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INTRODUCTION: WHEN PANIC
STALKED THE FRENCH
COUNTRYSIDE

In the summer of 1789, as the sun beat
down  on  the  fields  of  France,  a  strange
and  terrifying  wave  of  fear  began  to
ripple  outward  from village  to  village.
This was not a fear born of immediate
danger,  but  something  far  more
sinister—a  collective  delusion,  a  wildfire
of  panic  that  swept  through  the

countryside  with  astonishing  speed.
Known to history as The Great Fear of
1789, this episode of mass hysteria saw
peasants  arming  themselves  against
phantom  armies,  burning  down
châteaux,  and  unwittingly  setting  the
stage for the most radical phase of the
French  Revolution.  To  understand  the
French Revolution, one must understand
this panic; to understand the panic, one
must  step  into  the  worn  shoes  of  a
French peasant in that fateful year.

WHAT WAS THE GREAT FEAR OF
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1789?

The Great Fear of 1789 (La Grande Peur)
was a wave of peasant riots and mass
panic that spread across France between
July 20 and August 6, 1789. It was not a
single  event  but  a  complex  series  of
localized  panics  that  fed  into  one
another, creating a national crisis. At its
c o r e ,  t h e  f e a r  w a s  t h a t  t h e
aristocracy—the  nobles  and  the
clergy—had hired bands of brigands to
destroy the peasants' harvest and crush
any hope of  reform.  This  fear,  though
largely  baseless,  had devastating  real-
world consequences.
The fear was communicated by word of
mouth, by the frantic ringing of church
bells,  and  by  terrified  messengers
galloping  from  one  settlement  to  the

next.  In  the  space  of  just  over  two
weeks, most of France was gripped by a
paranoia  that  would  permanently  alter
the relationship between the peasantry
and the ruling classes. The Great Fear of
1789  is  a  textbook  example  of  how
rumor and anxiety can shape the course
of  history  when  they  land  on  fertile
ground of social and economic distress.

THE ROOTS OF PANIC: THE
SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC
LANDSCAPE OF PRE-
REVOLUTIONARY FRANCE

A Kingdom on
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the Brink
To understand why The Great  Fear  of
1789 took hold so powerfully, we must
first examine the conditions in which the
French  peasantry  lived.  France  in  the
late 18th century was a nation of stark
inequality.  The  vast  majority  of  the
populat ion—roughly  27  mi l l ion
people—were  peasants,  and  most  of
them  lived  in  grinding  poverty.  They
were  burdened  by  a  complex  web  of
feudal  dues,  tithes to the Church,  and
crushing  taxes  that  funded  the  lavish
lifestyle of the court at Versailles.
The  ha rves t  o f  1788  had  been
disastrous. Hailstorms, droughts, and a
bitter winter had ruined crops across the
country.  By the spring of  1789,  bread

prices had soared to levels  that  many
families  simply  could  not  afford.  Hunger
was widespread, and in the countryside,
starvation was a real and present threat.
When people are hungry, they are also
scared. When they are scared, they are
susceptible  to  rumor.  This  was  the
powder keg into which the spark of The
Great Fear of 1789 was dropped.

The Political
Crisis
Meanwhile,  at  the  national  level,  King
Louis XVI  had been forced to convene
the  Estates-General  in  May  1789—the
first  time  such  a  meeting  had  been
called in 175 years. The Third Estate (the
commoners)  had  broken  away  and
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declared  themselves  the  National
Assembly, vowing to write a constitution
for France. On July 14, the storming of
the Bastille in Paris had shown that the
common  people  of  the  capital  were
ready to take up arms. News of these
even t s  t r ave led  s l ow ly  t o  t he
countryside, and when it arrived, it was
often distorted. Peasants heard rumors
that the king was on their side but that
the  nobles  were  plotting  against
him—and  against  them.  This  political
uncertainty  provided  the  perfect
backdrop for The Great Fear of 1789 to
flourish.

HOW THE GREAT FEAR OF 1789
SPREAD ACROSS FRANCE

The Spark: A
Rumor of
Brigands
The  Great  Fear  of  1789  did  not  start
everywhere at once. It began in a few
distinct  regions  and  then  radiated
outward  like  ripples  in  a  pond.  The  first
major outbreak occurred in the region of
Franche-Comté, near the Swiss border,
around July 20. Word spread that a band
of  brigands—sometimes  described  as
English  agents,  sometimes  as  foreign
mercenaries  hired  by  the  nobles—was
sweeping  through  the  countryside,
burning  barns  and  stealing  grain.
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As  the  rumor  traveled,  it  mutated.  In
some  versions,  the  brigands  were
hundreds  strong;  in  others,  they  were
thousands. They were said to be armed
with  swords,  guns,  and  flaming  torches.
They  were  coming  to  destroy  the
harvest,  to  starve  the  people  into
submission, and to punish anyone who
supported the revolution in Paris. Village
after village responded the same way:
the church bells were rung in alarm, the
men  grabbed  whatever  weapons  they
could  find—pitchforks,  scythes,
clubs—and they prepared to defend their
homes.

The Six Main

Epicenters
Historians  have  identified  at  least  six
major centers from which The Great Fear
of  1789  spread.  These  included  the
region  around  Ruffec  in  the  west,  the
area  around  Eymet  in  the  southwest,
and the vicinity of  Caen in Normandy.
From  each  of  these  points,  the  fear
radiated outward along major roads and
trade routes, often moving faster than a
person could walk. In many cases, the
panic was triggered by a traveler who
arrived in a village with wild stories of
destruct ion  he  had  supposedly
witnessed  just  a  few  miles  away.
What is remarkable is how quickly the
fear  spread.  In  some  areas,  entire
regions were in a state of panic within 24



6

6 The Great Fear Of 1789 2024-06-18

hours.  The  speed  of  transmission  was
due partly to the efficiency of the alarm
system itself:  church bells  were  heard
for miles, and once one village rang the
tocsin, the next village would hear it and
start  ringing  its  own  bells,  creating  a
chain reaction of fear that swept across
the landscape.

THE COLLAPSE OF ORDER: THE
PEASANT REVOLT

From Fear to
Fury
The Great Fear of 1789 did not remain a
passive fear for long. In many places, it
quickly  transformed  into  open  revolt.
Peasants,  convinced  that  the  nobles

were plotting to destroy them, decided
to strike first. They marched on the local
châteaux,  demanding bread and grain.
When the nobles refused or were unable
to satisfy their  demands, the peasants
sometimes  resorted  to  violence.
Châteaux  were  ransacked,  feudal
documents  were  burned,  and  in  some
cases, nobles were attacked or killed.
This was not indiscriminate violence; it
had a clear target.  The peasants were
not  attacking  the  Church  or  the
state—they  were  attacking  the  feudal
system  that  had  oppressed  them  for
centuries.  The  burning  of  feudal  titles
was a symbolic act of liberation. When
the  records  of  debts,  dues,  and
obligations  went  up  in  smoke,  the
peasants  believed  they  were  burning
away their bondage. The Great Fear of
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1789 gave them the courage to act on
grievances that had been simmering for
generations.

The Night of
August 4
The wave of peasant revolts triggered by
The Great  Fear  of  1789 had profound
consequences  at  the  national  level.
When news of the countryside in flames
reached  the  National  Assembly  in
Versailles,  the  deputies  were  horrified.
They realized that if the peasant revolts
were  not  addressed,  the  revolution
might spiral into anarchy, and the entire
reform project could collapse.
In response, on the night of August 4,

1789,  the  National  Assembly  made  a
dramatic  decision.  In  a  session  that
lasted  late  into  the  night,  noble  after
noble  rose  to  renounce  their  feudal
pr iv i leges.  The  Assembly  voted
overwhelmingly  to  abolish  the  feudal
system  entirely,  including  tithes,
manorial  dues,  and  legal  privileges  of
the  nobility  and  clergy.  This  was  the
single  most  important  social  reform of
the  French  Revolution,  and  it  was  a
direct result of the fear and violence that
had  swept  the  countryside.  The  Great
Fear  of  1789  had,  paradoxically,
achieved  a  peaceful  end:  the  legal
destruction  of  feudalism.

THE LEGACY AND SIGNIFICANCE
OF THE GREAT FEAR OF 1789
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A Revolution
Made Real
The  Great  Fear  of  1789  is  of ten
overshadowed by the dramatic events in
Paris,  but  it  was  arguably  just  as
important. It was the moment when the
French  Revolution  ceased  to  be  a
political  struggle  confined  to  the  capital
and  became  a  nationwide  social
revolution.  The  peasantry,  by  taking
matters into their own hands, forced the
hand  of  the  National  Assembly  and
ensured  that  the  revolution  would
deliver  tangible  benefits  to  the  rural
poor.
Without  The  Great  Fear  of  1789,  it  is
entirely  possible  that  the  Assembly

might  have  compromised  with  the
nobility  and  preserved  some  form  of
feudalism.  The  fear  made compromise
impossible.  The  peasants  had  shown
they  were  willing  to  fight,  and  the
deputies in Versailles knew that they had
to  respond  decisively  or  risk  losing
control  of  the  country  entirely.

The Great Fear
as a Social
Phenomenon
For historians, The Great Fear of 1789
offers  a  fascinating  case  study  in
collective behavior. It demonstrates how
economic distress, political uncertainty,



The Great Fear Of 1789 9

9

and a  lack  of  reliable  information  can
combine  to  produce  mass  panic.  The
fear  was,  in  many  ways,  a  reflection  of
the  deep-seated  anxieties  of  the
peasantry: their fear of hunger, their fear
of  the  powerful,  and  their  fear  of  the
unknown.  The  Great  Fear  was  not
rational,  but  it  was  understandable.
The episode also reveals the power of
rumor in shaping historical events. In an
age before mass media, news traveled
by word of  mouth,  and every retelling
added  new  details  and  exaggerations.
The  Great  Fear  of  1789  was  built  on
stories that were largely false, yet those
f a l s e  s t o r i e s  h a d  v e r y  r e a l
consequences.  They  moved  people  to
action, changed laws, and helped bring
down one of the most entrenched social
systems in European history.

CONCLUSION: ECHOES OF THE
GREAT FEAR

The Great Fear of 1789 lasted only a few
weeks,  but  its  effects  reverberated  for
years. It destroyed feudalism in France,
emboldened the peasantry, and set the
stage for the radical reforms of the early
1790s. It also left a lasting lesson: that
fear, when it takes hold of a population,
can be a force of both destruction and
transformation. The peasants who armed
themselves  against  phantom  brigands
did  not  know  that  they  were  making
history, but they were. They were taking
the  first,  terrified  steps  toward  a  new
world.
Today, The Great Fear of 1789 reminds
us  that  revolutions  are  not  made  by
elites alone. They are made by ordinary
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people  acting  under  extraordinary
pressure.  The  panic  of  those  summer
weeks was a symptom of  deep-seated
problems that had been ignored for too
long. When the nobles heard the church
bells  r inging  in  alarm  across  the

countryside, they finally understood that
the old order was over. The Great Fear of
1789  was  the  sound  o f  a  wor ld
collapsing,  and  from  its  ruins,  a  new
France would be born.


