the strict dichotomy between public and private life while newer 

studies analyze women as actors within broader cultural contexts. An argument popular in the 

late 20th century was that women were entirely enclosed in the private sphere and excluded from 

politics, a theory that often went hand in hand with studies on liberalism more broadly and the 

exclusion of certain groups from “universal” human rights. Historians have more recently moved 

towards acknowledging these limits on citizenship and examining how women still participated 

in politics. Earlier work focused on prominent “feminists,” like Olympe de Gouges, Etta Palm 

d’Aelders, and Pauline Léon, and how these women fought for rights by publishing political 

pamphlets or petitioning the Assembly. Today, emphasis is given to specific subgroups of 

women, particularly from the popular masses—Harriet Applewhite, Darline Levy, and 

Dominique Godineau highlight how working-class women engaged in revolutionary activities. 

Other authors, like Olwen Hufton and Jennifer Heuer, incorporate examination of societal gender 

roles—specifically, gendered familial identities—into their studies of female participation. The 

conclusions reached about the Revolution and the possibility of female citizenship range from 

Hunt’s assertion that liberal political theory made the exclusion of women into an issue, giving 

feminists the language and opportunity to fight for equality, to Joan Landes’s claim that the 

republic was not just constructed without women, but against women.7 

 
7 Lynn Hunt, The Family Romance of the French Revolution (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992); 
Landes, Women and the Public Sphere in the Age of the French Revolution. 
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Essential to studying the case for women’s rights during the Revolution is an 

understanding of Enlightenment views on women and their role in society, which wielded a great 

influence over French society. Book V of Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s Emile, or On Education 

(1762), an enormously popular treatise on the role of education and the nature of the individual, 

introduces Sophie, Emile’s future wife and the model of an ideal woman. Rousseau begins Book 

V by explaining the products of nature, that being the distinct characteristics of men and women. 

While the two have “the same organs, the same needs, the same faculties,” they differ where sex 

is concerned and “each is the complement of the other.”8 These differences arising from nature 

lead to different ideal forms and qualities: “The man should be strong and active; the woman 

should be weak and passive; the one must have both the power and the will; it is enough that the 

other should offer little resistance.”9 This female weakness is not only physical, but mental as 

well, since “the woman’s mind exactly resembles her body: far from being ashamed of her 

weaknesses, she is proud of it…she would be ashamed to be strong.”10 As a result of the 

consequences of sexual difference, woman must “always be in subjection to a man, or to man’s 

judgment, and she will never be free to set her own opinion above his.”11 

These characteristics are all-pervasive, not only because they are inherent in women’s 

nature, but also because they translate into morals to be upheld by society and its rules. A 

woman’s weaker constitution occurs because “the performance of her functions [of motherhood] 

requires a special constitution.”12 “The female is always a female,” so she can never shed this 

disposition and its corresponding duties.13 Rousseau explains that this physical disposition gives 

 
8 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Emile, or On Education, trans. Barbara Foxley (New York: J.M. Dent & Sons, 1911), 321. 
9 Rousseau, Emile, 322. 
10 Rousseau, Emile, 323. 
11 Rousseau, Emile, 333. 
12 Rousseau, Emile, 324. 
13 Rousseau, Emile, 324. 
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rise to a gendered morality; to fulfill these gendered duties is to be virtuous. This notion of the 

family as a fundamental sphere of interactions is generalized and applied to society, which, 

moreover, converts the moral standards of the family into the idealized virtues of society. 

Society, and by extension government, is ruled by these laws of nature, which dictate that 

women be passive, simply subjects to the naturally superior intelligence of men. Rousseau 

refutes criticism of this inequality, justifying that “this inequality is not of man’s making, or at 

any rate it is not the result of mere prejudice, but of reason.”14 

The influence of Rousseau’s argument for separation between the sexes’ duties and thus 

their societal spheres is clear in the revolutionary structure of politics, particularly the distinction 

between citoyen and citoyenne. The Constitution of 1791, whose preamble included the 1789 

Declaration of Rights of Man and Citizen, created two sub-populations within France: active and 

passive citizens. Active citizens enjoyed political rights—the ability to vote and hold office—

whereas passive citizens had only civil rights.15 The term citoyen referred to male citizens, who 

enjoyed this active citizenship, but the female equivalent, citoyenne, carried a connotation of 

passivity. Many pre-Revolution dictionaries did not mention the term citoyenne and those that 

did defined it simply as a female habitant of a town or city, distinctly lacking in the active, 

political connotation.16 The adjectives “active” and “passive” were never attached to citoyenne; 

exclusion from politics was already implicit in the female word.17 

As the Revolution accelerated and women were increasingly involved, the meaning of 

citoyenne evolved. Citoyenne became more equivalent to citoyen, signifying a woman who 

belonged to the nation. Women, by definition, belonged to the “passive” category, which never 

 
14 Rousseau, Emile, 324. 
15 Hunt, The French Revolution and Human Rights: A Brief Documentary History, 19. 
16 Dominique Godineau, “Autour Du Mot Citoyenne,” Mots 16 (1988): 91–110. 
17 Godineau, 106. 
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changed, but women still found ways to be politically active, performing many of the actions of 

their male counterparts. The designation citoyenne was not inviolable; during a disagreement 

between two political clubs, the Jacobin Society and the Society of Revolutionary Republican 

Women, a Jacobin stripped female activist Claire Lacombe of the title of citoyenne, addressing 

her instead, “Madame Lacombe—I just can’t consider her a citoyenne.”18 This return to the Old 

Regime form of address carried additional weight because of the political context in September 

1793, as extreme policies against counter-revolutionaries, like the Terror and the Law of 

Suspects, were being instituted. A citoyenne, at this point, was a good republican woman and the 

reduction of Lacombe to “Madame” questioned her commitment to the Revolution and framed 

her as a counter-revolutionary. 

 Rousseau’s conception of the two sexes as confined to two distinct spheres of duties and 

society came to life with the transition from the society of the Old Regime to the society of the 

Revolution, which no longer lived separated into the clergy, nobility, and others, but instead 

found new societal lines on which to divide. Equalizing men by espousing the abstract, natural 

rights of man shifted the principal societal cleavages from the medieval, broadly occupation- and 

birth-based estates to the two sexes, justified by the physical differences arising from nature. 

This substitution occurred over the course of the first four years of the Revolution, from 1789 to 

1793, as women found their standing in this transformed society. 

 The structure of this thesis will follow the trajectory of female participation and 

opportunity, with the first chapter detailing women’s political awakening in the early days of the 

Revolution with particular focus on the October Days, the best-known instance of female-led 

 
18 “Citoyenne Lacombe’s Report to the Society of Revolutionary Republican Women Concerning What took Place 
September 16 at the Jacobin Society,” in Darline G. Levy, Harriet B. Applewhite, and Mary D. Johnson, eds., 
Women in Revolutionary Paris, 1789–1795 (Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1979), 187. 
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protest during the Revolution. The second chapter will discuss the push into the more official 

channels of politics, as feminists wrote pamphlets and submitted petitions to the legislative body 

directly demanding the expansion of rights.19 The third chapter examines the sharp peak in 

female political participation with their involvement in popular societies and clubs in the spring 

and summer of 1793 and the sudden nosedive that women’s participation took, or, more 

accurately, was forced to take, with the restrictions placed by the Convention. This thesis focuses 

primarily on pro-Revolution Parisian women, specifically those that were active in the political 

circles, writing pamphlets and attending meetings of political clubs, and working-class women 

who often participated in popular protest. Significant groups of women—monarchist women, 

counter-revolutionary women, and many more who fall between these categories—fall outside 

the scope of this thesis. 

 The Revolution’s fundamental principles of liberty, equality, and fraternity and its early 

idealism motivated the 1789 Declaration, whose ambiguous universalism provided an 

opportunity that advocates for women seized. Despite this purported commitment to these ideals, 

women were ultimately excluded from the public sphere of politics, of active, male citizenship. 

The language of political documents—pre-Revolution cahiers de doléances, political pamphlets, 

speeches, descriptions of revolutionary events, and petitions—reveals that the fight for women’s 

rights during the French Revolution was a complicated and non-uniform effort that attempted to 

bridge basic tensions between groups of women with different priorities, between the duties of 

domesticity and the activities of the public sphere, and between the foundational notion of sexual 

difference and the aspirational ideal of equality. 

 
19 The legislative body to which women submitted petitions changed names and composition several times during 
the Revolution. The National Assembly existed from June 1789 to October 1791, when it was replaced by the 
Legislative Assembly, which in turn was replaced by the National Convention in September 1792. The National 
Convention governed for the remainder of the period this thesis covers. 
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CHAPTER 1: Emerging as Actors: Women’s Participation in 1789 

 The first months of the Revolution in 1789 saw more disorganized and isolated instances 

of women in politics, as women gradually experimented with the boundaries of what was 

acceptable and legitimate for them in the public sphere. The realm of female political activity 

during this period was characterized by holdovers from Old Regime political culture. What was 

legitimate activity for women in 1789 still fell along the lines of traditional female work. 

Moreover, the written records on women in this year reveal little consciousness of women as a 

sex; this category was far from the general public’s mind and women instead identified more 

with social bodies, like their occupational corporations and religious communities, and with 

families. Again, they upheld the Old Regime view of society, as divided into broad groups like 

the three estates or townships and cities on a smaller scale, and each group had its own unique 

privileges and interests.  

 The cahiers de doléances that were submitted to the Estates General in the spring of 

1789, along with a number of pamphlets that mimicked the form of cahiers and similarly voiced 

demands to the king and the Estates General, reveal the landscape of claims for women’s rights 

on the eve of the Revolution, or at least in its earliest months, since some of the pseudo-cahiers 

were published after the Estates General convened in May. A few months later in October came 

perhaps the most memorable and celebrated moment for women in the Revolution—the October 

Days. In their actions and success in bringing both bread and the king back to Paris, the 

participating women melded an Old Regime female activity, subsistence protest, with 

revolutionary political activity. With these tensions between old and new, 1789 thus was a 

transitional period, in which women expanded the limits of what they could do, setting the stage 

for more extensive demands and activity in the coming years. 
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Cahiers de Doléances and Pseudo-cahiers: Demands in 1789 

On August 8, 1788, King Louis XVI agreed to call the first meeting of the Estates 

General since 1614. The Estates General convened representatives of the three orders of 

society—the nobility, the clergy, and the all-encompassing Third Estate—from all over France. 

In the weeks leading up to the opening of the Estates General at Versailles on May 5, 1789, local 

communities of the three orders convened to elect their representative and to assemble a list of 

local demands, wishes, and grievances, or a cahier de doléances. For the most part, women were 

excluded from this process. Some women, however, held the right to representation, either 

because of an old clause that allowed women who owned fiefs to appoint their own 

representative or because they belonged to a religious or corporate society. The sample of 

cahiers submitted to the Estates General on behalf of women is therefore quite limited, but it 

exists. As a collective political act, the cahiers could not detail every individual’s grievances and 

particularly controversial topics, like food prices for the diverse people making up the Third 

Estate, could be omitted. The requests of these cahiers often, thus, are specific to their needs and 

desires, rather than for the entire female sex. While the official cahiers representing women were 

few, pamphlets framed as cahiers written by women or on behalf of women were more 

numerous and some historians even categorize these writings as cahiers.20 These pamphlets, 

which followed the stylistic conventions of the official cahiers with the title of cahiers de 

doléances, belonged to the eruption in publications that occurred on the eve of the Estates 

General in 1789, as the censorship of the press by the Old Regime disappeared and more people 

were brought into the fold of political conversation.21 The official and pseudo-cahiers differ most 

 
20 Joan Landes writes, “Yet even the unofficial protestations in the form of pamphlet literature could be considered 
cahiers during the Revolution.” Landes, Women and the Public Sphere in the Age of the French Revolution, 107. 
21 Jeremy D. Popkin, A Short History of the French Revolution, 2nd ed. (New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 1998), 55. 
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obviously in what they demand, but still maintain similarities, particularly in how they describe 

women’s place in society.  

Official cahiers de doléances came from two groups of women—societies of 

tradeswomen and religious communities—and mostly asked for certain protections or tax cuts 

for their specific community. A group of flower vendors from Paris wrote to the Director 

General of Finances to express their displeasure at the newly instated just price, requesting the 

reestablishment of their exclusive control of the flower market. Fashion merchants and artisans 

from Paris wrote a series of articles demanding hyper-specific reforms, like the fixing of fees at 

500 livres for apprentices and daughters of merchants or that widows be allowed to conduct 

business without certain taxations and fees. Laundresses from Marseille expressed their concerns 

about fraudulent soap-making and the negative impact this was having on their businesses and 

called on officials to help. Two religious communities located in Aups and Hondtschoote 

complained that they were being taxed too much and could not afford to pay taxes given their 

financial situations. A third religious community, also from Hondtschoote, wrote about their 

displeasure of taking on the duty of caring for the sick and elderly. These documents served as a 

conduit for expressing what often turned out to be economic grievances. 

These female economic corporations that were granted a voice in the cahiers, specifically 

the groups of market women from Paris like the aforementioned flower vendors and fashion 

merchants, occupied an important position as representatives of the popular classes during the 

Old Regime, a role that the sans-culottes, the community of pro-revolution working-class 

Parisians, did not replace until 1792.22 Since the thirteenth century, the market women operated 

as the food retailers in Paris’s central markets, provisioning over 650,000 people and vitally 

 
22 Katie L. Jarvis, Politics in the Marketplace: Work, Gender, and Citizenship in Revolutionary France (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2019), 18. 
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maintaining public and political order in the volatile capital.23 In recognition of their position at 

the center of society, economics, and politics, the king interacted with these women in royal 

rituals, in which the market women played the grateful subjects, solidifying the conception of 

these market women as the automatic representatives of the Third Estate.24 

Cahiers often began with a few words about why this time period would be momentous, 

and then would lead into the results that these women wanted the king and the Estates General to 

change. The Parisian flower vendors introduced their desired alterations by writing, “In a 

moment when everyone is claiming their rights, their privileges, and their property…”25 Others 

focused more on illustrating their devotion to and care for the nation. The Parisian fashion 

merchants ended their cahier with a list of reasons to heed their demands—the amelioration of 

commerce, justice and prudence, and the king’s finances—culminating with “the general good of 

the nation.”26 Similarly, the laundresses from Marseille began their cahier by announcing their 

lively sentiments of love and affection for the nation, the people, and the king. They also framed 

the particular grievances that they identified as attacks on the nation that the Estates General and 

the king could not ignore. While this style of rhetoric does not signify a total acceptance of the 

Old Regime, it does not dismiss the Old Regime. Indeed, as expressed in their cahiers, some of 

the societies of merchants desired a return to the traditions of the Old Regime or at least a return 

to those corporate privileges from which they benefited before the Revolution.  

The women’s addressing of the king and the officials of the Estates General did not 

always remain deferential and, at times, they demanded that the king pay respect to their 
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communities. The flower vendors sharpened their demands for occupational protections by 

describing it as a “justice due to them since they paid the king considerable sums for enjoying 

the advantages of their trade.”27 The poissardes, or fishwives, of Paris were an occupational 

group of women that traditionally held a special status with the king, participating in ceremonial 

processions and verifying the existence and sex of royal infants at Versailles. They wrote 

couplets in the summer of 1789 addressed to the Third Estate, which both revered the king and 

lowered him to the level of the Third Estate. In the third couplet, they wrote, “The first man who 

made himself Master / was a soldier. / He was King; from whom did he hold the Kingship? / 

From the Third Estate,” thus attributing the King’s power to the Third Estate. Much like the 

flower vendors, who viewed their past relationship with the king as reciprocal in this moment, 

the fishwives identified a kinship between the king and the Third Estate, asserting that his 

position would not be possible without their support. The women, nonetheless, end with a final 

couplet celebrating both Louis and the Third Estate, saying, “He wills, he executes, he marks out 

for us our happiness / … / Let us defend, love with zeal, / serve the State. / Forever faithful to 

Louis may it be. / The Third Estate!”28 In this politically fraught moment before the Revolution 

fully began, some women had the opportunity to voice their demands through official channels 

of government and, for the most part, made narrow, often economic, requests that suited the 

needs of their communities. 

 Pamphlets written to mirror the style and structure of cahiers reveal more about the 

grievances of women as a broad societal group, rather than as distinct geographical and 

occupational communities. Although each pamphlet contains a different request, these writings 
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share common themes expressed doubly in content and rhetoric—namely, the recognition of 

women’s secondary status in society and demands for more equality. These documents are more 

varied in their intended audience and what they are responding to, whether a specific pamphlet or 

a general distaste for society’s subjugation of women. Some writers penned their pamphlets on 

behalf of the entire female sex—Petition of the Third Estate to the King, Cahier of Grievances 

and Complaints of Women by Madame B*** B***, Requests of Ladies to the National 

Assembly—while others voiced the opinions of a specific group or even individual. Overall, 

these pseudo-cahiers were more explicitly political and feminist than their official counterparts. 

 The Petition of the Women of the Third Estate to the King asked for a few policies to be 

instated: the exclusion of men from certain occupations that were the prerogative of women, the 

establishment of free schools, and the requirement for prostitutes to wear a mark of 

identification. In expressing these demands, the authors described the hopeless state that women 

currently lived in, born without fortunes and educated little, in order to legitimize and 

substantiate the context of their wishes. The first sentences of the petition include a short but 

telling quip about the status of women, the “continual objects of the admiration and scorn of 

men,” which then leads to the question, “wouldn’t it be possible to make their voice heard amidst 

this general agitation?”29 The following paragraph explains that women are not asking too much 

of the king. They are not asking for his permission to send their own representatives to the 

Estates General, as this would be too radical and overall ineffective. After requesting that each 

gender be limited to occupations appropriate for their sex, they reiterate that they have no ulterior 

motives beyond bettering themselves and their gender. They “ask to be enlightened, to have 

work, not in order to usurp men’s authority, but in order to be esteemed by them, so that [they] 
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might have the means of living out of the way of misfortune.”30 These women’s requests are 

humble and, as they are careful to communicate, not intended to upturn the traditional structure 

of society. 

An acceptance of women’s traditional role in society is more than evident in the 

deferential phrasing of their requests. They confirm that the purpose of better education would be 

for women “to practice the virtues of [their] sex: gentleness, modesty, patience, charity” and to 

eventually be able to give their children an adequate education. The final sentence of the petition 

further underscores the adherence to traditional familial and gender roles in politics, as they 

conclude that “The idea of Majesty, of Sovereign, vanishes, and we see in you only a tender 

Father, for whom we would sacrifice our lives a thousand times.”31 

The cahier written by Madame B*** B***, an unknown female author, similarly 

explains the many injustices women face at the hands of men but is more critical in addresses to 

authorities and common men alike and more sweeping in its central request, the right to represent 

themselves in the Estates General. The author dramatizes her grievances, describing centuries of 

women under the “yoke” put on by men. She compares the state of women to that of slaves 

multiple times. She writes a woman’s motto must be “to work, to obey, and to shut up.”32 By 

comparing the plight of women to that of slaves and common people, who also live in a state of 

subjugation to their male masters, she expands her argument beyond the continued degradation 

of women to the general maltreatment of humans. Despite her highly critical attitude towards the 

government, she maintains her faith that, now that “enlightenment and reason have demonstrated 

the absurdity of all this,” the deputies will correct history’s mistakes.33  
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Unlike the authors of official cahiers or the Petition of Women of the Third Estate, she 

conceives of herself as the voice for her entire sex. She includes some smaller, concrete 

demands, like the ability for women to be elected deputies for the Estates General, but also calls 

quite broadly for a new constitution and new laws. Of course, she recognizes that her requests 

are likely unrealistic and unwelcome. When she first articulates that she wants women to be 

admitted to the Estates General, she inserts an imagined retort from the deputies—“The 

admission of women to the Estates General is…inconceivably and ridiculously pretentious.”34 

Like the authors of the Petition of Women of the Third Estate to the King, Madame B*** B*** 

takes care to not overstep. Before articulating her request that women represent themselves, she 

reassures the male deputies that women “do not aspire to the honors of government, or to the 

advantages of being initiated to the secrets of ministries.”35 While they are asking for more active 

involvement in official politics, they are not asking to be political leaders or legislators, only to 

have their direct voices heard. 

Madame B*** B*** insists on the fundamental equality between the two sexes yet 

contradicts this idea with her demand that women serve as deputies at the Estates General. She 

explains why the deputies ought to work towards gender equality. The goal is “an equilibrium 

between two sexes formed of the same clay, experiencing the same sensations, that the hand of 

the creator has made for one another, who worship the same god, and who obey the same 

sovereign.”36 This sameness is one that stems from nature—in this view, men and women are 

inherently equals. The result of this logic is the conclusion that the treatment of women as 

inferior, or even different, to men is unfounded and illegitimate. The request at the center of her 
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cahier of political representation for and by women rests on the idea that women can be 

adequately represented only by other women. “A noble cannot be represented by a commoner, 

nor a commoner by a noble,” and by extension, a man cannot represent a woman and a woman 

cannot represent a man.37 Men and women, thus, are not entirely the same. She does not 

elaborate further on what constitutes these sexual differences, but this paradox of simultaneous 

sexual difference and sameness persists. 

 The pamphlet, “Requests of Ladies to the National Assembly,” converges on the theme 

of injustice against women, explaining the natural basis of gender equality and the hypocrisy of 

proclaiming universal rights in the Declaration of Rights of Man and Citizen with the continuing 

subjugation of women. The authors begin their pamphlet by pointing out the contradiction of the 

revolutionaries’ reforms, while the oppression of women still persists, “the most ancient and the 

most general of abuses, that which excludes places, dignities, honors, and above all the right to 

sit amongst you, the most beautiful, and the most amiable half of the inhabitants of this vast 

kingdom.”38 In passing the Declaration of Rights of Man and Citizen, legislators “generously 

decreed equal rights for all individuals.”39 The authors interpret the Declaration as dissolving the 

feudal class distinctions and granting these rights equally and universally, which must include 

enslaved Africans and women. They go into length about the great consequences of the 

Declaration, comparing the anticipated aftermath to “a serene day” shining over their heads. 

After exaggeratedly exalting the legislators’ actions, the ladies pose a question, asking if women 

will be the only ones who cannot participate in this glorious rebirth of France. They repeat their 

grand praise of the progress that the revolutionaries have created and again end with accusations 
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against them of maintaining the oppression of women. The men “continue to place 

insurmountable barriers” against women, further fortifying the existing, “fatal wall of separation 

elevated for so many centuries between family members and children of the same father.”40 

 The authors end their pamphlet with a list of ten requests to correct the most egregious 

injustices carried out against women. Some of the articles are sweeping and abstract, aiming for 

broad shifts in society’s attitudes, while others are narrow and specific. The first three exemplify 

the essence of the women’s demands—that all male privileges be entirely and irrevocably 

abolished; that the female sex have all the same liberties, advantages, rights, and honors as the 

male sex; and that the male gender no longer be regarded as the nobler gender. The following six 

requests illustrate what the women believed should be done to facilitate this change. The phrase 

“That the wife is authorized by her husband” should be removed from all legal documents, the 

culotte should not be reserved for only men to wear, a dishonored soldier should not be punished 

by dressing in women’s clothes, women should be able to be admitted into political assemblies, 

women should be able to be magistrates, and women should also be eligible for all the same jobs, 

wages, and military titles as men.41 The last article of their draft decree is not a request of a law 

to be changed by men, but a commitment by the women. They promise to “moderate the 

magnitude of their zeal, and not to exercise the attention of their audience too long,” when they 

do emerge from their suppressed position.42 These women protest the passivity they have been 

forced to abide by, insisting upon the civil and political rights that would make men and women 

truly equal. At the same time, however, they “moderate” their requests by dampening their 
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“zeal,” playing, whether strategically or subconsciously, into men’s expectations that women 

remain in their secondary place. 

 These pseudo-cahiers differ from the official cahiers in their breadth and their less 

deferential tone, which can be attributed to the fact that they are not bound by the restrictions that 

come inherently with the medium of the cahier. The cahiers are meant to represent the 

grievances of a specific community; the few communities of women included in the cahier-

writing process would not advocate abstractly for the equality of the two sexes, but instead, ask 

for tangible improvements that would positively impact their community. Authors of the non-

official cahiers were able to speak on behalf of the entire female sex, writing about broad 

changes they wanted to see in France. Demonstrating respect for the king and the deputies of the 

Estates General was also less necessary since the cahiers were not bound by tradition and 

existing customs. In general, these pseudo-cahiers had two functions: to explain the injustice that 

women faced and to promote a certain solution or set of solutions. All three cahiers included 

extended discussion of the subjugated state in which women have lived for centuries. The 

authors rely on common themes to emphasize the injustice of their situations, namely the idea 

that nature made men and women equal which is exemplified in the structure of the family, with 

brothers and sisters born from the same parents. Their conception of equality is not, however, 

total. In each cahier, the authors soften their demands by attesting that they do not intend to 

overpower men; they are not trying to take men’s positions of power and know not to overstep. 

This acceptance of a degree of oppression could be a strategic decision to avoid the worst 

criticisms or a recognition that men and women are not entirely equal. Either way, the inclusion 

of this phrasing indicates that the gap between the two sexes was too substantial to bridge, even 
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in this revolutionary moment. Even the most radical and progressive pamphlets could not escape 

the prejudices of society. 

 Demands for gender equality, in the form of cahiers addressed to representatives of the 

state, were voiced only in the pseudo-cahiers. The authors’ ideas of how gender equality could 

be achieved varied substantially. The women of the Third Estate wanted the legal exclusion of 

men from female occupations, the establishment of free education for girls, and the requirement 

of prostitutes to wear a mark of identification. Madame B*** B*** wanted women to represent 

other women in the Estates General. The ladies who wrote to the National Assembly advanced a 

list of nine sweeping demands that attacked the gender inequality present not only in politics, but 

also in society, even trying to outlaw physical signs of sexual difference like dress. Their final 

point—that they will moderate themselves and not take too much of their audience’s time—

undermines the substantial steps they took towards equality. These self-imposed limits on the 

extent of their demands reveal a contradiction that was central to female political participation 

and citizenship during the French Revolution—the struggle between a tacit acceptance of the 

societally accepted philosophy of sexual difference and the radical notion that men and women 

are equals by nature. 

Early Revolutionary Activity: The Storming of the Bastille and the October Days 

The convocation of the Estates General in May of 1789 catalyzed a series of 

revolutionary events, as the Third Estate deputies broke away from the First and Second Estates 

to create the National Assembly, tasked with giving France a new constitution.43 Meanwhile, the 

popular classes of Paris grew increasingly agitated, erupting into occasional instances of popular 

protest. While these crowds were not female-dominated, women were still present. The Storming 
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of the Bastille on July 14, 1789, an attack on the medieval fortress and political prison that 

represented monarchical tyranny, was the onset of popular revolutionary violence that would 

come to color the Revolution. Male participants of the conquest were hailed as heroes, labelled 

as vainqueurs de la Bastille and awarded pensions.44 The role of women was largely ignored, but 

women certainly participated. One woman, Marguerite Pinaigre, petitioned the National 

Assembly for recognition of her and her husband’s actions. She wrote that “not only has this dear 

citizen fought in the conquest of the Bastille with the greatest courage, but furthermore, his 

citoyenne wife…worked equally hard with all her might.”45 She had to plead with the National 

Assembly for some semblance of recognition, arguing that her actions were equal to her 

husband’s. 

While some women were present at the storming of the Bastille, women, specifically the 

Parisian market women, took charge during the October Days, leading the Women’s March on 

Versailles that brought the king back to Paris. On October 5, 1789, a group of women, 

numbering between eight hundred and two thousand, gathered before the City Hall in Paris to 

ransack the building for arms.46 They continued to increase their numbers before setting off for 

Versailles, with Stanislas Maillard, a member of the National Guard and a vainqueur de la 

Bastille, at their head.47 After the women arrived in Versailles, the National Assembly granted 

permission for a delegation of women to deliver a petition with Maillard as their spokesman.48 

The delegation returned to the larger group with unsatisfying results and, after Maillard and the 

few who were satisfied went home, the majority went back to the Assembly.49 The National 
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Guard then arrived, followed by a group of men. Soon enough, the crowd turned violent, 

breaking into the palace and trying to force their way into the queen’s bedchamber.50 King Louis 

XVI eventually acceded, promising bread and his return to the capital. A triumphant procession 

marched with bread and the king back to Paris and the women were thereafter celebrated as the 

“heroines” of the October Days. Traditionally, subsistence protests fell into the category of 

female action as an extension of the domestic duty of providing food for the family and women a 

few generations prior had even marched the same path to Versailles in the winter of 1708–09 to 

demand Louis XIV to end the famine and stop the war.51 These women in 1789 were able to 

build on these legitimate actions of the Old Regime, adding a layer of revolutionary claims, that 

the king return to Paris with them.52 In the weeks following October 5 and 6, the market women 

were awarded bonnes citoyennes medals by the National Assembly, recognizing their role in 

solving this economic and political crisis. 

In 1790, the Tribunal du Châtelet, a royal court reestablished on October 21, 1789 to try 

and judge important political cases, formed a commission to investigate specifically the radical 

violence that occurred on the second day of the Women’s March, October 6, signifying that this 

original appreciation of popular protest was not total and that revolutionary officials, at this point 

dominated by the Marquis de Lafayette, feared, to some extent, the popular crowd.53 The 

Châtelet had jurisdiction over all lèse-nation cases, so all those that allegedly harmed or 

endangered the nation.54 In the spring of 1790, while these October Days investigations were 

occurring, the Châtelet furthermore indicated its intention to look into the radical left in the 
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National Assembly, an early precursor to the Revolutionary Tribunal that would be established in 

1793.55 

Maillard’s description of the Women’s March, given as a testimony before this 

commission, reveals a narrative in which the women were not brave heroines, but uncivilized 

and uncontrollable animals. He emphasized the destructive, impulsive attitude of these women 

and casts himself opposite to them, as the desperately needed rational presence to temper their 

violence. According to him, the “women kept saying that the men were not strong enough to be 

revenged on their enemies and that they (the women) would do better.”56 The masses of women 

were armed to the teeth, but Maillard, the ever-sensible leader, “succeeded in persuading the 

women to lay down their arms, with the exception of a few who refused, but whom wiser heads 

among them compelled to yield.”57 He reiterated his crucial role in keeping the peace and the 

women’s insistence on disrupting it. Recounting a group of women trying to break down house 

doors to recruit more women, he said that he “told them that they would discredit themselves by 

behaving in such a manner and that if they continued to do so…their actions would be looked on 

unfavorably, whereas if they proceeded peaceably and honestly, all the citizens…would be 

grateful to them.”58 In depicting himself as levelheaded and intelligent, he painted the women as 

suggestible and irrational. While this distinction may be the result of him attempting to both self-

aggrandize and absolve himself of any blame, it still demonstrates how revolutionary women 

were viewed then, despite their heroine status. 
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Another account of the October Days by Fournier L’Americain reflects a similar pride 

about his participation and a diminution of the women’s. L’Americain’s report was written four 

years after the Women’s March, in a moment when it was fashionable to associate oneself with 

revolutionary activity.59 The enthusiastic revolutionary sentiments clearly demonstrate 

L’Americain’s desire for acclaim. He explained his motives by saying, “When I saw my brothers 

crying with hunger on the fifth of October, I could no longer hold in my feelings. The detestable 

aristocratic and royalist horde had plotted to submit the nation to slavery by starvation.”60 Like 

Maillard, he embellished the women’s reliance on him—“When they saw me, [they] cried out: 

‘Fournier, lead us to Versailles.’”61 Overall, he wrote little about women and the little that there 

is centers around him. He did, however, mention an interaction with a few women who had the 

moral qualities and good judgment to value his advice. During their conversation, he “stooped to 

their level of intelligence and borrowed Père Duchesne’s style,” using vulgar language to 

communicate his thoughts about Lafayette and the king’s actions.62 Although composed three 

years apart, the similarities between L'Americain and Maillard’s accounts are clear. Both men 

emphasize their roles in the October Days, whether falsely or not, and deemphasize the women. 

The accounts of thirteen women involved in the October Days diverged from these two 

men’s, as they depicted themselves as forced, naïve participants who participated largely 

peacefully.63 These women testified in front of the same commission as Maillard in 1790.64 This 

group ranged in engagement—some belonged to the deputations of women taken to the National 
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Assembly and the king, while others left the palace after the first day and did not return. What 

unites all thirteen women is their insistence that they were compelled to follow the crowd to 

Versailles. Unlike Maillard or L'Americain, they were not persuaded by revolutionary ideals, but 

by the mass of women pressuring them. Some women claimed that they were “forced” to march; 

Elisabeth Girard even alleged that several women “forced her to follow, threatening to cut her 

hair if she did not walk.”65 Despite the fact that some of these women played active, leading 

roles in this critical revolutionary episode, none were willing to take credit in the way that 

Maillard and L’Americain did. The context of the reports is certainly significant; the women 

might have been more close-lipped in front of the commission out of fear and Maillard was 

already a hero, as a vainqueur de la Bastille. The commission’s function as an arm of the 

Châtelet, which was tasked with judging potential dangers to the nation, would have influenced 

all of these testimonies, as each individual would avoid implicating themselves in the violence. A 

congruous aspect between the male and female tales is the vilification of the crowd of women. 

This phenomenon is more evident in Maillard and L’Americain’s records, as they depicted the 

women as unintelligent and irrational, but the women who testified still blamed the general body 

of women, a faceless crowd that could not be indicted by the Châtelet since it consisted of 

unidentified individuals. 

These female deputations took a different stance on the October Days’ violence than that 

of Maillard, who portrayed the women as violent and unreasonable, instead describing that the 

violence took place mostly between groups of armed men on October 6. Many of the women 

made limited mentions of the violence they witnessed, testifying succinctly that they saw a dead 

guard or a head on a pike, though some went into great detail about the series of events that 
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occurred. Jeanne Martin and Elisabeth Girard, for example, both recalled a bearded man who 

beheaded a guard with his axe, then put his head on a pike. While most women who witnessed 

violent acts attributed these to the guards and armed Parisians, some accused other women of 

taking part. In her testimony, Jeanne-Dorothée Delaissement praised Maillard for his success in 

keeping order among the women, “who were armed with pikes, sticks, pieces of iron, and other 

things.”66 Only Martin admitted to being armed herself, though the stick she carried was forced 

into her hands and she used it solely to strike down the two swords drawn between a Swiss 

Guard and Maillard.67 Two other women, Louise-Marguerite-Pierrette “Louison” Chabry and 

Françoise Rolin, who met the king and brought back word of his agreement, chronicled their 

experiences as victims of violence at the hands of angry women. Upon their return to the mass of 

women with the good news from the king, they were met with displeasure, as the group believed 

they had received money from the king and that the papers were not legitimate. This distrust 

spiraled into anger and, according to Chabry, the women “put a garter around her to hang her 

from a street lamp,” a story that Rolin corroborates in her own deposition.68 Besides Chabry and 

Rolin’s dramatic ordeal, multiple other women testified that they were injured—a cut on the 

hand, a blow to the shoulder—as witnesses to the male violence. These female testimonies 

painted a distinctly different picture of the event’s bloodshed; where Maillard blames women, 

the women blame the men. 

In general, these women’s testimonies reveal that the overwhelming purpose of the march 

was to obtain bread, although some women cited a desire to confront the royals. Nearly every 
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account contains some mention of bread as the motivation. Martin reported the women said, after 

being asked their purpose by two men on the path to Versailles, “We are going to Versailles, to 

ask the king for bread for ourselves, for their husbands and their children, and the provision of 

the capital.”69 Martin’s summation of the march’s aim is to the point, connecting the centrality of 

the king in the mission to the duty of women in subsistence protests. This relationship between 

women and popular protest in times of famine was not new, though its union with revolutionary 

change set it apart from a long history of expected female leadership in crises.70 Marie-Rose Baré 

also included an additional detail from her audience with the king, that the women “begged him 

to be so good as to arrange escorts for the transports intending for the provisioning of Paris.”71 

Rolin was the only woman to go beyond bread to mention the overtly political goal of bringing 

the king back to Paris. According to her deposition, she and other women in the hall of the 

National Assembly said “they wanted the king to come to Paris, [so] that he would know better 

what happened there.”72 Other women shared that they witnessed the people, and especially the 

women, attacking the queen with their words, since they could not reach her with their pikes. 

Martin quoted a woman who allegedly said to men along the route, “Yes, yes, we are going to 

Versailles; we will put the queen’s head on the end of a sword.”73 Madelaine Glain also reported 

of “a woman whom [she] knew to be a prostitute,” perhaps the same woman as the one 

mentioned by Martin, who “said that she was going to Versailles to bring back the queen’s 

head.”74 
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Though these depositions, occurring almost a year after the October Days, were 

invariably influenced by later perceptions of the event and the nature of the Châtelet’s 

investigation, they still serve as indicators of how women conceived of themselves as political 

actors.75 The nature of these documents, as the careful testimonies of a small group of women 

selected by a revolutionary tribunal embedded in a complex and fraught political atmosphere, 

means they are not accurate retellings. Nonetheless, these women demonstrate that they acted as 

members of the nation, who could bear arms and make demands from their government. By 

combining the goals of bringing bread and the king back to Paris, they mixed the politics of the 

Revolution into their traditional duty of providing food for their families. 

Conclusion: 

 As demonstrated in the cahiers and records of the October Days, actors during this early 

period of the Revolution understood the significance of the moment; they were acutely aware 

that the Revolution would be a time of profound change. Such an extreme political and societal 

shift inevitably brought with it instability and chaos. In this hour of uncertainty, women pushed 

the limits of some of their traditional activities—writing cahiers de doléances, protesting for 

bread. The form of the cahiers, already restricted to a small subset of women, became a conduit 

not only for expressing grievances on behalf of the entire female sex, but also for suggesting 

reforms, a significant step towards involvement in the law-making process. The subsistence 

protest became an occasion to voice demands for political change, like bringing the king and the 

locus of political power back to the capital. From this season of activity emerged a reimagined 

conception of women as equals to male citizens, capable of participating in legislation, of 
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bearing arms, and of making direct calls to the government, which overlaid traditionally female 

functions. 

 This reconstruction was not complete, however, and remained unspoken on the sidelines, 

glimpsed in the expansion of accepted actions from women and in the pseudo-cahiers that 

demanded greater equality. The idea of female citizenship was not fully defined, as women 

struggled to find solid footing while the Revolution turned the world on its head. Despite the 

Revolution’s attempts to dispose of the Old Regime, this transformation was not immediate and 

women still had to balance the old and the new, to find the middle ground between public and 

private. In general, women’s activities in this first year of the Revolution were met with 

acceptance, though this approval did not last long, as the probing investigations of the Châtelet 

demonstrate. They notably did not conceive of women as a whole sex and did not outright 

demand political rights and citizenship, with the exception of some authors of pseudo-cahiers. 

This question did not yet live in the public consciousness and women still identified with the Old 

Regime’s divisions of the people into social bodies and estates, rather than the emerging view of 

people as individuals with inalienable rights. Women’s interests lay not with their sex’s, but 

instead with their families’ and communities’. They demanded community-specific protections, 

often economic, in the cahiers and bread for their families during the October Days. Their 

writings and actions preserved enough of the traditional system, not venturing into entirely new 

spheres of activity, for women to be welcomed into the Revolution.  
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CHAPTER 2: Finding their Voice: Demands for Equality 

After the October Days brought King Louis XVI back to the capital, attention shifted to 

the Sisyphean task of writing the new constitution, enveloping Paris in an environment of 

idealism and open discussion. Principles of individual liberty had been set out in the Declaration 

of the Rights of Man and Citizen but debates still raged over who should have the right to vote 

and to participate politically. While these issues were being discussed in the Assembly, the 

public followed along, reading or listening to pamphlets and newspapers. Free from Old Regime 

censorship, publishing houses proliferated newspapers and pamphlets, creating a political arena 

on the national scale.76 Political clubs, the first of which was the Society of Friends of the 

Constitution (founded in October 1789; later referred to as the Jacobin Club), rose from the 

informal gatherings in coffeehouses and other public places.77 More clubs popped up, each 

attracting a subset of the population, like the Cordeliers Club, which welcomed radicals and 

disenfranchised “passive” citizens, the Cercle Social, which supported women’s rights and 

democracy, and even counter-revolutionary clubs.78 These pamphlet wars and political clubs 

became battlegrounds for the exploration and elaboration of new ideas. With these new channels 

of communication for politics, the number of people closely following the proceedings of the 

Assembly increased drastically and this larger base of politically active people was more likely 

to express their dissatisfactions loudly and publicly, writing pamphlets for popular audiences and 

petitions directed at the more official circles of politics, the legislative body and political clubs. 

This outburst of opinions about women and their place in the political system hit its peak 

between 1790 and 1792, as male and female advocates published pamphlets that established the 
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theoretical basis for the right to citizenship for women in the Enlightenment language of natural 

rights and issued petitions and speeches that demanded specific reforms to improve social life for 

women. These writings range in depth and approach but were built on a common theoretical 

foundation of natural rights inherent in all humans because of their capacity for reason, the same 

ground that supported the Declaration of Rights of Man and Citizen. The authors, furthermore, 

echo each other in certain strategies of demand—namely, an analogy of the women’s position in 

marriage to slavery, the idea of patriotic motherhood, an appeal for more extensive education, 

and a sense of duty to the nation that corresponds with the right of citizenship. These documents 

reveal that these revolutionary-era feminists identified an incongruity between the implied 

universalism in the language of the Declaration of Rights of Man and Citizen and the restrictive 

actions of the National Assembly and the various legislative bodies that succeeded it (the 

Legislative Assembly in October 1791 and the National Convention in September 1792). They 

couched their demands in the same tradition of Enlightenment philosophy as the authors of the 

Declaration to assert the logical universalism of these newly codified rights but did not all 

advocate for the immediate extension of full political rights and citizenship; the landscape of 

demands on behalf of women was nuanced beyond general calls for political rights and equality. 

Instead, some authors proposed specific duties and improvements for women that would 

facilitate their entrance into political life, suggesting concrete advancements that could feasibly 

enhance women’s position in society. 

Pamphlets and Petitions: Condorcet, Pauline Léon, and Others 

The Marquis de Condorcet, an outspoken nobleman who wrote pamphlets arguing for 

equal rights for women and people of color, published his newspaper article, “On the Admission 

of Women to the Rights of Citizenship,” on July 3, 1790. Condorcet had penned treatises and 
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letters on women’s rights even before the Revolution began in 1789, but this article used the 

decreed Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen to strengthen the basis of its argument, 

making the idea of universal human rights tangible. Condorcet employed the language of natural 

rights that the revolutionaries adopted from Enlightenment philosophers to articulate his 

argument. He also used his article to bring up other issues related to women’s political rights, 

like the exclusion of religious minorities and blacks from citizenship, which similarly 

contradicted the Declaration’s universalism, and reforms in education for women, which he saw 

as a necessary remedy to the societally caused deficiencies of women. 

  “On the Admission of Women” demonstrates the gravity of violations of people’s 

natural rights, which had persisted for so long under the Old Regime. After beginning his article 

with this statement about how a long-lasting violation of natural rights might no longer appear as 

an injustice, Condorcet next references the efforts of the legislators in  “establishing the common 

rights of the individuals of the human race and…making those rights the sole foundation of 

political institutions.”79 The “philosophers and legislators,” however, were not perfect and still 

let certain violations continue, specifically against “the principle of equality of rights” in their 

exclusion of women from the rights of citizenship.80 He suggests that this exclusion is an act of 

tyranny, since “the rights of men follow only from the fact that they are feeling beings, capable 

of acquiring moral ideas and of reasoning about these ideas” and, “since women have the same 

qualities, they necessarily have equal rights.”81 Having established this fundamental concept, that 

men and women are both beings with the same qualities and thus rights, Condorcet makes his 
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central point—“Either no individual in mankind has true rights, or all have the same ones.”82 

Discrimination in rights on the basis of sex, and of race, is unjust and, in fact, contradicts the 

theory of natural, equal rights on which the Declaration was built. 

 Condorcet then refutes the common arguments—namely, that women’s weaker 

constitution prevents them from exercising political rights—levelled against the inclusion of 

women in citizenship, poking holes in the logic behind these justifications. He accepts that 

women are sexually different beings “exposed to pregnancies and to passing indispositions,” but 

sees these as comparable to “people who have gout every winter or who easily catch colds” and 

thus no reason to deprive women of their rights.83 The next argument he challenges is the notion 

that women are intellectually inferior to men, since they have made no important discoveries in 

the sciences or proved their genius in other subjects. Again, this is no reason to exclude them 

from citizenship: most men are not geniuses, yet they were given the rights of citizens.84 He then 

rejects two more justifications, that women are not guided by reason and that women do not have 

a sense of justice, but instead follow their feelings, with a different strategy of identifying 

education and social conditions as the causes underlying these observations, which he takes as 

true only in the current state of things. By recognizing that these negative female qualities were 

caused by society and its constraints, rather than by nature, he comes to his essential argument: 

“It is therefore unjust to advance as grounds for continuing to refuse women the enjoyment of 

their natural rights those reasons that only have some kind of reality because women do not 

enjoy these rights in the first place.”85 After refuting a final excuse that woman is “attached to 

her home” because of her domestic duties, Condorcet concludes his article by daring someone to 
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“show [him] a natural difference between men and women that can legitimately found 

[women’s] exclusion from a right,” reiterating that nothing but an argument based in the laws of 

nature could be a legitimate reason to exclude women from citizenship.86 

 Condorcet’s style of argument, with its strategy of isolating specific female qualities and 

comparing them to those of men, leaves little room for objection. He asserts that it would be 

absurd to exclude men who are prone to sickness, who are not geniuses, who have not taken a 

course in public law, and who work several hours a day from the rights of citizenship. Each of 

these categories is directly comparable to a reason traditionally given for why women should not 

be citizens—their ability to get pregnant, inferior intelligence, lack of reason and sense of justice, 

and domestic responsibilities, respectively. These groups of men could not reasonably be 

excluded from citizenship and, so by extension, neither should women. 

Condorcet also subtly demonstrates an awareness of his audience. His article appeared in 

the newspaper of the political club the Society of 1789 which included some of the legislators 

whom he criticizes in the beginning. Notably, he does not refer to the legislators as the sole 

perpetrators of this injustice, but also to philosophers. At this point, the Revolution was 

dominated by educated and propertied men, a phase which historians have named the “liberal” or 

“bourgeois” revolution.87 Condorcet skirts around an outright critique of the force and influence 

of these intellectuals in his section invalidating superiority of mind as a criterion for citizenship. 

He concedes that “the class of very enlightened men is small,” but “it would be completely 

absurd to limit the rights of citizenship and the eligibility for public offices to this superior 

class.”88 This sentence is his only explicit mention of eligibility for public offices, suggesting 
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that he is speaking not only to the topic of female citizenship, but also to the debates over which 

men should be given the right to vote and hold office. At the time of the article’s publication in 

July of 1790, the franchise had been restricted in December of 1789 to adult males, those over 

the age of 25, who paid taxes equivalent to three days’ wage for a laborer.  

Condorcet’s use of this article to advance a broader commentary on social and cultural 

conditions is furthermore evident in his allusions to the problems in the educational system and 

to the exclusion of religious minorities and people of color, in addition to women, from 

citizenship. Extending citizenship to women is necessarily intertwined with addressing other 

social issues.89 He points to a lack of education as a symptom of the injustices through which 

women have suffered and as an explanation for their inferior intellect, though he does not 

directly call for systemic educational reform as some advocates will in the following years. 

Nonetheless, he sees education as an issue worthy of mention in his criticisms of society and the 

state. He also references other groups that are facing the same struggle for citizenship as women. 

Immediately following his assertion that all individuals in mankind should have the same rights, 

Condorcet proclaims that “whoever votes against the right of another, whatever be his religion, 

his color, or his sex, has from that moment abjured his own rights.”90 While this sentence does 

not explicitly call for religious minorities and blacks to be included in citizenship, the mention of 

religion and color alongside sex ties these three disenfranchised groups together.  

A petition to the National Assembly, also written in 1790, recognizes the same exclusion 

of women from political life that Condorcet criticizes, but offers a different solution: the creation 

of separate legislative and judicial bodies for women. The petition’s author is Marie-Madeleine 
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Jodin, the “daughter of a citoyen of Geneva.”91 She establishes the basis of her argument in the 

beginning, asserting that women should be involved in “the public good” because they make up 

half of France; she repeats the phrase “this essential half of Society,” rooting her demand for 

female political participation in the fundamental fact that women are human beings that belong 

to the same social association as men.92 This insistence on equality is present in another repeated 

phrase—“we too are citizens [citoyennes].”93 In using the term citoyenne, Jodin upholds the 

sentiment of phrase “this essential half of Society,” that women are inseparably part of society. 

What is necessary now is for the legislators of the National Assembly to codify this participation 

into politics. 

 She emphasizes the interwoven nature of the relationship between men and women and 

the injustice of men’s treatment of women, supporting her proposal of separate, gendered 

political bodies. Throughout her petition, she unveils her conception of an interdependent rapport 

between men and women, in which each sex’s natural talents and traits balances the other’s. This 

exchange has, however, not been realized historically, as women have been subordinated to the 

whims of men. In a direct appeal to the male legislators, she writes, “You were born our friends, 

and not our rivals; we are your emulators; to reduce us to slavery is to abuse against us a force 

given to you to defend us.”94 This comparison of women’s societal position to slavery, a 

condition absolutely opposite to the revolutionary pillar of liberty, is not only a potent reminder 

of the injustice, but also a reference to the debates over abolition and the extension of rights to 

free and propertied men of color that paralleled the discussions about women in the arenas of 

political clubs and pamphlet literature. The issue of slavery and people of color was more salient 
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in the wider political conversation, especially following the slave revolt that broke out in the 

French colony of Saint-Domingue in August of 1791.95 The greater visibility of slavery made it a 

particularly effective anchor for feminists’ claims, as it was a topic more in the public eye which 

therefore conferred greater legitimacy upon their demands.96 Feminism and abolitionism were, 

moreover, tied together as two parties neglected by the Revolution’s uneven dedication to the 

universalism implied in the Declaration; many feminists, including Condorcet and Olympe de 

Gouges, were abolitionists too.97 These coinciding debates play out against a backdrop of 

experimentation with the reaches of rights and citizenship, as the revolutionary atmosphere was 

hopeful and open to diverse ideas from people of all backgrounds, like Jodin and her proposal for 

gendered legislative bodies. 

 Jodin’s idea rests on the notion of sexual difference—men and women have naturally 

distinct physical traits and corresponding responsibilities—and, furthermore, translates this 

difference into politics. The mutual benefits of marriage, as men and women contribute their 

individual strengths, are expanded, so that both sexes can work for the public good. The public 

responsibilities that she identifies as a woman’s jurisdiction are largely in the realm of 

maintaining public order and morality. She points to prostitution and ineffective policing of the 

streets that allows prostitution to flourish as the darkest stains on national morality. This fixation 

on purity and a gendered morality is the logical child of the Enlightenment view of sexual 

difference. Rousseau’s Sophie, the ideal wife, is modest and virtuous, upholding the moral order 

of the family, and Jodin elaborates this moral duty from the familial to the national. 
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On March 6, 1791, Pauline Léon, a vocal defender of the Revolution and a founding 

member of the Society of Revolutionary Republican Women, petitioned the National Assembly 

for women’s right to bear arms. Much of her request rests on the same ideas that Jodin expressed 

in her 1790 petition, that men and women are equal in that they belong to the same fatherland 

and that they are the same living beings. She asserts that women share the same desire to protect 

their beloved nation, referencing the events of the October Days as a famous example of 

women’s patriotism and, moreover, as proof that, just like men, women physically fought for 

their nation. She wants to continue this legacy of active participation, saying, “We are 

citoyennes, and we cannot be indifferent to the fate of the fatherland.”98 Women cannot sit idly 

by while their husbands, fathers, and sons take up arms and sacrifice their lives for the nation, to 

which both sexes belong equally. She poses the question, “Are our children not orphaned by the 

loss of their fathers as much as their mothers?,” to demonstrate that women are just as much 

humans as men and, therefore, should share in the collective duty to protect the state.99 Bearing 

arms is not only a duty that women ought to fulfill, but a right for all humans universally. Léon 

points out the hypocrisy of the Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen directly, saying that 

“We wish only to defend ourselves the same as you…Society cannot deny the right nature gives 

us, unless you pretend the Declaration of Rights does not apply to women.”100 Because of nature 

and the legislators’ previous decrees of arguably universal human rights, women hold the same 

rights as men. 

 At the same time, Léon accepts the traditional views and roles of women in society, as 

domestic beings relegated largely to the private sphere. Immediately after stating that she and her 
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fellow petitioners have come to ask legislators’ permission to procure arms, she says, “May our 

weakness be no obstacle…and the love of our fatherland and hatred of tyrants will allow us to 

brave all dangers.”101 Then, she reassures them that their traditional duties will not be deserted—

“Do not believe, however, that our plan is to abandon the care of our families and home, always 

dear to our hearts”—a worry that Condorcet anticipated as well.102 Despite women’s physical 

deficiencies and existing obligations to their families, they are still capable of this additional 

responsibility. Léon furthermore affirms the secondary status of women to men by describing 

women as those the legislators “raised to the ranks of citoyennes by granting that title to their 

husbands” and that they have only “sampled the promises of liberty.”103 In this phrasing, she 

demonstrates the inextricable ties of women to the actions of men; the designation of citoyenne 

was conferred upon women because of the actions of their husbands. In general, the tone of her 

petition is deferential to the legislators and their perceptions of women. The three requests that 

she makes at the end of her petition all ask for permission from the legislators for women to 

obtain weapons, to practice their use, and to name former National Guards to command them, 

within, of course, the confines of the laws. Like Jodin, Léon requests narrow, specific rights from 

the National Assembly deputies, though Léon’s petition is more focused than Jodin’s. She is, 

moreover, not methodically and logically arguing for the extension of political rights to women 

in an article to be read by a politically engaged audience like Condorcet but instead asking men 

in power to grant three limited requests. 

The anonymous pamphlet, “Of the Current Fate of Women,” published in 1791 by the 

Cercle Social, uses a broader scope, discussing French society’s maltreatment of women and 
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arguing generally for the expansion of rights to women. The primary focus is on conveying the 

“current fate” of women; in the pamphlet’s plain words, “She is without rights, without property, 

without a state, without power.”104 The position of women in the social order is, moreover, 

comparable to a state of slavery: “She languishes in a state which approaches that of slavery, and 

which is in reality that of servitude.”105  This condition of subjugation is the fault of religion and 

the “old tyrants,” or, in sum, the old order, which caused women to “seek merit and happiness in 

servile dependence.”106 The pamphlet’s exact month of publication is unknown, but it is 

important to note that slavery became a much more conspicuous issue with the Saint-Domingue 

slave uprising that began in August of 1791, though word did not reach Paris until October of 

1791.107 Tying the state of women to the state of slaves would be a strategic invocation of a 

wider, more engaging political debate. Overall, this beginning section of the pamphlet paints an 

unmistakably negative portrayal of the injustices that women face—namely, the unjustified 

exclusion from rights, property, politics, and power. 

The author moves on to provide a solution, the extension of rights to women, for the 

already expressed grievances, and justifies this demand on the basis of rights inherent to women, 

the fact that women are, in some aspects, party to the state, and a patriotic conception of 

motherhood. The accusation leveled against the National Assembly deputies, specifically “those 

who contributed to this work [the Declaration of Rights of Man and Citizen]” is that they said, 

“with ostentation, that the rights of woman were not included in it,” an overt discrimination that 

the pamphlet aims to remedy by providing reasons for the official granting of rights to women.108 
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Part of the argument for women’s rights is based in the Enlightenment belief in nature and 

natural rights that are common to man in the abstract. This pamphlet is exact in including women 

in this conception of natural rights, writing that “it is not pity they demand, it is a right they have 

to claim, a right inherent in their being.”109 This author appeals to the legislators, “you have 

designated to take care of the fate of women on the occasion of criminal laws.”110 If women are 

subject to the laws as men are, they should have the same rights as man in contributing to the 

laws. The phrase “the fate of women,” repeated from the pamphlet’s title, and the use of the 

personal “you,” moreover, suggest an acute awareness of the legislators’ ability to act and 

meaningfully change this fate. This strain of argument, that women have earned the right to 

participate in politics because they are subject to its results, reveals that this conception of 

citizenship is endowed with a sense of reciprocity between the state and the people. The state 

confers upon its citizens certain rights, and, in return, citizens perform certain duties. This 

contractual understanding of political society serves as an avenue that advocates for women’s 

rights can walk; they stake claims for women’s rights, to be granted by the state, to the 

undeniable fact that women already perform the corresponding duties to the state.  

If these reasons for the equalizing of man and woman are not enough, women also 

deserve empowerment because of their role as mothers, another duty they perform, though one 

that was more recently politicized. The author references this position and the good that it brings 

to the nation and society generally, asking “How do you reward, in your social constitution, the 

most sacred of duties, that of producing, caring for, instructing, raising the children who repair 

the world?”111 Motherhood is connected to the political. Beyond a natural duty that women are 

 
109 Anon., “Du sort actuel,” 9. 
110 Anon., “Du sort actuel,” 12. 
111 Anon., “Du sort actuel,” 8. 



 48 

bound to perform, motherhood becomes a service to society, the completion of which makes 

women the equals of men, who have their own duties to perform. This endowment of 

motherhood with a moral quality speaks not only to the revolutionary emergence of patriotism as 

a virtue, but also to the implicit acceptance of women as part of the nation because of their 

productive contributions as mothers and, less acceptedly, as humans with natural rights. 

These two pamphlets and two petitions written between 1790 and 1791 provide an 

overview of how revolutionary-era feminists voiced demands in this moment of expansive 

debate. The documents generally share a recognition that the Declaration of Rights of Man and 

Citizen cleared a path to citizenship with its vaguely universalistic language, neither specifying 

nor denying rights for women. The pamphlets have the advantage of not being requests delivered 

to France’s governing body and can therefore be broader and more thorough, whereas the 

petitions’ authors must be judicious in what demands and arguments to include for the greatest 

chance of success. Underlying these varied assertions is a sense of injustice, that women are 

being unreasonably denied something that they naturally possess, as human beings and as 

members of society that perform the duties that correspond with citizenship. 

Two Prominent Female Advocates: Etta Palm d’Aelders and Olympe de Gouges 

 Two of the Revolution’s most vocal advocates for women’s rights were Etta Palm 

d’Aelders and Olympe de Gouges. D’Aelders was a Dutchwoman living in Paris who was highly 

involved in the Cercle Social, also known as the Society of the Friends of the Truth, a feminist-

leaning political club that owned a publishing company which disseminated many feminist 

works, including the abovementioned “Of the Current Fate of Women” and pamphlets from 

d’Aelders. The Cercle Social was the first club to admit women as members and even 

established an exclusively female section, the Society of Friends [fem., Amies] of the Truth, in 
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March of 1791 that aimed to establish civic equality for women, as well as nurseries and medical 

clinics for young mothers.112 This female club elected d’Aelders their first president, as she was 

already an active member of the pre-existing mixed sex club.113 Olympe de Gouges was a 

prolific playwright who first entered the world of politics in November 1788 with her first 

political pamphlet, “Letter to the People, or project for a patriotic fund” and continued to publish 

in support of women’s rights and abolitionism in the following years.114 She wrote the most well-

known tract on women’s rights from the Revolution, the “Declaration of Rights of Woman and 

Citoyenne.” These two women, as two of the Revolution’s most active feminists, will be 

examined as individual activists that react to the rapidly changing political context. 

On December 30, 1790, d’Aelders presented her pamphlet, “Discourse on the Injustice of 

the Laws in Favor of Men, at the Expense of Women,” to the Cercle Social. In her pamphlet, she 

pleads with the men of the club, asking them to correct the injustices of the law, specifically in 

marriage and education. She explains how the imposition of these oppressive laws has 

exacerbated the natural differences between the two sexes, lowering women to a position 

comparable to that of slaves. D’Aelders uses dramatic language to emphasize the injustice of 

these laws, given the Revolution’s espousal of equality and liberty. She juxtaposes the 

Revolution’s ideals with the persisting reality for women, asking her male audience, “Will free 

men, an enlightened people living in a century of enlightenment and philosophy, will they 

consecrate what has been the abuse of power in a century of ignorance?”115 Her particular 
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complaint against the institution of marriage is couched in comparisons to slavery. This pamphlet 

comes, of course, before the 1791 revolt in Saint-Domingue, but slavery is nonetheless a hotly 

debated topic in the National Assembly and political clubs in the wake of the Declaration. The 

marriage laws of the Old Regime give power to only the men—the husband is the representative 

of the household, thus depriving women of their voice and power. These “unjust laws which only 

accord [women] a secondary existence in society” have thoroughly worsened women’s 

condition, having “changed what was for [them] the sweetest and the most saintly of duties, 

those of wife and mother, into a painful and terrible slavery.”116  

 D’Aelders accepts the fundamental fact that nature made men and women different, with 

distinct qualities, though she takes the stance that the inequality between the sexes was the result 

of unjust laws, not nature. In her conception of the state of nature, men and women serve 

different purposes, but together balance each other and are equals: 

Nature created us to be the companions of your labors and your glory…she made us your 
equals in moral forces, and your superiors perhaps by liveliness of imagination, by the 
delicacy of sentiments, by resignation in setbacks, by firmness in pain, the patience in 
suffering, and finally in generosity of spirit and patriotic zeal.117  
 

Women have characteristics that make them different from men, but those traits do not imply 

that they are lesser in any way and certainly not that they should lead a “secondary existence in 

society.”118 In fact, what men lack, women contribute. Her final remarks on the injustice of 

marriage— “From now on we should be your voluntary companions and not your slaves”—

straightforwardly summarizes her idea of what the relationship between men and women should 

be, an equal partnership.119 Though d’Aelders identifies some of the same feminine 
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characteristics as Rousseau, like “delicacy of sentiments” and “liveliness of imagination,” she 

diverges from his more subordinating view of women as existing to serve and guide men.120 

 Despite the extreme injustice of the laws, d’Aelders remains hopeful that the Revolution 

and the male legislators will effect meaningful change for women. She is acutely aware of the 

power that these men, whom she addresses throughout the pamphlet, hold. At times, she is 

cynical about how men have already contributed to current conditions, explaining that “the laws 

favor men at the expense of women, because everywhere power is in your hands.”121 While 

perhaps accusatory, this statement reminds her male audience of the opportunity that they hold, 

with her usage of “your” personalizing the issue. She leans further into the strategy of urging 

these men to take action, at one point saying, “Be fair to us, Gentlemen, you whom nature made 

far superior in physical strength.”122 She also references their existing revolutionary 

accomplishments. In metaphor-ridden sentence, she writes, “You took up arms, Gentlemen, and 

immediately the hydra of tyranny has retreated to the bottom of its cave, where it awaits only one 

last blow to expire.”123 This conversational tone, engaging her audience and repeated throughout 

the pamphlet, reveals d’Aelders’ intent, to change the legal and political status of women by 

inspiring men to reform the existing legislation. 

 Three months after presenting her pamphlet, d’Aelders again approached the Cercle 

Social with a proposal, narrower in scope, about creating a network of women’s clubs under the 

Society of Friends of the Truth. The network would be under the supervision of the directorate of 

the Friends of the Truth, constraining the group’s independence. She posits some potential duties 

for which the clubs could be responsible: overseeing the establishment of wet nurses, supervising 
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public education, and investigating the conduct and actual needs of indigent people requesting 

aid. These obligations all fall within traditionally feminine work in the domestic sphere as 

mothers, caretakers, and providers for the family. While the creation of political clubs explicitly 

for women was radical, the actions of the club would not be, merely and partially bridging 

women’s domestic duties and the public sphere. This list of duties also implies a supervisory 

role; women would facilitate and oversee the new social welfare programs brought about by the 

Revolution, ensuring that these traditionally female jobs were being instituted properly. 

 D’Aelders repeatedly references the duties of motherhood to emphasize the necessity of 

extending these responsibilities into the public realm. She uses familial language to refer to 

women as a whole, asking her audience, “Do you not believe, Gentlemen, that these wives and 

mothers of families could join together, following your example, to make it [the constitution] 

loved?”124 Her conceptualization of women in public life is thoroughly maternal; d’Aelders 

wants women to transcend their function as mothers to their private families to become mothers 

to the public. A motherly touch is necessary since the new revolutionary government took on the 

task of caring for the people. D’Aelders exclaims, “Ah! How urgent that a maternal view be 

taken of this administration.”125 Her argument for “the necessity of a strict supervision of this 

administration to give healthy and robust men to a future generation” is, moreover, steeped in the 

language of traditional morality. The establishment of wet nurses would rescue “young women 

from the country, arriving in this huge capital without friends…without work and wandering 

around, prey to all kinds of seduction”; the supervision of public education would ensure that the 

next generations are being taught the correct values; the evaluation of the needs of indigent 
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people would include investigation “concerning [the] morals, conduct, or misfortunes of the 

indigent.”126 In her proposal, d'Aelders demonstrates this inextricable linking of morality and 

feminine duty, which inescapably included being an attentive mother in both the private and 

public realms. 

Throughout her proposal, d’Aelders skirts around explicit mentioning women’s rights, 

implying that women are already legitimate political actors with her references to what women 

have already gained or done under the Revolution. She refers to women as “the courageous 

citoyennes who supported you with such passion in raising the altar of the Fatherland” and who 

“burn to show all Europe that if, when they were degraded under despotism, pleasing frivolity 

was their lot, then when they are restored to the dignity of their being, they will be the model for 

all civic virtues.”127 In this quote, she implies that women are in the midst of being “restored to 

the dignity of their being,” as the mere overturning of despotism freed them from their lot of 

“pleasing frivolity.”128 At another point, she, however, extols “Glory, immortal glory to the 

legislators of France, for having restored to the weakest but largest portion of humanity their 

rights—by decreeing equality of distribution [of properties],” referring to the reforms in 

inheritance law that were passed on March 15, 1790 and suggesting that women have already 

gained their natural rights. 

A few months later, in the summer of 1791, Etta Palm d’Aelders petitioned the National 

Assembly for a much broader goal, the end to sexual discrimination. Throughout her petition, 

D’Aelders repeats the imagery of the Revolution’s bright beginning, after centuries of darkness. 

She calls on the legislators to follow through on their previous work, bringing France into the 
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light, by freeing the other sex, which she frames as a duty to which they are sworn. Men must 

“destroy down to their roots these gothic laws which abandon the weakest but [also] the most 

worthy half of humanity to a humiliating existence, to an eternal slavery.”129  The petition is 

specifically responding to Article XIII of the Code of Civil Order, which allows for a legal 

charge of adultery against a woman at the will of her husband. The government should not be 

involved in such personal matters and this law creeps too close to despotism and arbitrary 

authority over women. Like Léon, she references women’s contributions to the Revolution 

during the October Days, asking the legislators, “Will you make slaves those who have 

contributed with zeal to making you free?”130 She ends her appeal with a straightforward 

statement to undermine the basis of sexual discrimination—“Nature formed us to be your equals, 

your companions, and your friends.”131 D’Aelders sees a clear injustice in the treatment of 

women, who continuously support their male counterparts even after a long history of 

oppression, a history that she insists the National Assembly end. 

Less than a year later, on April 1, 1792, D’Aelders submitted another petition to the 

Legislative Assembly, the legislating body that took the National Assembly’s place on October 

1, 1791, demanding four rights to be granted to women. D’Aelders begins her petition by 

insisting on the equality of the two sexes and the injustice of women’s subjugated state, setting 

the stage for the sweeping claim that women ought to enjoy the same political rights as men. 

According to D’Aelders, “women equal men in courage and in talent, and almost always surpass 

them in imagination,” so she “reclaims on their behalf the full enjoyment of the natural rights of 

which they have been deprived by a protracted oppression.”132 To further legitimize this demand, 
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she points out that “women have shared the dangers of the Revolution; why shouldn’t they 

participate in its advantages?”133 Men are enjoying their newfound freedom and political rights, 

while women unfairly remain in a prejudiced and oppressed state. The specific demands that 

D’Aelders made were that the National Assembly provide a moral and national education for 

girls, that women be declared of age at 21, that political liberty and equality of rights be the same 

for the two sexes, and that divorce be legalized. Not finding any of these requests objectionable, 

the President of the Assembly affirmed that the Assembly would avoid offending their petition in 

future laws and granted her the honors of the session. 

In September 1791, Olympe de Gouges published her self-printed pamphlet, “The 

Declaration of the Rights of Woman and Citoyenne,” a direct challenge to the implicit exclusion 

of women from the Declaration of Rights of Man and Citizen decreed by the National Assembly 

two years prior. Despite her embrace of some republican ideals, as demonstrated in her avowal 

of gender and racial equality, she was a royalist; she addressed her “Declaration” to Marie-

Antoinette, with a preamble advising the notoriously reviled queen to throw herself behind the 

cause of women. De Gouges insists that “The Revolution will be achieved only when all women 

are convinced of their deplorable lot and of the rights that they have lost in society” and urges the 

queen, “Madame, support so fine a cause, defend this unfortunate sex, and you will soon win 

over half the kingdom and at least a third of the other half.”134 Showing her support for women 

would for the queen be equivalent to showing her support for the Revolution. 

Following this preamble addressed to the queen, de Gouges writes a section 

apostrophizing men generally: “Man, are you capable of being just? … Who gave you the 
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sovereign empire to oppress my sex?”135 She refutes the argument for men’s supremacy because 

of natural differences between the sexes, not by rejecting the idea of sexual difference, but by 

opposing the notion of women’s inferiority. Everything else in nature lives in an intermixed, 

harmonious state and “Man alone has made a foolish principle of his exceptionalism…he wants 

to rule as a despot over a sex that has also been given every intellectual faculty. He claims to 

enjoy the revolution and reasserts his rights to equality.”136 She also adds a footnote at the 

bottom of this page featuring a short poem revealing her hostility towards men—“From Paris to 

Peru, from Japan to Rome, The stupidest animal, in my opinion, is man.”137 After this 

impassioned passage bluntly questioning men about their unjustified maltreatment of women, de 

Gouges moves on to the body of her pamphlet. 

 Her declaration mirrors the 1789 Declaration almost exactly in the wording of its 

preamble and 17 articles, though de Gouges adds specificity to the broad, universalist language 

of the original. Many of the differences between the two Declarations are substitutions of male 

nouns with female ones, explicitly including women in this foundational revolutionary 

document. 

 The preamble of the 1789 Declaration begins, “The representatives of the French people, 

constituted as a National Assembly…have resolved to set forth in a solemn declaration the 

natural, inalienable and sacred rights of man.”138 De Gouges keeps this phrasing largely intact, 

writing “The mothers, the daughters, the sisters, representatives [fem.] of the nation, demand to 

be constituted in [a] national assembly…[they] have resolved to set forth in a solemn declaration 
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the natural, inalienable, and sacred rights of woman.”139 She names the positions of females in 

the familial structure alongside the feminine version of representatives, suggesting a merging of 

the private and public spheres. The rest of the preamble remains largely the same, except for the 

end, where she replaces the original “the demands of the citizens may always tend toward 

maintaining the constitution and the general welfare” with “the demands of the female 

citizens…may always serve the maintenance of the constitution, good morals, and the happiness 

of all.”140 To de Gouges, the general welfare consists of “good morals” and the “happiness of 

all.” She also changes the very last line of the preamble from “the National Assembly recognizes 

and declares…” to “the sex that is as superior in beauty as in courage in the pains of childbirth 

recognizes and declares…”141 In this phrase specifying women’s admirable traits, she upholds 

both the idea of fundamental sexual differences and the association of women with motherhood. 

This section begins the pattern of substitutions and specifications centering the role of women 

that characterizes de Gouges’s Declaration. 

 Some of de Gouges’s articles parallel the 1789 Declaration’s nearly exactly, merely 

adding the mention of “Woman” next to that of “Man,” but others contain more substantial 

additions that sometimes alter the article’s intent.142 The first three articles are largely the same 

in the two Declarations; in the third, she adds a definition of the nation, “which is nothing but the 

union of Woman and Man.”143 De Gouges specifically targeted the foundations of politics, 

radically restructuring them to include women. The fourth article, originally about defining 
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liberty and its limits, is transformed by de Gouges, who alters the article to restore liberty and 

justice to women—“the exercise of the natural rights of woman has no limits other than the 

perpetual tyranny with which men oppose it. These limits must be reformed by the laws of nature 

and of reason.”144 In the sixth article about the law as the expression of the general will, she 

changes “All citizens have the right to take part…in its [the law’s] formation” into “All female 

Citizens and male Citizens must concur in its formation,” turning what was before a right that all 

citizens could claim into an obligation for concurrence from female and male citizens alike.145 

 In the 1789 Declaration, articles seven through nine provide protections for citizens 

against the law—no unlawful arrests or detainments, only necessary punishments, innocent until 

proven guilty—but de Gouges transforms their intent to emphasize equality between the sexes. 

She changes the seventh article’s structure somewhat, from “No man may be indicted, arrested, 

or detained except in cases determined by the law…” to “No woman is an exception. She is 

accused, arrested, and detained in cases specified by the Law.”146 She also removes the final 

sentence about punishment for those who create and aid in unlawful, arbitrary orders and the 

requirement for citizens to cooperate, instead replacing it with a simpler clause: “Like men, 

women obey this rigorous Law.”147 De Gouges takes an article originally intended to protect 

citizens from arbitrary laws and turns it into a statement on the equality of men and women in all 

circumstances. She, moreover, rejects the exceptionalism in the legal system that actually 

worked in favor of women, allowing them, in some cases, to avoid the harsher punishments to 

which men were subject. To be citoyennes equal to their male counterparts, women must be 
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subject to the same scrutiny and receive the same punishments. She greatly simplifies the ninth 

article, which in 1789 established the provision of innocent until proven guilty and the limit on 

unnecessary violence in arrest. Her ninth article succinctly says, “If found guilty, every woman 

[must be punished with] all severity prescribed by the Law.”148 These articles demonstrate that 

de Gouges’s intent, often obscuring the protective perspective of the 1789 Declaration’s drafters, 

is to establish a true equality between the sexes in the political and judicial spheres. 

 The tenth article in the original concerns freedom of opinion, specifically in religion, but 

de Gouges removes the explicit mention of religion and adds, “Woman has the right to mount the 

scaffold; she must also have that of mounting the Rostrum.”149 She shifts the spotlight from 

freedom of religion to women’s freedom to not only hold but also express their political opinions 

by “mounting the Rostrum” and addressing politicians directly. She justifies this right, saying 

that woman already has the right to “mount the scaffold,” or to be executed, to be punished by 

the law, and should therefore have the right to political free speech, to influence the law. In the 

next article, which in the 1789 text protected freedom of speech, de Gouges takes another 

digression, adding that women can name the fathers of their illegitimate children. She entirely 

excludes the second sentence, which affirms that “Every citizen may therefore speak, write, and 

print freely…,” instead committing fully to the female problem of illegitimate births and ridding 

the legal system of “a barbarous prejudice forcing [women] to disguise the truth.”150 This 

removal of explicit protection of written and printed words is particularly striking, since de 

Gouges is taking advantage of this freedom by writing and printing this pamphlet. This 
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digression, moreover, represents a maternalization of free speech, the counterpart to the 

politicization of women’s speech in the previous article.151 

 The remaining articles follow this established pattern of adding mentions of women to 

assert gender equality. In the fourteenth article, which concerns citizens’ right to transparency in 

taxation, she again adds women. She does add in the fourteenth article that female citizens 

should comply with taxation, “only if admitted to equal shares of wealth and of public 

administration,” implying that equality needs to be applied evenly; the legislators cannot decide 

that women should pay taxes without also granting them full access to the rest of the rights from 

which they were excluded. The original sixteenth article asserted that a society has no 

constitution if rights are not assured and the separation of powers is not settled. De Gouges’s 

sixteenth article has an additional sentence—“The constitution is null, if a majority of the 

individuals who make up the Nation has not cooperated in drafting it”—which, if interpreted at 

face value as a demand for direct democracy, nullifies the Constitution of 1791. De Gouges’s 

Declaration was published in September of 1791, after a series of betrayals from the king, 

including the king’s flight to Varennes in June 1791 and the Champ de Mars massacre, that 

shattered the people’s faith in him and subsequently the Constitution of 1791 that codified the 

institution of constitutional monarchy. A statement against the Constitution, however, was likely 

not her intent, as her Postscript reveals her joy that the king accepted the Constitution. In her 

final article, de Gouges exceeds the corresponding seventeenth article about the inviolability of 

property, adding that “Each has an inviolable and sacred right [and] no one may be deprived of 

them, the true patrimony of nature.”152 She transcends the article’s narrow subject of property to 

ensure the protection of rights overall. 
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 De Gouges also attaches a lengthy postscript to her Declaration, which includes a 

reformulated marriage contract and a condemnation of slavery. She begins the postscript with 

this exclamation to women—“Woman, wake up! The tocsin of reason is heard throughout the 

universe: Know your rights.”153 She, moreover, criticizes the impotence of the Revolution in 

following through on its claims of equality, even suggesting that women’s state has deteriorated 

from the Old Regime. She writes, “In the era of corruption, you ruled only over the weakness of 

men. Your empire is destroyed. What, then, remains for you?”154 With the equalizing of men that 

the Revolution brought, women lost some of their previous power. Her purpose is to empower 

these women.  

After establishing the subjugated state of women, she transitions into a comparison of 

women to slaves, contrasting “the trade in women…a sort of commerce that was accepted in the 

highest class” to men buying “a slave on the coasts of Africa,” though she does point to a major 

difference, that “this ‘slave’ commands the master.”155 This conception of women as 

seductresses with a unique “command” over men was present in Rousseau’s Emile too; he wrote 

that “nature has endowed woman with a power of stimulation of man’s passions.”156 She offers a 

solution to this “slave”-like state of marriage in her sample marriage contract, which she titles, 

“Form of the Social Contract between the Man and the Woman.” This secular contract 

emphasizes free will and communal ownership, with provisions for the equal division of property 

in death and divorce. Following this reformed contract, she suggests a law for widows and 

women deceived by false promises of men, as well as to rehabilitate prostitutes. She then returns 
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to the topic of slavery to share her thoughts about the May 15, 1791, decree, which granted 

limited rights to all free blacks and mulattos in Saint-Domingue. She writes, “A divine hand 

seems to extend everywhere the birthright of man, liberty; the law can rightfully repress this 

liberty only if it degenerates into license, but it must be equal for all. It is this, above all, that the 

National Assembly, guided by prudence and by justice, must reaffirm by its decree.”157 In 

mentioning people of color and this decree by the National Assembly in this pamphlet on 

women, de Gouges ties the cause of women to the more active debate on people of color, 

reminding her readers that, just like people of color and slaves, women are excluded too.  

De Gouges’s pamphlet, as it sits between seemingly opposing ideas of sexual difference 

and equality and public and private spheres, brings color to the understanding of the conversation 

about women’s rights during the French Revolution. She builds her ideas on the same foundation 

as the male revolutionaries’, namely nature, which has endowed men and women with different 

physical forms that translate into divergences of characteristics and societal duties. She accepts 

women’s reproductive role, even citing this fundamental trait in the Declaration’s preamble 

(“The mothers, the daughters, the sisters, representatives [fem.] of the nation”), in article eleven, 

which protects women’s free speech so they can freely name the fathers of their children without 

fear, and extensively in her postscript.158 At the same time, she relentlessly advocates for sexual 

equality; the crux of her pamphlet’s argument is that the Revolution must extend equality to 

women. The concept of sexual difference might seem to preclude the realization of equality, but 

de Gouges proves that the two can coexist, at least in theory. Differences between men and 

women are physical, not intellectual. In her own words, the female sex “has also been given 
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every intellectual faculty.”159 Her acceptance of the reproductive role of women leads her to fuse 

the private and public spheres, bringing the domestic duty of motherhood into the political 

sphere and vice versa. Her references to maternity in the body of her Declaration, as previously 

mentioned, merge the conceptions of women as mothers and as citoyennes, suggesting that the 

identity of “woman” exists outside of these imposed divisions. 

Her strategy of confronting the universalism of the 1789 Declaration is to be overly specific, 

which exposes the ambiguity that the Declaration created. The 1789 Declaration enfranchised 

and empowered a large number of Frenchmen, but its abstract, universal language of “Man” and 

“Citizen” cracked open a door, perhaps unintentionally, for historically excluded groups to step 

through. It provided a language that activists like de Gouges could reclaim and wield themselves. 

This lack of exclusion was also, however, a lack of inclusion. De Gouges critically demonstrates 

that women had to be explicitly named as party to these rights in order to enjoy them. 

Conclusion: 

While these conversations about rights and citizenship were playing out in pamphlets and  

the halls of the National Assembly and Legislative Assembly, crowds of women continued to 

demonstrate their frustration out of desperation due to the food shortages and famine in 1792 and 

1793.  These women were not making conscious political statements about the conditions of 

women in politics, but rather reacting to the realities of starvation that they and their families 

faced. Like the market women who led the October Days, these women acted as an extension of 

their gendered domestic duty of providing for their families, but these interventions took on a 

tone of civic responsibility to serve the public interest.160 One way in which women fought the 
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rising prices of food was using the tactic of taxation populaire.161 Rioters would seize the 

product shipments and redistribute the goods among the people, offering to the merchant what 

they considered to be a just price.162 

Charles Alexandre’s memoirs include an eyewitness account of one instance of women 

protesting the hoarding of sugar with the taxation populaire in February 1792.163 Alexandre 

reported that the sugar hoarders justified their actions by asserting that sugar was a luxury good 

and thus the price could not be frozen. In theory, Alexandre supported the rioters, as he believed 

the people have every right to complain, but in reality, he could not justify their use of threats or 

violence.164 In February of 1793, women were again frustrated by bread and soap shortages, 

impelling them to turn to violent protests. The women first appealed to the Convention, hoping 

for government support, but the Convention pulled out several delaying tactics.165 After the 

legitimate avenues for aid proved their impotence, women turned to the tried tactic of taxation 

populaire, attacking warehouses, bakeries, and grocers. As with Alexandre, the cause of hunger 

and women’s roles as providers elicited a less critical reaction. These women were using an 

almost justifiable violence because they, as providers for their families, needed basic items; they, 

furthermore, extended this protective role beyond their individual families by redistributing the 

goods among their communities, becoming female guardians of their communities.166 Food 

shortages drove women to desperation, mobilizing the female crowd, a group much larger than 

the subset of women actively advocating for women’s rights, with a specific motive that was 
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certainly impacted by politics, but was not self-consciously political in the way that pamphlets 

and petitions were. 

This period between 1790 and 1792 saw the solidification of theoretical arguments for 

women’s rights and the organization of these into the more official channels of political 

pamphlets and petitions. These documents share common ground, as all of them espouse the 

same core ideas of equality despite an acceptance of a natural sexual difference and society as 

the source of discrimination. The authors embrace the notion that women are physically different 

from men, but diverge from thinkers like Rousseau, as they argue that women possess the same 

intellectual faculties as men. For them, there is no theoretical dissonance between sexual 

difference and equality; the two can coexist as principles of society, so long as difference is not 

understood as inferiority. 

Of course, the six authors of these pamphlets and petitions did not represent all women, 

though they claimed to speak for the sex as a whole. The attempted politicization of women as an 

entire sex by no means meant that all women were self-consciously political in their actions. 

Many women still followed the traditions of female activity and did not engage in the explicitly 

political.  

 This more thoughtful conception of women as political actors that emerged in the written 

pamphlets and petitions, though more theoretically cohesive and intentional than the women 

driven by famine to popular violence in both the October Days and the journées of 1792 and 

1793, was met more critically. Condorcet, who played a leading role in the Revolution, excluded 

any mention of women from his proposed draft of the Constitution of 1793. The three petitions 

were entirely ignored. As ideas about political women began to coalesce and converge around 

common ideas, the men in charge grew increasingly less receptive. 
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CHAPTER 3: Concluding their Act: Complete Exclusion in 1793 

 On April 30, 1793, the National Convention, the legislative body that took over from the 

Legislative Assembly in September 1792, issued a decree “dismissing useless women” from the 

armies.167 A representative of the fourth division of the war committee, M. Poultier, raised this 

concern about the distracting presence of women in the army that was fighting off France’s 

foreign threats. Not only were these women a logistical strain on the army, as they ate food and 

slowed down transport, but they were also “the source of quarrels…a continual object of 

distraction and dissolution for all the soldiers, whom they enervate and whose courage they 

soften.”168 Poultier blames the women, mostly prostitutes and soldiers’ wives, entirely, asserting 

to the Convention that this is not the fault of the soldiers.169 The final decree bans all women 

from the army camps, with the exception of four laundresses per battalion and an unspecified 

number of vivandières, women who sold food and drink in the camps.170 Notably, the decree’s 

penultimate article asserts that “Women currently serving in the armies will be dismissed from 

military service. They will be given a passport and five sous per league, to return to their 

home.”171 Although women were not technically allowed to serve in the army, this article reveals 

that there were a noticeable number of female combatants on the frontlines and that, until this 

point, the army had tacitly accepted them. 

Almost exactly a year earlier on April 20, 1792, France declared war on Austria, 

officially beginning the international war with its neighbors which had been simmering since the 

sovereigns of Europe issued declarations that the events in France were a matter of concern for 
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all of Europe, hinting at possible intervention and support for Louis, following his attempted 

flight to Varennes on June 20, 1791.172 The army won early battles in 1792, boosting morale, but 

the situation turned increasingly dire in 1793, as more foreign powers, including Spain, Portugal, 

and Britain, joined the anti-French coalition after the execution of Louis XVI on January 21, 

1793.173 As the conflict intensified, the army began losing more battles and generals defected or 

fell victim to the Reign of Terror that began on September 5, 1793. 

 As the international threat was ramping up in the later half of 1792 and 1793, the 

Revolution simultaneously faced a number of internal threats, including pressure from the sans-

culottes, a factional rift in the National Convention, and a counter-revolutionary civil war. The 

sans-culottes, the radical working-class Parisians, asserted their influence in a series of violent 

popular protests in 1792—an invasion of the Tuileries on June 20 to protest the king vetoing 

measures to strengthen the war effort, the subsequent storming of the Tuileries on August 10 

calling for the king’s removal, and the improvised tribunals that killed about 1300 political 

suspects on September 2, in reaction to the perceived inadequacy of the Revolutionary Tribunal 

set up on August 17.174 Meanwhile, the two main factions of the National Convention, the more 

moderate Girondins and radical Montagnards, which had emerged from the previously more 

unified Jacobin Club, were disagreeing on issues like the questions of war and of the king. This 

tension, with each group blaming the other for the growing tumult, boiled over on May 31, 1793, 

when sans-culottes joined the Montagnards in a repetition of the insurrection of August 10, 

resulting in the suspension of Girondin deputies two days later.175 Beyond the walls of Paris, 
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counter-revolutionary rebellion was building in rural western France in the department of the 

Vendée in March of 1793. 

This dismissal of women from the army on April 30, which would be followed six 

months later by the banning of women’s political clubs on October 30, came at a moment of 

danger, internationally and internally, for the Revolution. Women, however, were not the only 

victims of the Convention’s increasingly restrictive policies; the procedures of the Revolutionary 

Tribunal, established on August 17, 1792, bypassed many of the Declaration’s protections, with 

no appeals for sentences and executions by guillotine. A series of new measures implemented by 

the Convention throughout September 1793—a general maximum controlling prices of 

necessities, the silencing of political opposition, and the infamous adoption of terror as a strategy 

to root out counter-revolutionaries—further illuminates the extent of this atmosphere of paranoia 

felt in 1793. Women, with these two restrictions placed on their political activity, were not the 

exclusive targets of the Convention, but were, rather, easy victims in the early stages of the 

radical Revolution. 

Women’s political clubs: 

Beginning with the Cercle Social and its corresponding women’s club (Confederation of 

Friends [fem.] of the Truth), women increasingly participated in political clubs and some 

women, like Etta Palm d’Aelders, Pauline Léon, and Théroigne de Méricourt, founded sexually 

mixed and exclusively female clubs. Between 1789 and 1793, approximately 30 women’s clubs 

were founded and recorded in Paris, with more outside of the capital.176 These clubs rarely had 

more than 60 active members, though nominal membership was higher.177 The women who 
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belonged to these clubs were mostly from the middle class and often relatives of notable local 

revolutionaries. 

While women generally remained spectators at the male clubs, they were, at times, 

granted a voice. One such occasion was on February 22, 1791, during a session of the Cordeliers 

Club. A group of women gave an exhortation to the men of the Cordeliers Club, imploring them 

to strengthen their fight against opponents of the Revolution. They said, “Listen, brothers of the 

Cordeliers Club, we have left our shelters, where the duties of maternity secluded us…Here is 

what your sisters say, the citoyennes of the rue du Regard.”178 They asked their brothers to keep 

a more careful and attentive watch over the governing of the state, pointing out that their enemies 

are just waiting for a slip in attention to seize control.179 The women were plainly aware of their 

societal duties and the limits placed on them—“We have consoled ourselves for our inability to 

contribute to the public good by exerting our most intense efforts to raise the spirit of our 

children to the heights of free men.”180 These women recognized that their role in the Revolution 

was supposed to be confined to the domestic sphere, rearing proper revolutionary children. They, 

however, were unafraid to make threats to the Cordeliers, who, in their eyes, were failing their 

duties. What they threatened was their increased participation in politics, in order to compensate 

for the incompetence of the men. If the men cannot perform their duties, “indignation, sorrow, 

despair will impel and drag [the women] into public places. There, [they] shall fight to defend 

liberty; until [the men] have conquered it, [they] will not be men.”181 This warning to a group of 
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prominent political men demonstrates the extent of women’s desire to involve themselves in 

politics, despite the societal obstacles. 

This intensifying desire found an outlet in women’s clubs, especially the Society of 

Revolutionary Republican Women, founded in May of 1793. The Society registered with the 

authorities at the local Paris Commune on May 10, stating their intention of forming a society for 

only women with an objective of “deliberation on the means of frustrating the projects of the 

republic’s enemies.”182 The Revolutionary Republican quickly jumped into the thick of the 

revolutionary activity, joining the Montagnards and the sans-culotttes on May 31 in forcing the 

Girondins out of the Convention.183 When the Girondins lost power in the Convention, so did 

their affiliated political institutions, like the Cercle Social, which had been the first political club 

to welcome women and had published feminist pamphlets, leaving a feminist vacuum for the 

Society of Revolutionary Republican Women to fill.184 

In July, the club printed its regulations, consisting of 27 articles that further reveal how 

these women conceived of their role in politics. In the introduction of their regulations, they 

established their purpose:  

Convinced that…one must recognize one’s social duties in order to fulfill one’s domestic 
duties adequately, the Revolutionary Republican citoyennes have formed a Society to 
instruct themselves, to learn well the Constitution and laws of the Republic, to attend to 
public affairs, to succor suffering humanity, and to defend all human beings who become 
victims of any arbitrary acts whatever.185 
 

A citoyenne’s charges are to educate herself and to help others, with the overall intent of serving 

“the Republic,” “public affairs,” and “humanity.” 
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Most of the articles concern the leadership structure of the Society or the minutiae of its 

proceedings, like the requirements for membership application and that deputations be heard as 

soon as they are introduced.186 Some, however, illustrate the virtues and beliefs that the women 

deemed important enough to codify in their regulations. The first article states that “The 

Society’s purpose is to be armed to rush to the defense of the Fatherland,” reiterating the 

responsibility of women to protect the nation that first appeared in the introduction.187 “Defense 

of the Fatherland” was logically at the top of their minds, as the army fumbled in the spring and 

summer of 1793 and as the counter-revolutionary threat emerged within France. Article 12 

appends a moral qualification to the Society’s end as it declares that “it will receive in its midst 

only those citoyennes of good habits” because of its belief “that people should join together only 

for mutual honor, support, and encouragement in virtue.”188 The fifteenth article sets forth an 

oath that all members must make upon joining: “I swear to live for the Republic or die for it; I 

promise to be faithful to the Rule of the Society as long as it exists.”189 These articles reveal the 

desired combination of patriotism and morality in the female political role. 

Only a few days after its official registration with the authorities on May 10, the Society 

demonstrated its radical politics by drawing up a joint petition with the Cordeliers Club 

supporting the popular pressure pushing for a heightened response to traitors. This petition, 

advocating for suspicious people to be arrested and revolutionary tribunals to be set up, reflects 

the radical, highly paranoid atmosphere of the Terror. The Society buys into the theory that “a 

horrible plot exists to cause the people to die of hunger by setting an enormous price on goods,” 
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a plot headed by “the mercantile aristocracy…which wants to assimilate itself to royalty and to 

hoard all riches.”190 They, furthermore, proclaim their support for the popular sans-culotte 

crowd, requesting the establishment of “revolutionary armies composed of sans-culottes” in 

every city and asserting that the “mercantile aristocracy” must go, as “the Fatherland will be rich 

enough if it is left with the sans-culottes and their virtues.”191 The entire petition is imbued with 

this sense of paranoia, that “the country is in the most imminent danger.”192 In light of this 

perceived conspiracy, the Society is thus fulfilling its intended role as protectors of the Republic.  

A comparison of two public acclamations of the Society, one by Théophile Leclerc in his 

radical newspaper and the other by a group of citoyennes when presenting the Society with a 

martial standard, reveals the wide variance in how the ideal revolutionary women were 

imagined. Leclerc applauds the Society for their actions thus far, conceiving of them as 

completely necessary actors for the success of the Revolution. Women have a “special duty to 

warn of [the ambitions of hoarders and aristocrats]” because of sexual differences, which he 

frames as advantageous. He writes, “your sex, gifted with a much greater sensibility than ours, 

will feel more vividly the misfortunes of our country,” which allows them to act more effectively 

as preservers of public safety.193 He further extends the women’s role beyond the nation from 

anti-revolutionary traitors, encouraging them to, “by your example and your speech awaken 

republican energy and reanimate patriotism in lukewarm hearts!”194 Women occupy a unique 

place, with their naturally sensitive dispositions and “tender solicitude for the fates of [their] 
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husbands, brothers, and children,” that position them well to be both the defense and the 

motivation for the Revolution.195 

 The speech from the group of citoyennes from the Droits de l’homme administrative 

section of Paris, given as they presented the Society of Revolutionary Republican Women with a 

martial standard, similarly envisions a role for women based on their natural characteristics but 

limits this function by emphasizing motherly duties over political ones. They explicitly address 

the traditional restriction of women to the home, saying to the Society, “You have broken one of 

the links in the chain of prejudices; for you that prejudice no longer exists which made passive 

and isolated beings out of half the individuals by relegating women to the confined sphere of 

their households.”196 This idea of sexual difference creating specific duties for men and women 

reoccurs, as the women declare that “The Declaration is common to both sexes, and the 

difference consists in duties; there are public ones and private ones. Men particularly are called 

to fulfill the former; nature herself indicates the preference.”197 These women, however, differ 

from Leclerc, who used sexual difference as the premise for an expanded role of women in the 

Revolution; they position the traditional maternal job as the priority, after the completion of 

which, “there are still some moments of leisure, and les femmes citoyennes in the fraternal 

societies who consecrate them to surveillance and to instruction have the sweet satisfaction of 

seeing themselves doubly useful.”198 While women are accepted as legitimate and useful 

political actors, their political lives are both separate and secondary to their domestic ones. This 

focus on motherhood in a speech accompanying the presentation of a martial standard is 
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significant, as militarism dominated French revolutionary society. Women fit into the martial 

structure not in the army camps, as the decree of April 30 guaranteed, but at home, by giving 

birth to the next generation of soldiers.199 

Banning Women’s Clubs: 

As the Society of Revolutionary Republican Women continued its radical actions, it 

provoked the ire of others, particularly the Jacobin Society, with which it had initially been 

closely aligned. On September 16, 1793, the Jacobins denounced the Society of Revolutionary 

Republican Women and its president Claire Lacombe over disagreements about the disorders 

occurring in Paris. Lacombe reported back to the Society with her version of the Jacobins’ 

denunciations, highlighting their paternalistic polemic. François Chabot, a Montagnard deputy 

who fell victim to the Revolutionary Tribunal in 1794, accentuated his statement to the Jacobin 

Society on his encounter with Claire Lacombe with patronizing remarks aimed at women in 

general and Lacombe specifically.200 Describing his exchange with Lacombe at his house, 

Chabot interjected, “Madame Lacombe—I just can’t consider her a citoyenne.”201 He refused to 

use the title of citoyenne when addressing Lacombe, diminishing her status to a mere woman, not 

even a woman involved in politics. Without the signifier citoyenne, Madame Lacombe was 

further delegitimized as a political actor and even marked as a counter-revolutionary, given the 

paranoid atmosphere reinforced by the Revolutionary Tribunal’s power. 

Throughout his statement, Chabot continued to cast aspersions on not only Lacombe, but 

all the women of the Society, aligning them with the counterrevolutionary aristocrats. He ended 
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his tirade to the Jacobins, demanding, “I ask that you take forceful measures against the 

Revolutionary Women to check this crazy mania that’s seized them.”202 In a separate 

conversation with Lacombe, Chabot more explicitly said, “You are a women’s Society…which 

wants to get involved in [public] affairs, and you’re being misled.”203 Chabot demonstrated an 

overall lack of respect for these political women, continuously undermining and minimizing their 

activities. In his denunciation, he thoroughly closed the door on the Society of Revolutionary 

Republican Women. 

The Society of Revolutionary Republican Women also encountered opponents in other 

women, mostly market women who were considerably less radical. These more individual 

instances of conflict often occurred in the streets. Common sources of tension were the 

conspicuous symbols of the Revolution, namely the tricolor cockade and the bonnets rouges. 

Demographic differences divided the two groups as well; the market women were largely 

illiterate working-class women, while the Revolutionary Republican Women tended to be more 

literate and lower middle-class.204 The Revolutionary Republican Women were also beginning to 

encroach on the market women’s territory, literally and metaphorically, as they held their 

meetings in a church adjacent to the marketplace and took over the position as the maternal 

guardians of the nation.205 The market women, furthermore, felt threatened with the coming 

institution of the General Maximum, which set price limits on the foods that they sold for their 

livelihoods.206 
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Both the cockade and the bonnet rouge were typically reserved for men supportive of the 

Revolution, but some women began to wear them, attracting backlash.207 The “war of the 

cockades” stemmed from the abovementioned petition by the Society of Revolutionary 

Republican Women, requesting a requirement for all women to wear the tricolor cockade to 

show their loyalty to the Republic. While the National Convention supported this decree, many 

women were vehemently opposed. This tension boiled over in public places, as women wearing 

the cockade were attacked by women who opposed the decree. One such occurrence is illustrated 

in the police reports, which reveal a building hostility between the market women and the 

republican women.208 The writers of the reports revealed their own opinions about women 

wearing the cockade—“they inspire in women the desire to share the political rights of 

men…they will demand civic cads, want to vote in our assemblies, share administrative positions 

with us”—and how this would only create more discord in the marketplace.209 

Tensions also erupted between women over the wearing of bonnets rouges, a traditionally 

masculine cap that was, moreover, associated with the sans-culottes and the extreme radical 

enragés, and viewed as improper dress for women. For the market women, the bonnet rouge’s 

connection to the enragés was an offense, an indication of support for anti-merchant policies like 

the General Maximum.210 

A report from the revolutionary surveillance committee describes an incident between 

two women wearing bonnets rouges and one woman not.211 The exchange quickly turned 

physical as the woman without the bonnet rouge snatched the hats of the other two women. In 
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response, the two women declared that the other woman ought to take off her cockade, since she 

had removed their bonnets. The report includes several eyewitness accounts, which all agree on 

the events of the quarrel, though some observers add their own embellishments. One of the 

women wearing a bonnet rouge detailed an encounter with men, who approached the woman 

who ripped off their hats, saying, “Well done, it’s only men who should wear bonnets.”212 Given 

who reported this scene, this interjection may not be entirely real, but the sentiment remained. 

Both the bonnets rouges and the tricolor cockade were focal points that inflamed existing 

hostility between revolutionary women and those opposed to their presence in politics. The 

bonnets and cockade served as highly visible, tangible representations of citizenship, reserved for 

the active, male citizens, but also of political affiliations that tangibly threatened the market 

women.  

A petition that generated a more elaborate response from the National Convention was 

the complaint raised by a group of citoyennes against the Society of Revolutionary Republican 

Women on October 29, 1793, following a brawl between the two groups the previous day. The 

citoyennes testified that the revolutionary women, who were wearing pants and bonnets rouges, 

attempted to force them to wear the bonnet rouge, which the citoyennes believed was 

inappropriate for women to wear, as a symbol of liberty traditionally reserved for men.213 The 

complaining citoyennes consulted the official channels of legislation in hopes of securing legal 

protections of freedom in dress, which the Convention did grant. Immediately following this 

decree, a woman from the deputation of petitioning citoyennes asked for the more monumental 
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step of abolishing female political societies in general. Their written petition includes their 

purported reason for this considerable intensification—“Citizen legislators, you are not unaware 

that the misfortune of France is only introduced by the organ of a woman; we thus demand the 

abolition of their club.”214 

Using this petition as the basis for his ideas, Philippe François Nazaire Fabre d’Églantine, 

a deputy who was denounced and executed as a counter-revolutionary in 1794, condemned 

women’s political clubs on multiple counts. He expressed concern that allowing women to meet 

in political societies would create a precedent for even more outrageous demands, like the right 

to bear arms. This conflict, moreover, was a plot by enemies of the state, who attacked “the most 

precious object for women, their clothing” to stir up trouble, which would eventually lead to the 

arming of women, so easily corrupted.215 The women participating in these clubs were not good 

women “busy with the care of their households, mothers inseparable from their children, or girls 

who work for their parents or take care of their younger sisters.”216 Moral, patriotic women were 

those that occupied themselves with these tasks in the domestic sphere, never with the 

proceedings of politics reserved for men. He ended his speech by requesting a decree that 

nobody be able to compel any citizen to wear anything other than what they want and that the 

Committee of General Security present a report on those institutions known under the name of 

fraternal societies of women the next day. 

On October 30, 1793, André Amar reported to the Convention on behalf of the 

Committee of General Security after the violent brawls instigated by “several women, calling 
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themselves Jacobines, from an allegedly revolutionary society.”217 The Committee collected 

evidence from eyewitnesses and participants in the conflict, concluding that the “alleged” 

revolutionary women initiated the disorder. Further investigation was deemed necessary, which 

took the form of two questions: “Is it permissible for citizens or an individual society to force 

other citizens to do what the law does not prescribe?” and “Should meetings of women gathered 

together in popular societies in Paris be allowed?”218 Amar explains that, from these questions, 

the Committee further extrapolated into two broad questions about women’s activities: “Can 

women exercise political rights and take an active part in affairs of government?” and “Can they 

deliberate together in political associations or popular societies?”219 The Committee of General 

Security answered “No” to both questions, which was notably the only time women’s political 

rights were mentioned in legislative proceedings during the Revolution, and suggested a decree 

that clubs and popular societies of women be prohibited. 

Amar elaborated on the basis of the Committee’s decision, pointing to the physical and 

mental qualities of women as decided by nature and the subsequent division of duties according 

to these traits. “Man is strong, robust, born with great energy, audacity, and courage” and is, 

thus, destined for “everything that calls for force, intelligence, capability.”220 Women, on the 

other hand, are not equipped for this intellectual effort but are instead designed “to begin 

educating men, to prepare children’s minds and hearts for public virtues, to direct them early in 
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life towards the good, to elevate their souls, to educate them in the political cult of liberty.”221 

They are not entirely left out of the functioning of society and politics; they are totally necessary, 

just not in the public sphere. While men are built for the intellectual demands of governance and 

lawmaking, “universal opinion rejects” the possibility that women exercise the political rights of 

debate, drawing up resolutions, and resisting oppression, since they do not have “the moral and 

physical strength” to do so.222 Women, furthermore, cannot devote their time to popular societies 

because of their existing duties, the private functions of society to which nature has obligated 

them. A woman’s duty is, above all, to her family and “a woman should not leave her family to 

meddle in the affairs of government.”223 Amar ends his speech by stating altogether that “it is not 

possible for women to exercise political rights” and the only result of their participation in 

popular societies would be division between the two sexes and general disorder.224 Abolition of 

female popular societies, however, was not universally accepted by the Convention. One 

legislator named Charlier protested, asking “Unless you are going to question whether women 

are part of the human species, can you take away from them this right which is common to every 

thinking being?”225 Legislator Bazire countered Charlier by explaining that the societies’ 

potential for creating disorder necessitated what some would consider an unjust ruling against 

the principles of universal rights. With this single note of discordance silenced, the National 

Convention thus ended one significant avenue of female political participation. 
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Fully Closing the Door on Women: 

The abolition of women’s political clubs, of course, outraged the politically active 

women, who then attempted to appeal to the National Convention and the Paris Commune and 

were met with a more complete exclusion of women from the official arenas of politics. On 

November 5, 1793, a deputation of women entered the National Convention with a petition to 

reinstate the Society of Revolutionary Republican Women. They were interrupted by a crowd of 

voices exclaiming, “The business of the day.”226 To great applause, the Convention unanimously 

moved forward with the business of the day and the women quickly left the hall. Nearly two 

weeks later, on November 17, 1793, a deputation of women sporting the same red caps that 

sparked the conflict with the market women a few months prior came before the Paris Commune. 

Their appearance caused an immediate backlash from the audience seated in the galleries, who 

cried out, “Off with the women’s red caps!”227 

The President of the Commune, Pierre Gaspard Chaumette, responded to their presence 

with an extended monologue denouncing women’s political involvement as contrary to nature. 

He began his sermon by referencing the shouts from the gallery, voicing his agreement: “It is 

horrible, it is contrary to all the laws of nature for a woman to want to make herself a man.”228 

He emphasized the perversity of women trying to act like men, asking “Since when is it 

permitted to give up one’s sex? Since when is it decent to see women abandoning the pious cares 

of their households, the cribs of their children, to come to public places, to harangues in the 

galleries, at the bar of the senate?”229 Then, he imagines nature’s advice to women—“‘Be a 
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woman. The tender cares owing to infancy, the details of the household, the sweet anxieties of 

maternity, these are your labors; but your attentive cares deserve a reward. … You will have it, 

and you will be the divinity of the domestic sanctuary.’”230 This notion of sexual difference is 

wielded as a weapon to entirely cripple the newfound political power of women. According to 

Chaumette, women, as decreed by nature, belong in the home and nowhere else. He cements this 

opinion by demanding an unanimously accepted decree that the Council not receive any more 

deputations of women. The women, not even granted the opportunity to speak in the first place, 

left, completely deprived of their political agency. 

The Remnants: Republican Motherhood and Subsistence Protests 

 After the National Convention and the Paris Commune effectively close their doors to 

women, they could still participate as patriotic, republican mothers and as economic actors on 

behalf of their starving families, two duties with domestic roots. The 1794 chant du depart, a war 

anthem that became the national anthem of the French Empire, contains a verse to be sung by the 

mother: 

Fear not the tears from our maternal eyes, 
Away cowardly pains! 
We must triumph when you take up arms: 
It is kings who should shed tears. 
We gave you life, 
Warriors! But it is no longer yours; 
All your days belong to the Fatherland; 
She is your mother before us.231 
 

This verse reveals the fundamental duty of women, as reconfigured in the martial environment of 

1793, which is to “give life” to warriors, who in turn, will give their lives for France. Despite the 

legal restrictions placed on female participation in traditionally masculine political arenas, the 
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military and political clubs, women were not entirely shut out from the public sphere. Indeed, 

they were embraced, on the condition that they fulfilled the domestic duty of motherhood, which 

was now endowed with political meaning, as the war worsened and soldiers were needed. 

Throughout these conceptions of women and their place in the Revolution, motherhood was 

present as an essential duty that women performed, sometimes in the public sphere and 

sometimes in the household, but the Revolution and the war expanded it into an essential duty to 

be performed in service of the nation, thereby shifting motherhood more into the public and 

political realms. 

Despite the Convention and the Paris Commune’s decrees in 1793 that barred women 

from many avenues of political participation, women continued to protest. Again, women used 

the tactic of taxation populaire to combat the worsening famines and food shortages. The records 

of these protests of 1795, from the perspectives of officials, bystanders, and military personnel, 

all retain a common thread of categorizing the protesting women as “furies.”232 In a departure 

from previous, more positive conceptions of the female crowd, eyewitnesses viewed the women 

negatively. One woman, in a letter to her Section’s General Assembly, criticized the protesting 

women, writing that “these ‘furies’ who for too long have dishonored a portion of their sex with 

immoral and criminal conduct should come under the arm of the law.”233 An army general 

offered similar remarks about how, “while they were resting, some groups of women among 

those known as ‘furies of the guillotine,’ bribed to preach anarchy and pillage, surrounded [the 

army] from all sides.”234 
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These records demonstrate the continuity of mass female protest, from the October Days 

in 1789 to the instances of taxation populaire in 1792 and 1793 to these similar episodes in 1795. 

Crowds of women were driven to protest by starvation, the suffering that they were most privy to 

as their families’ providers. They were willing to adopt violence and, if possible, sought to arm 

themselves with available weapons. Moreover, these cases of woman-dominated insurrection 

reveal the evolution of how authorities, witnesses, and participants viewed the women. 

Immediately following the October Days, the market women were granted the title bonnes 

citoyennes and celebratory medals, but within half a year, the laudatory attitude from the 

National Assembly shifted and the Tribunal du Châtelet, whose purpose was to try and judge the 

nation’s threats, launched an investigation into the violence of the October Days.235 In 1792 and 

1793, eyewitnesses maintained notes of sympathy for the women’s cause, protecting their 

families and communities from starvation. In 1795, however, the language used to describe the 

female crowds was either sparse or harsh, either diminishing the role of women or emphasizing 

their violence and beastliness. 

Conclusion: 

 In 1793, the situation for both women and the Revolution more broadly was bleak. With 

unrest brewing on the international and domestic fronts, the Revolution was threatened on all 

sides, necessitating extreme policies like the Terror, the Revolutionary Tribunal, and the Law of 

Suspects that prioritized public order and the Revolution’s safety above all. Women became 

collateral damage in 1793, early on in this reaction to the many perceived dangers. The male 

deputies of the Convention who made these decisions to remove women from the army and 

political clubs leveled these accusations of counter-revolutionary activity against each other as 
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well; Chabot and Fabre d’Eglantine were both executed in 1794 after Chabot denounced Fabre 

d’Eglantine in November of 1793.236 Women were not the only victims of this explosive power 

struggle. The reasons that the male deputies gave for restricting female actions were, moreover, 

steeped in the conception of women as domestic beings, citing their physical constitutions, 

maternal responsibilities, and lack of reason as traits that precluded them from politics. Notably, 

the petitions and pamphlets published between 1790 and 1792 attempted to thwart these 

arguments through logic and reforms, asserting that women were intellectual equals to men in 

spite of their physical deficiencies and that more comprehensive education was necessary for 

women.  

Women could not vote or be elected to office, so they entered the political clubs, rooms 

where they could, in theory, influence the ideas upon which the legislature acted. As passive 

citizens, they were explicitly barred from the political activities of the government, but they were 

able to take advantage of the ambiguous rules of the informal areas of participation like political 

clubs. In doing so, they received backlash from both men and women that ultimately led to the 

legislators fully shutting the door, leaving women in the home. The charge brought against the 

Revolutionary Republican Women was that they wanted to be like men—the bonnets rouges 

sparked such controversy because women dared don the cap of male revolutionaries and 

Chaumette railed against these women who had the audacity to attempt to give up their sex. 

These opponents to women becoming active citizens feared the alliances that these women had 

made with radicals and the completion of this transformation, which grew dangerously close as 

women engaged in political clubs. As Rousseau wrote, “can a woman suddenly change her way 

of life without danger?”237 
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 The depoliticization of women in 1793 rested on the idea of sexual difference, understood 

as a factor in women’s physical and intellectual capacities. The opposition used these differences 

and their corresponding duties, highly moralized in a climate in which the family and the state 

were conflated, to build barriers that gendered the public and private spheres. Women were left 

with two forms of political activity: popular protest and republican motherhood. Both of these 

actions sat on the fence between public and private, as expansions of traditionally domestic 

duties, providing food and nurturing children, onto the national stage. While the Convention in 

1793 guaranteed that women would not receive rights and citizenship in the same terms as men 

during the Revolution, women were still allowed quasi-public, quasi-domestic activities. 
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CONCLUSION 

According to Olympe de Gouges, women gained only “a more marked contempt, a more 

public disdain” from the Revolution.238 Despite the Revolution’s professed ideal of equality, 

codified in the Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen that set out in its first article that 

“Men are born and remain free and equal in rights,” the struggle for women’s rights collapsed by 

the end of 1793, revealing a significant flaw in the supposedly universal principle of equality.239 

This exclusion of women seemingly challenges the Revolution and the Declaration’s standing as 

early champions of the ideals of liberal democracy. Examination of how the conceptualization of 

the citoyenne evolved over the course of the Revolution reveals that this “more marked 

contempt” and “more public disdain” came through the turbulent interactions of competing 

notions of citizenship and the contentious political drama of the Revolution.240 

At the Revolution’s start in 1789, women participated in politics according to the norms 

of the Old Regime—a few select groups of women could submit cahiers de doléances and elect a 

male representative to the Estates-General and the Parisian women of the October Days acted on 

a long-standing duty to provide food for their families that translated into the traditional form of 

a subsistence protest. These activities were tinged by a growing political awareness—cahiers 

writers, specifically those who imitated the format in pseudo-cahiers, went beyond expressing 

grievances and suggested reforms; the market women heroines of the October Days combined a 

demand for the king’s compliance with the Revolution with their demand for bread. Feminine 

action in popular protest was the most engaging kind of female political participation, drawing 

from the widest base of women. Rights were not the primary, or even secondary, focus of 
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popular protest, which was largely motivated by economic concerns like bread and sugar prices. 

As women increasingly politicized over the next few years, they became more direct in their 

aspiration to be full citizens. Pamphlets advocated for the welcoming of women into political 

life, painting them as intellectual equals to men and existing contributors to and members of the 

polity. Petitions demanded that women be allowed to exercise specific rights and benefit from 

certain civic reforms. In 1793, women made one final push into the political realm, establishing 

female political clubs to mirror the influential male ones, but they were thoroughly rebuffed. 

Men and women alike accused these active women of trying to renounce their sex and become 

men. The male legislators swiftly took action, banning women from participating in and even 

observing politics and effectively stifling the struggle for women’s rights.  

Opponents to active female citizenship were, in some ways, correct—women were trying 

to be like men. Their attempts to legitimize their sex as political actors consisted of taking male 

activities and performing them as females; women wrote cahiers, de Gouges added women to 

the rights of man, and female activists founded corresponding female political clubs for the male 

ones. This tactic served to stake their claims as active citizens within the existing system; in 

general, the articulation of rights was fundamentally male. Women had to impersonate a 

masculine citizenship in order to gain entry into an exclusively male sphere. The idea of 

citizenship, in reality, was more complicated, existing simultaneously in varying forms. The 

distinction between active and passive citizenship established in the Constitution of 1791 meant 

that political rights and citizenship were limited for many men, alongside the slaves, religious 

minorities, and women that were excluded, at least until the Constitution of Year III (1795) 

eliminated the label of active citizen. 
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Women developed alternative ways to be politically active—making more incremental 

claims to aspects of political life, like the right to bear arms and better education, and claiming a 

more unspoken conception of citizenship, one that stemmed from work and economic activity. 

The Parisian market women, who earned the title bonnes citoyennes after their success in the 

October Days and pushed out their rivals, the Society of Revolutionary Republican Women, in 

1793, did not conform to the ideals of political rights and citizenship as set out by the 

Declaration of Rights of Man and Citizen and instead organically developed an idea of 

citizenship earned through useful work, as they voiced their demands for reform and action that 

were driven by immediate economic concerns.241 

This idea of earned citizenship is evident too in the more theoretically driven, and notably 

more individual, activity of writing pamphlets and petitions guided by idealistic principles and 

voiced in the revolutionary language; these authors, in their attempts to prove that women 

deserve citizenship, cite the duties they already perform as the basis for their claims. Citizenship, 

extrapolated from these writings, is a relationship of reciprocity with the state, wherein citizens 

and the state perform their respective duties. Citizenship is thus something earned through 

productive action, which often meant rearing and raising revolutionary children for women, 

rather than a natural right, innate in the state of being human. 

By 1793, the possibility that women would gain entry to the restricted world of active 

male citizenship disappeared as the Convention and other governmental bodies issued decrees 

limiting the political actions of women. As it progressed, the Revolution was increasingly shaken 

by tremors of unrest from the clashes between political factions domestically and foreign threats 

internationally. For the factions, power was fleeting. They had to resort to extreme methods, like 
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the Terror and other measures to root out their rivals, and women were caught in the crossfire. 

Discussions of female citizenship, as the equal to male citizenship, ended in 1793, but the idea of 

citizenship earned through productive activity persisted longer, eventually ending after Napoléon 

Bonaparte seized power during the coup d’état of 18 brumaire, or November 9, 1799. 

The Napoleonic era reversed many of the progresses of the Revolution with its extreme 

reassertion of patriarchy that is succinctly captured in the Napoleonic Code of 1804 (also known 

as the Civil Code of the French). The Code overturned one of the earliest advances for women, 

the reform in divorce law on September 20, 1792 that legalized divorce by mutual consent, and 

in general asserted the supremacy of a husband over his wife. Article 213, under the section “Of 

the Respective Rights and Duties of Married Persons,” established that “The husband owes 

protection to his wife, the wife obedience to her husband,” returning women to the restrictive 

clutches of marriage that so many pamphlet authors described as a state of slavery.242 

This transformation of attitudes, from somewhat accepting of women as political actors 

to absolutely opposed, was reflected in society generally, as a falsified account of a meeting of 

the Society of Revolutionary Republican demonstrates. This account appears in a memoir written 

in 1803 by Pierre-Joseph-Alexis Roussel, describing the English Lord Bedford’s tour of 

revolutionary Paris in 1792. Roussel’s narrative is rife with commentary ridiculing the women’s 

audacity to participate in a political club and with anecdotes of him and Bedford mocking the 

women. He began his narration by describing the women wearing the red bonnet and how, “with 

the utmost difficulty [he and Bedford] could refrain from laughing at the droll scene before 

[them].”243 The speeches, by Sister Monic and Olympe de Gouges who was decidedly not a 
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member of the Society, that he recounts are laughably inaccurate in their history: “nothing could 

appear more ridiculous than to hear passages from history delivered by a woman, who bolted out 

every word, with an assurance difficult to be described.”244 

He describes proposals for reforms to be presented to the Convention that some 

Revolutionary Republican Women offered, including raising an army of 30,000 women, 

admitting women to every part of the administration, and a decree obliging all women to wear 

the tricolor cockade. The Revolutionary Republican Women did present this final decree to the 

Convention with success, but the other two proposals ridiculed their other activity, namely 

defending the nation, as decreed in the Society’s regulations.245 The Society did not demand that 

women be admitted to the administration, but the ability to hold office was a privilege of active 

citizenship. Roussel unmistakably mocks these women who dare engage politically, presenting 

them as a badly informed, unreasonable group out of their depths. He ends his account by 

asserting, “let us leave them with the empire of the graces and beauty,” mirroring Rousseau’s 

ideal woman, a being of the fairer sex who is “made to please and to be in subjection to man” 

and therefore “ought to make herself pleasing in his eyes.”246 

The radical change of the Revolution allowed an attempt to restructure society, to rid it of 

the abuses and injustices of the past, and the topic of women’s rights emerged in the wake of the 

contradictions and questions raised by the universalism of the Revolution’s espoused ideals, as 

exemplified in the Declaration. The distinction created soon thereafter between active and 

passive citizens, the continuation of slavery in French colonies, and the separation of women 

from the public sphere all served to contradict the Revolution’s early idealism. The document’s 
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universalism did not coincide with the Revolution’s inconsistent stance on equality—professing 

it as a basic ideal yet acting against it. Though the story of the citoyenne in the French 

Revolution did not end on a high note, the development and competition of complex conceptions 

of female citizenship during these years should be interpreted as challenges to the conventions of 

masculinity and citizenship defined in terms of the male and political rights. 
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