
what was the great fear
The Great Fear: Unraveling a Pivotal Moment in Revolutionary France

what was the great fear is a question that often arises when exploring the turbulent years of the
French Revolution. This episode, marked by widespread panic and social unrest in the summer of
1789, played a crucial role in shaping the revolutionary landscape. Understanding the Great Fear
helps us grasp the fears, struggles, and dynamics that propelled France into a new political era. Let's
dive into the details of this fascinating period, exploring its causes, events, and lasting impact.

Understanding the Context: France Before the Great
Fear

Before we delve into what the Great Fear was, it’s important to set the stage. The late 18th century in
France was a time of deep social inequality, economic hardship, and political tension. The country was
burdened by an outdated feudal system, heavy taxation on peasants, and widespread famine due to
poor harvests. These factors created an environment ripe for unrest.

As the Estates-General convened in May 1789 and the Third Estate formed the National Assembly,
revolutionary ideas began to spread rapidly through towns and villages. However, the countryside
remained a hotbed of anxiety, where rumors and mistrust flourished.

What Was the Great Fear? The Panic That Swept
Through Rural France

The Great Fear refers to a wave of panic and peasant revolts that swept through the French
countryside during July and August 1789. Sparked by rumors that aristocratic conspirators and foreign
troops were planning to suppress the revolution by attacking rural communities, peasants armed
themselves and sometimes attacked noble estates.

This widespread panic was not just a simple peasant uprising; it reflected deep-rooted fears about the
security of livelihoods and the future of feudal privileges. The Great Fear illustrated how social unrest
could escalate rapidly in a climate of uncertainty and misinformation.

The Trigger: Rumors and Misinformation

One of the key elements fueling the Great Fear was the spread of alarming rumors. Stories circulated
that brigands were hired by nobles to terrorize villages or that foreign armies were advancing to crush
revolutionary gains. Given the communication limitations of the time, these rumors spread quickly
and were often believed without verification.

The lack of reliable information created a perfect storm of anxiety, prompting peasants to take drastic



measures to protect themselves and their communities.

Peasant Revolts and Actions Taken

In response to the perceived threats, peasants organized armed groups, raided manor houses, and
destroyed feudal documents that symbolized their obligations to landlords. These acts were not
merely about violence but were symbolic strikes against the old regime’s authority and the
oppressive feudal system.

The revolts varied in scale but were widespread across regions like the Île-de-France, Provence, and
Burgundy. The intensity of these uprisings demonstrated the depth of rural discontent and the
urgency for reform.

The Social and Political Impact of the Great Fear

The Great Fear had profound consequences beyond the immediate chaos in the countryside. It shook
the foundations of the Ancien Régime and accelerated political changes.

Abolition of Feudal Privileges

One of the most direct outcomes was the National Assembly’s decision on August 4, 1789, to abolish
feudal privileges. This monumental decree ended many feudal dues and obligations, responding
directly to peasant demands and fears expressed during the Great Fear.

This legislative change marked a significant step towards dismantling the feudal system and reducing
aristocratic power, signaling a shift toward equality and modern governance.

Strengthening Revolutionary Momentum

The Great Fear also intensified the revolutionary fervor in urban centers like Paris. The news of
peasant uprisings highlighted the widespread dissatisfaction with the monarchy and aristocracy,
reinforcing the legitimacy of revolutionary leaders.

Additionally, it showcased the power of collective action among common people, setting the tone for
further popular participation in the revolution.

Why the Great Fear Matters Today

Understanding what the Great Fear was provides valuable insights into how fear and misinformation
can influence societal behavior, especially during times of crisis. It also illustrates how grassroots
movements can drive systemic change.



Lessons on the Power of Rumors and Social Anxiety

The Great Fear is a historical example of how rumors, when coupled with existing social tensions, can
spark widespread panic and unrest. This phenomenon is not confined to history; it is relevant in
today’s digital age where misinformation can spread just as rapidly, sometimes with serious
consequences.

The Role of Fear in Driving Political Change

Fear, while often seen as a negative emotion, can also be a catalyst for profound political and social
transformation. The Great Fear forced the French ruling class to confront the realities of their society’s
demands and ultimately led to reforms that shaped modern France.

Exploring the Great Fear in Historical Scholarship

Historians continue to debate aspects of the Great Fear, including its causes, scale, and significance.
Some view it as a spontaneous popular revolt, while others interpret it as a reaction manipulated by
revolutionary leaders to further their agendas.

These differing perspectives enrich our understanding and remind us that history is a complex
tapestry of interpretations.

The Debate Over Its Origins

Was the Great Fear purely a spontaneous outburst of rural panic, or were there underlying political
machinations? Some scholars argue that revolutionary propaganda helped spread rumors deliberately
to destabilize the old order, while others emphasize genuine peasant desperation.

Impact on Subsequent Revolutionary Events

The Great Fear set precedents for future popular uprisings during the French Revolution, including the
Women’s March on Versailles and the rise of radical political clubs. It showed how fear and hope could
intertwine to fuel revolutionary change.

Final Thoughts on What the Great Fear Was

The Great Fear remains a vivid reminder of a moment when fear, rumor, and social unrest converged
to reshape a nation. It wasn’t just an episode of panic but a powerful expression of long-suppressed
grievances and a catalyst for sweeping reform.



By exploring the Great Fear, we gain a richer perspective on the human experience during
revolutionary times and the forces that can drive societies to transform. Whether you’re a history
enthusiast or simply curious about pivotal moments in the past, understanding the Great Fear offers
valuable lessons on the dynamics of fear, power, and change.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the Great Fear in French history?
The Great Fear was a period of panic and riot by peasants in France during the summer of 1789, at
the beginning of the French Revolution, characterized by widespread fear of aristocratic conspiracy
and attacks.

When did the Great Fear take place?
The Great Fear occurred during the summer months of July and August 1789.

What triggered the Great Fear?
The Great Fear was triggered by rumors of an aristocratic plot to suppress the revolution, along with
food shortages and social unrest among peasants.

How did the Great Fear affect the French Revolution?
The Great Fear intensified the revolutionary fervor, leading to the abolition of feudal privileges and
the declaration of the August Decrees by the National Assembly.

Who were the main participants in the Great Fear?
The main participants were French peasants and rural communities who feared attacks from nobles
and bandits.

What were the consequences of the Great Fear?
Consequences included widespread attacks on noble estates, the destruction of feudal documents,
and accelerated reforms dismantling feudalism in France.

Was the Great Fear based on real events or rumors?
The Great Fear was largely fueled by rumors and panic rather than concrete evidence of aristocratic
plots.

How did the government respond to the Great Fear?
The National Assembly responded by abolishing feudal privileges and enacting reforms to address
peasant grievances.



Why is the Great Fear considered significant in the French
Revolution?
It is significant because it marked a turning point where widespread popular unrest forced political
change and helped dismantle the old feudal regime in France.

Additional Resources
The Great Fear: Unraveling the Panic that Shaped the French Revolution

What was the great fear? This question directs us to a pivotal moment in French history that
unfolded during the summer of 1789, amid the early stages of the French Revolution. The Great Fear,
or La Grande Peur, was a widespread panic that swept through rural France, driven by rumors of an
aristocratic conspiracy to suppress the burgeoning revolution through violent means. This
phenomenon not only reveals the volatile social fabric of late 18th-century France but also played a
crucial role in accelerating revolutionary reforms. Understanding the causes, manifestations, and
impacts of the Great Fear offers valuable insight into the complex dynamics of revolutionary France.

The Historical Context of the Great Fear

The late 1780s in France were characterized by acute social tensions, economic distress, and political
unrest. The ancien régime, marked by a rigid feudal structure and privileges granted to the nobility
and clergy, faced mounting criticism from the burgeoning middle class and disenfranchised peasants.
The financial crisis stemming from France’s involvement in costly wars and extravagant royal
spending exacerbated widespread poverty, particularly among rural populations.

The Estates-General convened in May 1789, signaling the monarchy’s acknowledgment of the need
for reform. However, the storming of the Bastille on July 14, 1789, marked a dramatic escalation in
revolutionary fervor. It was against this backdrop of uncertainty and upheaval that the Great Fear
emerged, from July to August 1789, often described as a wave of paranoia and social unrest that
engulfed the French countryside.

Defining the Great Fear

The Great Fear was essentially a peasant revolt fueled by rumors that aristocrats were organizing
armed bands of mercenaries to quash the revolution and reimpose feudal rights. This fear was
compounded by actual violent incidents and widespread economic hardship, including poor harvests
and rising bread prices. The panic led peasants to arm themselves, attack manor houses, destroy
feudal documents, and resist noble authority.

What distinguishes the Great Fear is its combination of rumor and real popular action. While historians
debate the extent to which the aristocracy planned counter-revolutionary violence, the peasants’ fear
was palpable and tangible in its consequences.



Causes and Triggers of the Great Fear

Several interrelated factors contributed to the outbreak of the Great Fear:

Economic Hardship: Years of bad harvests led to food shortages and soaring bread prices, the
staple of the peasant diet. This economic stress heightened anxieties among the rural poor.

Political Instability: The collapse of royal authority and the uncertainty following the Estates-
General encouraged rumors and speculation.

Spread of Rumors: Word of brigands and aristocratic plots circulated rapidly through villages,
often exaggerated by oral tradition and local fears.

Social Inequalities: Long-standing grievances over feudal dues, tithes, and noble privileges
created fertile ground for revolt.

The speed and scale of the panic reveal the fragility of rural communities and the power of
misinformation during times of crisis.

Manifestations Across the Countryside

The Great Fear was not confined to a single region but spread across several provinces, including
Provence, Burgundy, and Normandy. Reports from the period indicate that peasants formed militias,
barricaded villages, and launched attacks against symbols of feudal oppression such as châteaux and
tax records.

These actions were both defensive and offensive — defensive in protecting themselves against
perceived threats, offensive in challenging the entrenched feudal order. In many cases, local
noblemen fled their estates, and some rural communities succeeded in forcing the abolition of certain
feudal obligations even before the National Assembly enacted formal decrees.

The Impact of the Great Fear on the French Revolution

The Great Fear exerted profound influence on the trajectory of the French Revolution, accelerating
reforms and shaping revolutionary policy.

Acceleration of Feudal Abolition

One of the most direct consequences of the Great Fear was the August 4, 1789, night session of the
National Constituent Assembly, during which feudal privileges were abolished. The widespread
peasant unrest pressured revolutionary leaders to enact swift changes, effectively dismantling



centuries-old feudal structures. This legislative action addressed many grievances that had fueled the
panic, signaling a turn toward more egalitarian social policies.

Strengthening of Popular Participation

The panic highlighted the critical role of the rural masses in the revolutionary process. The Great Fear
demonstrated that the revolution was not solely an urban or elite phenomenon; it was deeply rooted
in the countryside’s social and economic realities. This recognition led to greater efforts to incorporate
peasant demands into the revolutionary agenda.

Spread of Revolutionary Ideals

The events of the Great Fear helped disseminate revolutionary ideas beyond Paris and other urban
centers. The peasants’ direct action and their demands for justice and equality reinforced the
revolution’s message and broadened its appeal.

Historical Interpretations and Debates

Scholars continue to debate the nature and significance of the Great Fear. Some interpret it as a
spontaneous grassroots uprising driven by genuine fears and real economic distress. Others see it
partly as a product of rumor and mass hysteria, amplified by political factions seeking to destabilize
rural aristocracy.

Moreover, the extent to which the nobility intended to organize counter-revolutionary violence
remains contested. While some evidence suggests isolated plots, there is little proof of a coordinated
plan. This ambiguity underscores the complexity of the Great Fear as both a social and psychological
phenomenon.

Comparisons with Other Peasant Revolts

In the broader context of European history, the Great Fear shares features with earlier peasant
uprisings, such as the Jacqueries of the 14th century. However, unlike many medieval revolts, the
Great Fear was closely intertwined with a national revolution that eventually transformed the entire
political system rather than merely opposing local feudal burdens.

Legacy of the Great Fear in Modern Historical Memory

The Great Fear remains a symbol of the volatile intersection between rumor, fear, and political
change. It illustrates how popular anxieties can catalyze significant institutional reforms and alter
power dynamics. Contemporary historians often reference the Great Fear when examining the role of
mass psychology in revolutionary movements.



In educational curricula and public discourse, the Great Fear serves as a reminder of the importance
of understanding rural perspectives in major historical events, often overshadowed by urban
narratives.

By tracing the contours of this critical episode, one gains a deeper appreciation of the multifaceted
forces that shaped the French Revolution and the enduring impact of collective fears on political
transformation.
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