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ABSTRACT 
 

Author:   Caroline Michele Smyrl 
 
Title:    Connecting the Dots: Examining the Relationship between   
    Civil Unrest, City Planning, and Civil Liberties 
 
Supervising Professor:  Dr. Cheryl Kaufman  

 
  

 The urban environment shapes our experiences within our worlds by creating the background 
for our everyday lives. The importance of the planning of public space cannot be underestimated, 
so we must ask the question of where plans came from and what are their effects. As society 
fluctuates with civil unrest and revolution, the urban atmosphere evolves with it. This thesis 
examines this dynamic, the relationship between civil unrest, city planning, and civil liberties. It 
looks at how the urban environment shapes historical revolutions, as well as how, in turn, city 
planning is shaped by civil unrest. By looking at two cases, Paris during and after the French 
Revolution in 1789 and Washington D.C. after the American Revolution, this thesis examines 
how city planning changed as a result of these revolutions. It also looks at the effects the 
planning of cities has on civil liberties, specifically the freedom of speech through assembly, that 
are guaranteed by the constitutions that also came out of these revolutionary periods.  
 The first section creates operational definitions of civil unrest, city planning, and freedom of 
assembly that will be used in the cases that follow. The second section looks at Paris during and 
after the French Revolution. It examines how city planning shaped the revolution, as 
revolutionaries targeted symbolic structures from the old regime and the streets shaped the 
formation of protests. The second section also looks at how city planning changed after the 
revolution, disrupting the spaces that had shaped the revolution. The third section studies the 
formation of Washington D.C. after the American Revolution, and looks at how the ideals of 
forming a new, powerful government shaped the way that the monumental core of the city was 
planned.   
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Introduction: 

The foundations of society are etched into the physical world around us and shape the 

way that we think about ourselves in our community and as a part of a larger society. 

Civilizations first evolved with the natural landscape, as their environment shaped their activities 

and determined a social order. Modern western civilization has changed the nature of the 

relationship between man and his environment through the planning and construction of massive 

urban areas. Given the fact that societies have the capacity to change the structure, function, and 

shape of their built environments, towering buildings, large monuments, and elongated streets 

convey a deceptive sense of permanence. Cities, with their buildings, streets, monuments, and 

landscape, provide a schema, an organizational pattern and structure, for day-to-day life, and 

provide the material background for the creation of mental and emotional associations with 

significant events.  

As society fluctuates with civil unrest and revolution, urban design and planning evolves 

with it, shaping the way people interact with each other and their society. Forms of government 

also historically change in response to civil unrest. Constitutions create another basis for the 

structure and pattern of society by determining how it is to be governed. Constitutions create a 

moderation for competing interests built up from history and tradition. For centuries, written 

constitutions, agreements between the government and the governed were not the norm, but, 

when ideas about the rights of man and the legitimacy of government took force in the eighteenth 

century, there arose a need to solidify the laws of countries in an understood and agreed upon 

document. Since then, constitutions have created the framework for governance, making a 

promise with the governed to abide by the laws and standards that constitutions create and to 

protect the freedoms that constitutions ensure.  
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This thesis examines the relationship between civil unrest, civil liberties, and city 

planning in two cases. More specifically, it looks at how historical revolutions have shaped the 

guarantees of certain rights, primarily freedom of speech and its extensions, such as freedom of 

assembly, through written constitutions. It also looks at the built environment and changes that 

occurred as a result of civil unrest, and how, in turn city planning shapes how people gather to 

express ideas. The first case is Paris, France in the years following the Revolution that began in 

1789 and lasted well into the middle of the nineteenth century. The second case is Washington 

D.C., which was planned and built after the American War for Independence against Britain at 

the end of the eighteenth century and lasting to the beginning of the nineteenth century. The 

findings of this thesis are that these revolutions solidified the foundations of civil liberties 

through written constitutions, simultaneously occurring with instances of cahnges to the urban 

landscape. Although the cries for change came from the base of society, the people, the results 

were a top-down process of change that created both legal and environmental restrictions for 

freedom of speech in both Paris and Washington D.C.; however, urban planning had a greater 

influence than constitutional law in shaping the way that people assembled and expressed 

themselves.  
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Part 1: Definition of Terms 

Civil Unrest 

Civil unrest serves as a mechanism to express a voice or opinion when avenues provided 

by governments or other entities fail. It is a reaction to a set of circumstances or an event, 

whether political, social, economic, or other, that intends to draw a reaction from the public or 

the government to elicit change1. This section defines and differentiates between different forms 

of civil unrest, on a spectrum from non-violent public protests to violent riots and revolutions. 

Public protests and demonstrations are often understood as non-violent and include activities 

such as picketing or sit-ins. On the other end of the spectrum, revolutions and riots are 

intentionally disruptive not only in their immediate violent context, but also in the effects they 

intend to create within the social, political, and economic structure of their country, state, or 

locality. Protests, revolutions, and riots have played a strong role in the political development of 

many countries because they are an aggressive, public way for people to express their opinions 

and beliefs.  

There are several different theories on the factors that are likely to induce civil unrest 

within countries, states, and cities. One theory argues that institutions as structural factors shape 

protests. This means that parties with better partisan representation had fewer protests and riots, 

and partisan representation can be determined by the level of party system institutionalization, 

such as fragmentation.2 At the time of both the French and American Revolutions at the end the 

eighteenth century, there were no political parties, thus this thesis examines institutions such as 

representative bodies, social orders,  and constituent assemblies, as institutions that shape civil 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Millicent Kelly, “What is Civil Unrest?” Study.Com, accessed December 6, 2017, 
http://study.com/academy/lesson/what-is-civil-unrest-definition-preparedness.html.  
2 Yen-Pin Su, “Anti-Government Protests in Democracies,” Comparative Politics 54, no. 2 (2015): 150.   
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unrest. More specifically, it focuses on the role of constitutional guarantees of liberty and the 

urban environment as both structural and responsive agents of civil unrest.  Another theory on 

the occurrence of civil unrest “considers opposition parties as agents of mobilization,” looking at 

incentives to aid the group that opposes the standing government.3 When oppositions are strong 

and unified, they are able to mobilize a greater constituency in their movement. Lack of 

representation within government as well as the strength of the opposition movement are both 

considered salient factors in facilitating the French and American Revolutions; however, this 

thesis focuses on the former theory as the primary means for examining the structure of civil 

unrest. 

Civil unrest also has the characteristic of contagion, affecting proximate as well as distant 

geographical regions, leading to significant societal and cultural changes in different areas during 

the same general time period. In his article “Global Civil Unrest: Contagion, Self-Organization, 

and Prediction,” Dan Braha tests his hypothesis that, “widespread unrest arises from internal 

processes of positive feedback and cascading effects in the form of contagion and social 

diffusion over spatially interdependent regions connected through social and mass 

communication networks.”4 Braha’s theory argues that the success of a revolution in one 

geographic region has the possibility of stirring unrest in another, as well as the potential to 

shape the means by which unrest takes place in the other region. Applying his theory to the 

periods of civil unrest studied in this thesis, there are many similarities between the American 

and French revolutions that create a bridge between their geographical distances. During the 

periods of unrest, both revolutions used instrumental and exemplary violence to achieve change. 

The proximity of time of the two revolutions is also important. The American Revolution began 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 Yen-Pin Su: 149, 151. 
4 Dan Braha, “Global Civil Unrest: Contagion, Self-Organization, and Prediction,” PlosONE 7, no. 10 
(2012): 1.  
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in 1776 when the Declaration of Independence was signed; the French Revolution is considered 

to have begun in 1789 when the National Assembly broke from the Estates General. For the 

purpose of this thesis, the relationship between the French and American periods of civil unrest 

is important in understanding the historical backgrounds of the revolutions; the period preceding 

the violence was marked by intense change in intellectual thought regarding the role of political 

institutions in the western world. Rather than looking at one revolution as the cause of the other, 

this thesis examines societal and political thought that affected the formation of both revolutions.  

Freedom of Speech and Assembly 

This thesis examines the freedom of speech and assembly as natural rights that both the 

French and American governments first protected at the end of the eighteenth century, making 

them a legally defined freedom. During the Enlightenment, an intellectual revolution beginning 

in the seventeenth century, influential thinkers wrote on the importance of the freedom of speech, 

no matter what the content, and thought for maintaining a responsible government. While in 

America at the end of the eighteenth century there existed a tradition of dissent, an ethos of 

speaking one’s mind without fear of punishment, France was coming from a long period of 

suppression of speech and thought under the Bourbon monarchy. The countries’ new 

governments both drafted constitutions that protected freedom of speech. Freedom of assembly 

derives from freedom of speech. It is the right for people to come together to collectively express 

their ideas in protest. This thesis focuses on how the urban environment creates or restricts free 

assembly, and thus the freedom of speech, in Paris and Washington D.C.  

After written constitutions guaranteed the protection of the natural rights of freedom of 

speech and assembly, courts in France and America would establish legal doctrine to further 

protect these rights. In both countries, the highest courts have upheld restriction of speech and 
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assembly when the speech threatens the interests of the government, for example, the health and 

safety of their citizens. In opposition to such restriction on speech, Chief Justice Oliver Wendell 

Holmes, in  his famous dissenting opinion in the 1919 case Abrams vs. The United States, wrote, 

But when men have realized that time has upset many fighting faiths, they may come to 
believe even more than they believe the foundations of their own conduct that the only 
good desired is better reached by the free trade of ideas - that the best test of truth is the 
power of thought to get itself accepted in the competition of the market, and that truth is 
the only ground upon which their wishes can be safely carried out.5 

 
Chief Justice Holmes’ argument has been cited as a strong argument for freedom of expression 

in democracies, that, within the free market of ideas, those with the most integrity and appeal 

will rise to the top. Even though this is a quote from the twentieth century, it is an interpretation 

of the right to freedom of speech that come from the Revolutionary period. From Ancient times, 

to the post-Revolutionary period, to the Communist scare, freedom of assembly and speech has 

served a crucial role in republican democracies, and the public forum has been one of the 

primary arenas to express important ideas and opinions.  

Public forums are spaces where citizens gather to speak and express ideas; however, there 

has been debate in both the American and French courts over what constitutes a public forum.  

People since the beginning of modern civilization have used the public forum to transfer views 

on philosophy, theology, and government. The common meeting place to discuss ideas in 

Ancient Greek civilization was the agora, which literally means “gathering place” while in 

Ancient Rome it was the forum.6 For thousands of years, streets and parks serve as common 

areas within cities and countries for citizens to meet with the purpose of assembling and 

discussing ideas. However, court rulings have decided that certain areas cannot serve as public 

forums because of the interests of the state; in this way, even if it might not appear that the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 Oliver Wendell Holmes, Dissenting Opinion in Abrams vs. The United States, 250 U.S. 616 (1919).  
6 Samuel Gorlick, “Right to Forum,” Dickinson Law Review (1967): 273.  
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government is restricting speech, they are able to regulate where the speech or protests take place 

based on the structure of the city. This thesis examines how governments regulate speech based 

on how people are able to gather within the city.  

City Planning 

Urban environments construct the way that individuals and groups function within their 

larger societies and form a backdrop for important historical events. This thesis examines the 

way that cities shape revolutions as well as how they are shaped by revolutions. Specifically, it 

looks at the layout of streets and neighborhoods, both their planning and their aesthetic. City 

planning determines large-scale policy that shapes the infrastructure of the urban environment, 

such as streets, bridges, and entire neighborhoods. City design includes the smaller architectural 

details that create the aesthetic of the city. Both city planning and design shape the urban 

environment that in turn shapes a number of different elements of society. For example, urban 

environments can create a sense of identity within the larger world, they form cognitive paths for 

individuals to navigate through space, and they structure metaphorical schemas about the 

meaning of certain places.7 Narrative and environment are interdependent, thus this thesis looks 

at the French and American Revolutions as spatial stories, as the built environment shapes and is 

shaped by civil unrest and revolutions.  

Historically, urban planning has been a top-down process. In Paris and Washington D.C., 

governments hired officials or formed commissions to create plans that would radically change 

the urban environment. The causes for urban renovation are numerous. In nineteenth century 

Paris, there was undoubtedly a need to modernize the city by improving circulation to create a 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7 Sarah Williams Goldhagen, Welcome to Your World: How the Built Environment Shapes our Lives (New 
York: Harper Collins, 2017).  
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more healthy and prosperous society.8 In the United States, there was a need at the end of the 

revolutionary war with Britain to create a capital for the new nation to serve as the seat of the 

federal government. Thus, there are a number of reasons that governments choose to build. This 

thesis focuses on city planning and urban design as a top-down process, where those in power 

make intentional decisions to assert control through the urban environment.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8 Victoria E. Thompson, “Telling ‘Spatial Stories’: Urban Space and Bourgeois Identity in Early 
Nineteenth Century Paris,” The Journal of Modern History 75 (September 2003): 551.  
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Part 2: Study on Paris, France  

This thesis examines the impacts of social and political change on the physical landscape 

of Paris. To begin, it lays out the background and events of the revolutionary period that lasted 

from the end of the eighteenth century to the mid-nineteenth century. Paris’ governmental system 

was antiquated, and the process of modernizing the political and social structure entailed an 

extremely disruptive and violent revolution. The revolution impacted almost every aspect of 

Parisian life, but this thesis looks at the role that it had on shaping the protection of freedom of 

assembly rights in two specific ways; through constitutional protection and through the changing 

urban environment.   

Background to the Revolution 

Absolute Monarchy 

The French monarchs had ruled the country in the name of absolutism, a theory first 

articulated in the sixteenth century which claimed that the king’s power and authority did not 

have to be justified to any other governing body. Henry IV was the first Bourbon monarch to act 

in the name of absolutism. Following the Protestant Reformation, religious change swept 

throughout Europe in the sixteenth century. Nobles in France chose whether to keep their 

seigniorial provinces in the Catholic tradition, or to reform to Protestantism. After political and 

popular unrest during the Religious Wars of France, Henry IV, the first Bourbon king, 

consolidated the realm by proclaiming the Edict of Nantes, which extended legal protection to 

French Protestants and ended the conflict within the country. Henry IV did so in the name of 

absolutism, a political theory that named the king to be the supreme sovereign of the land, 

ordained by God. In 1670, the churchman Jacques-Bénigne Bossuet wrote on the principles of 

absolutism for his pupil, the future King Louis XI, in his article, “Politics Derived from the 
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Words of Holy Scripture.” In Book 3, “Wherein Begins the Explanation of the Nature and 

Properties of Royal Authority,” he instructs his reader that the monarchy has “four essential 

characteristics… First, royal authority is sacred; second, it is paternal; third, it is absolute; fourth, 

it is subordinated to reason.” According to Bossuet, in theory, God established monarchs as his 

ministers on Earth, and thus they should rule benevolently as the father of the people and the 

realm. However, because royal authority is absolute, the king does not have to justify his actions 

to anyone other than God, though his choices should be made with knowledge and reason. 

Bossuet presented this theory of absolutism; however, absolutism was also meant to be mediated 

by counsel from appointed nobles in the parlements of France. 

The French absolute monarch was the supreme sovereign of the land, but other bodies 

were in place to counsel the. In the early eighteenth century, France had thirteen parlements, 

which were law courts comprised of fifty to one hundred thirty magistrates, or appointed nobles. 

Although they were meant to give counsel to the king, the king was not required to obey the 

advice or remonstrances they offered. In one grueling address to the parlements from King Louis 

XV, he reprimanded the body, claiming, 

...as if anyone could forget that sovereign power resides in my person alone, of which the 
natural characteristics are the spirit of consultation, justice, and reason; that my courts 
derive their existence and their authority from me alone; that the plentitude of that 
authority, which they only exercise in my name, always remains with me, and that it can 
never be employed against me…9 

 
In the face of the body meant to mediate the monarch’s authority, King Louis XV degraded the 

authority of the parlements by claiming his own authority. This was the political environment 

within which the Revolution boiled. It teetered the line between a monarchical state and a 

despotic state.    

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9 John Rothney, “A Royal Tongue Lashing,” The Brittany Affair and the Crisis of the Old Regime, (Oxford 
University Press, 1969), 47.  
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The Three Estates 

The absolute monarchs of France in the seventeenth and eighteenth century ruled over a 

people who were extremely divided, socially, politically, and legally. The division of order in 

France was labeled as the Three Estates, which were orders of society based on occupations. 

Each order denoted certain political, social, and legal privileges of its members. Writing in 1610, 

Charles Loyseau, a prominent lawyer and member of parlement, laid out the complex nature of 

the Three Estates in France of “A Treatise on Orders.” In the mind of the French, the Estates 

conferred to their members “the dignity and the quality which is the most stable and the most 

inseparable from man.”10 He begins with two essential premises that laid the foundation for 

French social order; first, man cannot live without order, and, second, man cannot live in 

equality of condition.11 The assumption that men innately were unequal justified the hierarchical 

social order of the time. This was the mentality of the French towards their social orders, 

according to Loyseau.  

Occupations divided the Three Estates; the First Estate was the clergy, the Second the 

nobility, and the Third was comprised of the rest of society, the common man. Each Estate was 

an order that was inseparable from the members of that group, and each had separate privileges 

exclusive to that Estate. The First Estate was the clergy, and they were labeled the first because 

they were the closest to God. They were divided into many different degrees and offices in their 

order, ranging from abbot and bishop to hermit or monk.12 They had the privilege of not paying 

any taxes to the monarch. The Second Estate was also divided in orders depending on how a 

member acquired their title. Those born into nobility by paternal ascension were higher ranking 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10 Keith Michael Baker, “The Old Regime and the Revolution,” University of Chicago Readings in Western 
Civilization 7 (1987): 14.   
11 Baker: 13-14. 
12 Baker: 19.  
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in society, while those who acquired their position in the Second Estate by paying for the title 

itself or by purchasing noble land were less esteemed in society.13 The power of the Second 

Estate lay in the possession of land, arms, and wealth, to which neither the First nor Third Estates 

had access. Because of their possession, they were responsible for assembling the army for the 

king, and because of that responsibility, they were granted certain privileges, such as exemption 

from the taille, the tax that was collected for war, or hunting privileges.14 Finally, the remainder 

of society composed the Third Estate, including poor commoners and peasants as well as the 

wealthy city dwellers, the bourgeoisie. Unlike the other orders, the Third Estate had little to no 

privileges. They carried the burden of the taxes, from which the other two orders were exempt. 

Emmanuel Joseph Sieyes, a French abbot, clergyman, and political writer, wrote a pamphlet 

shortly before the beginning of the 1789 Revolution titled, “Qu’est-ce que le tiers-etats?” or, 

“What is the Third Estate?” His argument is that the efforts to sustain society are put forth by the 

Third Estate. Translated into English, he writes:   

Public functions may be classified equally well, in the present state of affairs, under four 
recognized heads; the sword, the robe, the church, and the administration. It would be 
superfluous to take them up one by one, for the purpose of showing that everywhere the 
Third Estate attends to nineteen-twentieths of them, with this distinction: that it is laden 
with all that is painful, with all the burdens that the privileged classes refuse to 
carry…Therefore what is the Third Estate? Everything; but an everything shackled and 
oppressed. What would it be without the privileged order? Everything, but an everything 
free and flourishing. Nothing can succeed without it, everything would be infinitely better 
without the others.15 

 
Sieyes argues that the nation depends on the Third Estate to function at the expense of the people 

within that social distinction. Like Sieyes, members of the First Estate, the clergy, often but not 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
13 Judith Coffin, “Three Estates: Legal Categories of the Ancein Régime,” Lecture at the University of 
Texas at Austin, Austin, Texas, January 23, 2018.  
14 Baker: 29-31.  
15 Abbé Emmanuel-Joseph Sieyes, “Qu’est ce que le tiers-état?” (Paris, 1789).  
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always sided with the peasantry. This association would be solidified at the meeting of the three 

classes at the Estates General in 1789. 

The Three Estates conferred rank in society, meaning that the first two Estates had 

opportunity for higher offices in the state, serving on parlements or as counsel to the monarch. 

These social ranks brought with them legal privileges, often unequal and perceived as radically 

unjust by the Third Estate. It was during this period of social, legal, and political inequality that 

the Enlightenment made its way to France, and with it came many radical ideas that shook the 

order of the Three Estates and paved the way for Revolution.  

The Enlightenment 

Beginning in the late seventeenth and eighteenth century, all of Europe was shaken by a 

philosophical and intellectual movement that shaped political and social thought on the eve of 

the French Revolution of 1789. Great thinkers and writers of the time brought about new ideas 

that changed the way people perceived the world around them, shedding light on social and 

political norms and planting the seeds for revolutionary movements across the continent. John 

Locke, an English philosopher and physician as well as one of the first and most influential of 

the Enlightenment thinkers, wrote on the government as a consensual contract between the 

people and their ruler in his Two Treatises on Government. Shortly after in Britain, the 1688 

“Glorious Revolution” removed King James II from his throne into exile, and restored the 

depleted power of parliament and a constitutional monarchy in the country. The Enlightenment 

movement quickly spread throughout the rest of Europe, opening up the minds of people to new 

ways of experiencing and exploring and ordering their world.   

The Enlightenment in France is best known by the writings of the philosophes, elitist 

writers such as Voltaire, Montesquieu, or Rousseau; however, the movement produced works 
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from all levels of society, and some of the most influential works before the 1789 Revolution 

came from those at the bottom of the social order. The Enlightenment in France was known as 

“La Siecle de la Lumière,” or the “Century of Light” because it was a period of intellectual 

brilliance that provoked new ideas on governance, science, and society. Perhaps the most 

influential French Enlightenment writer is Jean-Jacques Rousseau. Rousseau’s works touched on 

many different genres, from writing operas and novels to examining psychology and education. 

His renowned work on political philosophy is The Social Contract. In The Social Contract, 

Rousseau examines society at its most basic form and constructs an ideal society from the 

premises he establishes. He discusses society as a contract between the people and the sovereign, 

providing imagery of a paternal king, ruling in such a way that reflects the general will of the 

people. Rousseau’s thoughts were revolutionary during this period, and certainly contradicted 

many established ideas, especially the theory of absolutism.  

Rousseau was among many enlightenment writers to critique the established regime; 

however, the Enlightenment was not a solitary movement that provided a sensible and unified 

front for revolution. Robert Darnton, a renowned French historian at Harvard University, writes 

on the influences of the Enlightenment that came from the bottom of society in his article “The 

Literary Underground of the Old Regime.” He warns those who study the Enlightenment period 

that, “we should question the overly highbrow, overly metaphysical view of intellectual life in 

the eighteenth century.”16 He criticizes a view of the Enlightenment that only considers the 

writings of Voltaire or Rousseau, those who wrote for elite members of society. Darnton argues 

that some of the greatest influencers at the time came from “Grub Street,” and wrote 

pornographic, libelous works criticizing the monarchy and nobility. Charles Théveneau de 
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Morande, writer for the libelous pamphlet Le Gazetier cuirassé, portrayed particularly crude 

imagery of society’s elite. In a criticism of Madame Du Barry, King Louis XV’s notorious 

mistress, he exposes her roots, saying, 

Passing directly from the brothel to the throne, toppling the most powerful and 
redoubtable minister, overthrowing the constitution of the monarchy, insulting the royal 
family, the presumptive heir to the throne, and his august consort by her incredible 
luxury, by her insolent talk [insulting] the entire nation, which is dying of hunger, by her 
vainglorious extravagance and by the well known depredations of all the roues 
surrounding her, as she sees groveling at her feet not only the grands of the kingdom and 
the ministers, but the princes of the royal blood, foreign ambassadors, and the church 
itself, which canonizes her scandals and her debauchery.17 

 
Morande insults the monarchy and those close to it, criticizing their morals, their extravagance, 

and their insolence, as well as those who condone their actions, including the Catholic church. 

The writers from the lower levels of society, exposed the corruption of the monarchy and the 

nobility in an accessible and intriguing way for a greater audience, common people.  

Did the writings of the Enlightenment cause the outbreak of the Revolution? The 

Enlightenment was not a unified political opposition, and thus it is difficult to argue that it was 

the leading cause of revolution. The political ideas that emerged during the Enlightenment 

appeared alongside grievances from the Third Estate concerning food shortages, overbearing 

taxes, and a lack of other legal and social privileges. Common peasants who worked on the land 

of nobles were subject to seigniorial dues, which came in very different forms depending on the.  

In “A statement concerning the unjust, onerous, and humiliating dues and other unheard of 

burdens which the undersigned inhabitants of the seigneury of Montjoye-Vaufrey,” a member of 

the Third Estate catalogues the grievances he faced living under the noble, or seigneur, of his 

land. He explains that the seigneur demanded a tenth of the profits from wine sold, that he 

appropriated all of the land from the communal forest to sell for his own profit, and many other 
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unjust practices. Alongside grievances from the nobles in their provinces, peasants faced taxes 

from the monarchy and the church, all the while without having representation to express their 

grievances. 

The political, social, and intellectual landscape of pre-Revolutionary France and, 

especially, Paris, set the stage for the unrest and violence that would follow. A monarch whose 

power bordered on tyrannical and despotic was politically unchecked. The parlements who 

served as counsel to the king worked in their own interests and were in no way representative of 

the country as a whole. The common people were tired, overworked, overburdened, 

underappreciated, and restless. All the while, the intellectual tide was changing, and members of 

all classes were exposed to unconventional political and social ideas. The ensuing revolution 

would radically change the French government and society, reflected in the written constitution 

and the physical landscape of the city of Paris.  

Civil Unrest 

The 1789 French Revolution began as the common people, reacting to the unequal and 

unjust social, political, and economic divisions within their society, sought to overthrow the 

monarchy through a violent revolution, resulting in the formation of a democracy. This section 

examines key players and events, specifically in Paris, that influenced and shaped the outcome of 

the Revolution. Finally, it looks at the change in political structure, namely the shift from an 

aristocratic, elitist monarchy to a republican, liberal democracy, that was the result of the 

violence and political upheaval of the revolution. This thesis examines how the city of Paris both 

shaped and was shaped by the civil unrest during the revolutions that lasted from the end of the 

eighteenth century to the mid-nineteenth century. Revolutionaries targeted urban spaces that 

were symbolic of the unequal and unjustice social and political structure at the time. The streets 
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of Paris became breeding grounds for insurrection and shaped how civil unrest played out during 

this time.  

In 1789, representatives from the Three Estates met at Versailles to convene for the 

Estates General, an assembly of representatives from the three classes that had not met since the 

seventeenth century, to discuss financial reform within France; however, the convention ended 

with the First and Third Estates breaking from the Second Estate to form the National Assembly, 

thus beginning the French Revolution. The country had fallen into serious debt, resulting from 

the behavior of the monarchy after decades of war and extravagance.18 However, parliament 

refused to accept a plan for financial reform without the approval of all Three Estates, forcing 

King Louis XVI to summon the assembly of representatives that made up the Estates General.19 

The representatives were elected, which for commoners, presented an extraordinary way to 

express their voice in the political process as they had not previously been given that kind of 

representation; however the exclusion of certain people from voting for their Estate 

representative in their district because of monetary reasons only heightened the anger and 

resentment of the common people towards the government before debate even began at the 

Estates General.20  

In addition to tax burdens that might be placed on them, the Third Estate was also 

concerned with the voting method at the assembly itself, and when it was determined that the 

people would not be equally represented through the vote, the political debate became even more 

heated.21 Although the primary purpose of the Estates General was to resolve how to fund the 
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financial debt of the French government, the underlying problem that led to its dissolution of the 

assembly was the lack of fair and equal representation of the Third Estate.22 In the summer of 

1789, the Third Estate separated from the rest of the Estates General, declaring themselves to be 

a National and Constituent Assembly on June 17, 1789. By the end of August, the National 

Assembly had written their “Declaration of the Rights of Man,” which presented seventeen 

inalienable rights of citizens and would precede a written constitution.23 The secession of the 

Third Estate from the Estates General marked the beginning of the political battle fought during 

the French Revolution.   

The Storming of the Bastille 

The complexity of events, the violence, the political upheaval, and the social unrest, 

combined led to a very long series of events that comprise the French Revolution. When the 

Estates General convened into the National Assembly in June of 1789, it marked the end of the 

beginning of the Revolution, as the country would continue to slide into greater violence and 

confusion. The events of the French Revolution range from several subtle changes in the 

structure and function of existing institutions to some of the most violent and surprising in the 

country’s history. Altogether, it was a period of unorganized yet incredible change that reflected 

Enlightenment ideals and sparked a period of evolution for not only the country but also for the 

rest of the world.  

One of the first events after the calling of the National Assembly by the Third Estate is 

also one of the most iconic clashes in the history of France at the storming of the Bastille. As 

Louis XVI repeatedly dismissed the calls for change from the National Assembly, he flooded 
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Paris with troops to police the people and subdue the Assembly as unrest and turmoil grew. 

While the representatives were calling for political change, the common people themselves were 

increasingly frustrated, quite literally starving as food shortages spread throughout Paris and the 

country. Pushed to their breaking point, on July 14, 1789, hungry insurgents stormed the Bastille, 

a fortress used as a prison for royal offenders, to steal arms, powder, and, importantly, flour. 

They forced the surrender of the prison guards, and very publicly executed the commander who 

had resisted them by ordering the guards to fire on the mob. 

For centuries, the Bastille served as a symbol for arbitrary rule at the hand of the 

monarch. The rulers of France in the fourteenth century, the House of Valois, originally 

constructed the massive complex to defend the city of Paris from an invasion from the English 

during the Hundred Years War. Under the Bourbon monarch, the fortress was used as a state 

prison, meant to house those who had angered and opposed the king and had to be removed from 

the public. Under Louis XIV, this included those who had opposed him when he revoked the 

Edict of Nantes, which were mostly Protestants, along with those who had abused the press by 

ignoring the censorship laws, or those who had embezzled against the state. However, 

imprisonment in the Bastille for a certain offense could mask another underlying reason for 

incarceration. Unnamed prisoners could be held in the fortress without trial for an indefinite 

period of time under the lettres de cachet, letters of arrest signed by the king and sealed with the 

royal seal.24 Thus, with its high reaching walls and grand fortifications, the Bastille held a 

daunting and domineering presence in the heart of the city and served as a symbol for the 

arbitrary rule of the Bourbon monarchy over the common people. The storming of the Bastille 

and its eventual destruction foreshadowed the violence to come. The building was torn down 
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brick by brick and pieces of what had served as a despotic device for centuries were passed 

around the city as news of the violence spread.  

The Abandonment of Versailles 

The political organization of France was fragmented in the year following the dissolution 

of the Estates General. At the end of 1789, representatives from the districts of Paris came 

together to form the Paris Commune, a municipal representative government in Paris. Although 

intended to be provisional in the wake of the chaos during the summer of 1789, from its 

conception, the Paris Commune was an illegal form of city government.25 Despite the 

responsiveness of the Commune to the people of Paris, there were still large grievances that the 

common people had with the nobility. All the while, the king, his family, and his court of nobles 

remained tucked away at their grand chateau twenty miles away from the turbulent events in the 

city. Infuriated by Louis XVI’s denial to acknowledge the new constitution, the women of Paris 

marched to Versailles at the beginning of October in 1789 to demand the attention of their 

sovereign. The women, mostly wives of artisans from the Right Bank, first met at the Hôtel de 

Ville, the seat of the municipality of Paris, to demand bread and arms from the city government. 

When their attempt to storm the city hall was unsuccessful, the mob of over seven thousand 

began the march to Versailles. Upon arrival, the king granted audience to several members of the 

mob, along with the Marquis de Lafayette, military leader of the police in Paris who had 

accompanied the crowd to the palace. The king dispersed food and bread from the royal reserve 

to the crowd and even announced that he would accept the terms of the written constitution from 

the Constituent National Assembly; however, the mob, not subdued by the promises of the king, 

found entrances to the palace and began to ransack its grand halls in search of the young, 
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extravagant Queen Marie Antoinette of Austria. Finally, in the afternoon of October 6, 1789, the 

king agreed to abandon his royal seat at the Palace of Versailles and return to the Tuileries 

Palace in Paris to face the demands of the people in the capitol. Although the mob could not tear 

down the massive palace, Louis XVI’s abandonment of Versailles symbolizes the success of the 

revolutionaries at chipping away the social order of the Ancien Régime. What had once stood as 

the crown jewel of absolutism now lay empty and barren, forced into desolation by the strong 

hand of the common people.  

The Political Clubs in the Neighborhoods of Paris 

With the king’s return to Paris, the city was alight with ideas and opinions about the 

changing political order; the structure of the city shaped the formation of the groups who 

discussed their motives, platforms, and goals for the ensuing revolution. The narrow, winding 

streets of Paris had for centuries created close-knit communities in the city. Artisans of the same 

trade lived together in the same areas of the city. One of the most significant developments at the 

beginning of the Revolution was the formation of political clubs, gatherings of people with 

common political interests that met to share and discuss their opinions on important social and 

political matters. One of the most prominent and influential clubs in Paris was the Societe des 

Amis de la Constitution, or the “Society of the Friends of the Constitution.” At the founding, the 

club met at the monastery of the Jacobins on the Rue Saint-Honore, on the Right Bank of the 

Seine, adjacent to the meeting place of the National Assembly at the Palais-Tuileries. The 

location of the political turmoil that came from the club was thus vital to its later success. 

Leaders of later movements in the Revolution emerged from this radical, leftist club, such as 

Mirabeau and Robespierre. The political clubs were a grassroots movement, and their formation 

was largely a product of the tight, crowded structure of the streets and neighborhoods of Paris. 
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Escalation to Terror 

After months of negotiation with the National Assembly upon returning to the Palais-

Tuileries, in June of 1791, Louis XVI and his family attempted to flee the country to Varennes, 

in hopes of seeking refuge and assistance for a counter-revolution from those in the Netherlands 

who opposed the revolutionary movement. However, on the way north to the border, the royals 

were detained by the provincials who recognized the king, and they returned the royal family to 

Paris. This time, Louis XVI was greeted by a crowd far more hostile than the one that greeted 

him when he came to the city from Versailles. The tide of the Revolution turned with a strong 

anti-monarchist sentiment. Instead of questioning what powers the king should have, the people 

began to reconsider the presence of the monarchy in the country. In the wake of his attempted 

flight from Paris, Louis faced mobs that sought to terrorize the Tuileries, as Republican 

sentiment rose within the city and the country. Louis felt forced to call more guards to the 

defense of the crown; however, the presence of the National Guard and the king’s association 

with foreign allies roused even more resentment, and the National Assembly voted to suspend 

the monarchy and hold the king in contempt in August of 1791. When it seemed necessary to re-

evaluate the institution of the monarchy, a constitutional Convention gathered, replacing the 

authority of the Assembly for the purpose of drafting and enforcing a constitution. Before the 

completion of the written constitution, however, the Convention tried Louis XVI for his crimes 

against the state since 1789. Within two days, he was found guilty and sentenced to death, with a 

deciding vote of one. Georges Jacques Danton exclaimed that the Convention had, “thrown 

down the gauntlet, and this gauntlet is the king’s head!”26  
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The Place Louis XV, once a place to honor the power of the monarchy within Paris, ran 

with blood, as one of the premiere stages for the Guillotine. It was in this square desgned by his 

grandfather that King Louis XVI and Queen Marie Antoinette were executed.  

 

Image 1. The Execution of Louis XVI in Paris on January 21, 1793 at the Place Louis XV.27  

What had once been an urban space to celebrate the monarchy became a symbol of the extreme 

violence of the Revolution. On the left side of the image above, a revolutionary holds up the 

head of the king to the cheering crowd, facing the empty pedestal where the equestrian statue of 

Louis XV had once stood but had been torn down by the mob. In the background are the two 

state buildings that had also been constructed under Louis XV, now blending in and unifying 

with the military of the revolution. The Place Louis XV was renamed the Place de la Revolution, 

in celebration of the overthrow of the monarchy and the upheaval of social order. Eventually, the 

square would be named the Place de la Concorde in 1795 in a gesture to reconcile the violence 
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of the revolution. The execution of Louis XVI at the Place Louis XV during the Terror is a an 

example of urban space becoming a place for assembly and the expression of popular 

sovereignty during the Revolution. The revolutionary acts transformed the symbolic meaning of 

the square from a place to glorify the monarchy to a place that embodied the monarchy and 

finally, after the end of the violence of the Revolution, to a place that represented reconciliation 

and peace.  

Several months after the execution of King Louis XVI, the period of the Revolution 

known as the Terror began, marking a significant shift in the revolutionary movement. The 

Terror was a period lasting from around 1793-1799 known for its extreme violence, not by the 

destruction of monuments but by the persecution of people, whether through imprisonment or 

execution of those who opposed the revolutionary movement. On September 5, 1793, members 

of the leading populist revolutionary movement forced the Convention to name terror the order 

of the day, setting up tribunal courts responsible for trying those who conspired against the state. 

The tribunal was proposed by Georges Jacque Danton, a representative of the Paris Commune 

who had himself been previously threatened with prosecution for denouncing the nobles.28 

Instead of allowing protests and violence in the streets, the tribunal took punishment into its own 

hands, forcing compliance of the common people with Paris municipal government, the 

Commune, under threat of death by the dreaded instrument, the guillotine. The guillotine was 

meant to be a tool for controlling popular unrest in Paris by creating a uniform method of 

punishment that would be controlled by the Convention’s Committee of Public Safety. Over the 

next three years, dissent and conspiracy from the Directory was punishable by death, Hundreds 

of Parisians were executed; the guillotines, mounted on platforms above the crowds, were 

located in prominent place throughout the city, creating a ceremony or display for the spectacle. 
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The Terror came to a close after the condemnation and execution of Maximilien Robespierre, a 

leader and symbol of the Convention, the Committee of Public Safety, and the Terror itself, 

accused of tyranny, dictatorship and conspiracy.  

The response to Robespierre’s death, known as the Thermidorian Reaction because of the 

month on which it fell in the Revolutionary calendar, presented an attempt to dismantle the 

efforts of the Terror, which had been led by the Jacobins in the Convention. The new leading 

members began drafting a constitution that would be exceedingly less liberal than the preceding 

constitutions. The 1795 Constitution included elaborate checks and balances, including a five-

member elected Directory. The 1795 Constitution was in effect for a very short amount of time, 

as several elections were overturned or eradicated. A young, successful, Corsican general, 

Napoleon Bonaparte, who had proven his worth through victories during the French 

Revolutionary Wars throughout Europe, manipulated his way through the failures of the 1795 

Constitution into a seat in the Consulate, the governing body established by the 1799 

Constitution. After a coup in the month of Brumaire in the Revolutionary calendar, or 

November, Napoleon established himself as the sole member of the Consular, eventually 

proclaiming himself as the Emperor of France.  

Napoleon reigned as emperor from 1804 to 1814, in a period marked by international 

turmoil and opposition to the French government. Historians debate whether Napoleon was 

himself a result of the Revolutionary period or simply an advantageous and eager general who 

rose to the top of the political sphere on his own accord. Nevertheless, Napoleon’s influence on 

France and specifically on Paris is undeniable. Many European countries used Napoleon’s legal 

code as a basis for their own systems of law. Napoleon also recognized the importance of 

architectural design in the consolidation of his regime. In Paris, monuments were erected in his 
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honor, a celebration of his military victories and of his reign. One of the most notable and 

extravagant displays of his power was the construction of the Arc de Triomphe. Napoleon, 

known to be fascinated with the ancient Roman republic, wanted to commemorate the victories 

of his army by constructing ths massive monument in the shape of a Roman triumphal arch. 

Napoleon’s imperial government began construction on the arch, however, its completion would 

be overseen by two following forms of government.29As the Bourbon monarchs had done before 

him, Napoleon used the planning of urban space to reinforce the authority of his regime through 

the presence of this grand monument in the heart of Paris. 

The 1830 Revolution 

After a series of military losses and political blunders, Napoleon’s political downfall 

resulted in the restoration of the Bourbon monarchy in 1814 after years of political upheaval and 

bloodshed. The restoration of the monarchy, which would remain the political structure of 

France for over forty years, sparked controversy and incited rioting in Paris. After the short reign 

of Louis XVIII, the cousin of Louis XVI who had reestablished the Bourbon monarchy, his 

brother, Charles, took the throne. In 1830, King Charles X set out restrictive ordinances that 

contradicted the Charter of 1814. Charles was already unpopular for compensating former 

members of the aristocracy for the loss of their lands during the Revolution, and his ordinances 

gave momentum to the existing claims that he worked against the common people. Charles 

polarized public opinion and formed two main factions within Parisian society; the republicans 

and the constitutional monarchists.30 The republicans consisted of mainly students and workers, 
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and they were the ones who responded strongly to the ordinances of Charles X through 

barricades in the streets of Paris.  

The streets of Paris shaped the action of the protests and provided a canvas for the 

response that followed the violence. In 1830, Paris was still a maze of medieval streets, narrow 

winding alleys that created neighborhoods dense in population. Social groups lived together 

within the city. At the beginning of the eighteenth century, Paris was “characterized by a vertical 

rather than a horizontal stratification, in which the poor lived on the upper floors of buildings 

inhabited by those who were better off.”31 When the protests began they were disruptive for 

people of all classes, as the common people took to the streets, forming barricades made from 

articles of furniture. By these means, they blocked the traffic of the nobility of the carriages and 

took over the city. One writer remarked that during the June Revolutions of 1830 there was 

startlingly an appearance of, “these faces that one never encounters in Paris, except in these 

troubled times and when sovereignty takes to the streets.”32 The republicans also took over the 

Hôtel de Ville. While fighting between the royal guard and the common people took place in the 

streets, negotiations between the republican movement’s leader and representatives of the 

monarchy were taking place in an attempt to establish a constitutional monarchy over popular 

rule.33 On July 31, 1830, Louis-Philippe, cousin of Louis XVI, was chosen as the new monarch, 

after Charles X’s abdication. Louis-Philippe was a Bourbon monarch, however, he was also a 

member of the Orléanist party, which supported the new liberal constitution, the Charter of 1830, 

that created a constitutional monarchy.  
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The 1848 Revolution 

Louis Philippe reigned from 1830 until 1848, when a democratic wave swept across 

Europe and incited revolutions in a number of countries. In France the revolutionary wave of 

1848 ended the restoration of the Bourbon monarchy. Although Louis Philippe, the “citizen 

king,” began his rule with negotiations between the republicans and the monarchists, later in his 

reign he took measures to consolidate his own authority over popular demands. Louis Philippe’s 

refusal of the electoral reform combined with poor crops and depression resulted in the people’s 

embitterment and the threat of insurrection. On February 24, 1848, Louis Philippe abdicated the 

throne, and the people replaced the monarchy with the Second Republic of France. Within a 

period of four months, the new government proved to be too conservative for the people’s liking, 

leading to yet another revolt in Paris in June of 1848.  

Freedom of Speech and Assembly 

Prior to the Written Constitution 

The legal authority of the king and the parlements in the Ancien Régime derived from a 

history of tradition rather than any legal document. As Bossuet wrote to King Louis XIV, the 

authority of the king was derived from the words of Holy Scripture. He used the Bible to justify 

the four points he made about the king’s power; that royal authority was sacred, that it was 

paternal, that it was absolute, and that it was subordinated to reason. Absolutism in practice 

borderlined on arbitrary power, and the rights of the people were unclear apart from the 

privileges that were given to members of the first two estates. It was during this period of 

absolute power of the monarchy in France that Enlightenment ideas encouraged the protection of 

natural rights, such as freedom of speech, by the government. During the reign of the Bourbon 

monarchs, however, there was no written constitution and no guarantees for the freedoms or 
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liberties of the people. Because there was a lack of written rights before the Revolution, it made 

the written constitutions even more radical within their context. 

The Declaration of the Rights of Man  

When the Third Estate dissolved the Estates General and convened to form the National 

Assembly, they met with the main objective of drafting a constitution. To begin their work, they 

first wrote a preamble or a manifesto to what they projected would be their government. 

Promulgated on August 26, 1789, the Declaration of the Rights of Man was written to precede 

the constitution that was to come.  

The Representatives of the People of France, formed into a National Assembly, 
considering that ignorance, neglect, or contempt of human rights, are the sole causes of 
misfortunes and corruptions of government, have resolved to set forth, in solemn 
declaration, these natural, imprescriptible, and unalienable rights…  

 
Among the seventeen rights that the Declaration protected were equality for men, the 

preservation of property, innocence until proven guilty in trial, and freedom of speech and 

press.34 Article 10 of the Declaration claims that, “No-one must be molested for his opinions, 

including religious ones, provided that the expression of them does not disturb the public order 

established by the law,”35 while Article 11 stated, “Free communication of thought and of 

opinion is one of the most precious rights of man: therefore every citizen may speak, write, and 

print freely, taking only into account the abuse of this liberty in such cases as are determined by 

the law.”36 The sweeping statement of these liberties was the foundation of the National 

Assembly’s authority, marking a revolutionary break with the Old Regime’s authority, based on 

a society of unequal orders. The historical significance of the Declaration of the Rights of Man 

cannot be understated in regards to not only the French Revolution, but also the entire projection 
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of a democratic constitution in Europe in the nineteenth century. While the theories within the 

document of natural law were remarkable at the time of the Enlightenment, what is notable about 

the Declaration of the Rights of Man was, “the very idea of proclaiming, in a solemn state 

document, these eternal and inviolable rights which according to the law of nature belong to the 

individual vis-á-vis the power of the state.”37 

However boldly and emphatically the Declaration of the Rights of Man promoted the 

liberties of man, there existed a host of problems in the immediate enforcement of the statement 

and any constitution written in the following years. In his article, “A Revolution in Rights: A 

Reflection on the Democratic Invention of the Rights of Man,” Ayten Günogdu examines the 

problems associated with considering the Declaration of the Rights of Man in a teleological 

sense, analyzing arguments from two twentieth century French political philosophers, Claude 

Lefort and Étienne Balibar. According to Günogdu the origins of the Declaration of the Rights of 

Man certainly reflect ideas from the Enlightenment, such as turning the institution of the 

monarchy on its head by taking away the possession of power not granted to it by the 

government organized by the people. However, problems of enforcement arised through the 

paradox of the document as self-authorizing. Lefort remarks that the National Assembly created 

an internal conflict by writing,  

A declaration by which human beings, speaking through their own representatives, 
revealed themselves to be both the subject and object of the utterance in which they 
named the human elements in one another, ‘spoke to’ one another, appeared before one 
another, and therefore erected themselves into their own judges, their own witness. 38 

 
Lefort’s argument is that the Declaration of the Rights of Man should not be understood as 

coming from the popular Enlightenment idea of natural rights, as the document in itself 
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prescribes rights. Rather, the Declaration creates generative rights, a premise that Günogdu uses 

to reinforce the idea that it created the ensuing violence of the Revolution. The Declaration of the 

Rights of Man was not a reflection of the Enlightenment but rather a symbolic and 

transformational tool that shaped the chaos that followed its promulgation because of the lack of 

precedence in French law and the radical premises it pushed.   

The 1791 and 1793 Constitutions 

The present and relevant social and political issues played significant roles in shaping the 

topics that would be addressed by the National Assembly in drafting a constitution. There were 

also international forces that affected how France sought to shape its government, including 

ideas that came from the American Constitution and the British Constitutional Monarchy. It was 

not until two years after the publication of the Declaration of the Rights of Man that a legislative 

body in France produced a written constitution; however, the constitutional monarchy it created 

proved unworkable in the hostile political environment.  

The most sensitive topic during the constitutional debates in Paris was what role the 

monarchy would play in the new government. Within the National Assembly, opinion on the role 

of the king was divided between the representatives sitting on the right half of the hall at the 

Tuileries, the conservatives, and those that sat on the left half, the liberals; this division in 

opinion created the modern sense of the terms “left” and “right” wing. The Marquis de Lafayette, 

from the right side, proposed a king’s veto, similar to the veto of the president from the United 

States Constitution. It would allow the king to nullify anything that came from the legislative 

branch. A monarchical veto brought about grave concern from the left wing, who saw it as a 

reflection, if not a replication, of the absolute authority of the king from the Ancien Régime. At 

the most radical extreme, the representatives from the National Assembly proposed complete 
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removal of the monarchy from the government. The Cordeliers, one of the most far left clubs in 

Paris who saw themselves as the voice of the common people of the Third Estate, called for the 

Assembly to draft a constitution that would dismiss the monarchy and replace them with 

representatives that would be responsible to the will of the people.  

The Constitution adopted in 1791 established a government with the executive, the king 

and his royal advisors, at the head of the government, the National Assembly as the legislative 

branch, and a judiciary separate from the other two branches. Apart from the role of the king, 

including the debate over whether the king would have a veto, one of the most significant 

questions the Assembly dealt with before ratifying the Constitution was the nature of citizenship, 

namely, what would be required and what rights citizens would have within the state. Natural 

citizenship came from one’s father, but one could also establish naturalized citizenship. Among 

the number of natural and civil rights guaranteed by the 1791 Constitution, the first article, third 

section lists the “Liberty to every man to speak, right, print, and publish his opinions without 

having his writings subject to censorship or inspection before their publication, and to worship as 

he pleases; Liberty to citizens to assemble peaceably and without arms in accordance with police 

regulations.”  

After the takeover of the Montagnards, the most radical group in the Convention, and the 

establishment of the First Republic of France in 1793, the Legislative Assembly drafted a new 

constitution aimed at democratization and the redistribution of wealth. After the abdication of 

King Louis XVI and his flight to Varenne, sovereignty rested with the people and the legislative 

bodies. The introductory section of the 1793 Constitution establishes freedom of speech, while 

Article 122, “guarantees to all Frenchmen equality, liberty, security, property, the public debt, 

free exercise of religion, general instruction, public assistance, absolute liberty of the press, the 
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right of petition, the right to hold popular assemblies, and the enjoyment of all rights of man.” A 

notable characteristic of both the 1791 and 1793 Constitutions is that they not only declare 

natural rights by using the Declaration of the Rights of Man as their preamble, but they also 

guarantee the natural and inalienable rights of man under the law. However, in practice neither of 

these guaranteed rights were enforced, as the governments that took charge brought the French 

Revolution into the infamous period of the Reign of Terror, an era of the French Revolution 

distinguished by extreme violence and discrepancies between constitutional principles and actual 

rule. Although notable in their guarantee of natural rights, the failures of the legislative body in 

enforcing the protection of these rights creates no provision for legal redress, and the 

Constitution of 1793 was not enforced by the government during the Terror.   

1795 Constitution and the Directory 

At the end of the Terror, the Directory, the new executive authority in France, drafted a 

new constitution, which in the wake of the horrors of the previous year was characterized by a 

much more conservative tone. One of the primary goals of the drafters of the 1795 Constitution, 

was to enforce duty above a declaration of rights, and, in order to do so, they placed power in the 

hands of five executives.39 In this way, they hoped to avoid the abuse of power that Robespierre 

had achieved as he climbed the ranks of the Committee of Public Safety. In stark contrast to the 

proceeding constitutions, the 1795 Constitution has no guarantee of freedom of speech, other 

than the provision that it is permissible to limit speech by the law. In Article 353, the 

Constitution states, “No one can be responsible for what he has written or published except in 

cases covered by the law,” which later translated into a law passed in 1796 that allows the death 

penalty, “for those who by their speech or by their printed writings strive to promote a 
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government other than that established by the Constitution of the year [1795].”40 The 

Constitution of 1795 and the laws that followed, above all natural rights, protected the 

establishment of the government.  

The 1799 Constitution and the Consulate 

After a series of French military failures on continental Europe, the Directory faced a 

coup that resulted in the formation of the Consulate, three legislative assemblies and three 

executives, the consuls, elected by the people to reign for ten years. Napoleon Bonaparte, a 

general elected to one of the consulate positions, commandeered the drafting of the new 

Constitution of 1799, effectively giving himself enough power to be a dictator. The Bonaparte 

years bring France back into a period of purely authoritarian rule.41 The 1799 Constitution 

contains no preamble or reference to the Declaration of the Rights of Man, and there are no 

provisions for freedom of speech. Constitutions written and adopted in 1802 and 1804 replaced 

the 1799 Constitution, but only by including amendments that increased the power of Napoleon 

by making him first Consul for Life and then Emperor of France, which would be a hereditary 

title for the Bonaparte line. Thus in 1804, France entered the period of the First French Empire.  

The Charters of 1814 and 1830 

As the Napoleonic Wars came to a close on the continent of Europe, the Congress of 

Vienna demanded that, should the monarchy be restored in France, it do so under a constitution, 

which was produced as the Charter of 1814. A significant change between the constitutions 

produced in the early years of the Revolution and this constitution is a change in phraseology of 

the guarantee of rights. Whereas the 1791 Constitution declared and guaranteed the natural rights 

of French citizens, the Charter of 1814 provides legal protection for the “public rights of 
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Frenchmen.”42 The public rights of Frenchmen, in this document, do not invoke the language 

from the Enlightenment, such as metaphysical, natural rights. They include the freedom of 

religion and of the press; however, they do not generalize all speech as free, just that of the press, 

and they curb that liberty to only protect writing when it is in conformation with the law.43 The 

Charter of 1814 was reminiscent of the Ancien Régime, bringing the Bourbon monarchy back to 

power and establishing rights that were reliant on the government for protection.  

After a series of revolts in July of 1830, a charter for a new more liberal constitution was 

drafted, which took away much of the power of the king in enforcing legislation, establishing 

what was referred to as the “July Monarchy.” As with the Charter of 1814, there is an 

establishment of the freedom of the press with a promise to never re-establish censorship, but in 

the document there are no other guarantees for freedom of speech or assembly. After an attempt 

on the life of the monarch, Louis Philippe, a cousin of the old Bourbon line from the Orléans 

family, in 1835, the liberal notions of the 1830 Charter were dismissed for more strict and 

conservative enforcements of the law. Frustration with the disconnect between the promises and 

freedoms of the constitution and the reality of enforcement led to a series of revolts in Paris in 

February of 1848. After subduing the revolts in Paris, the National Assembly drafted yet another 

Constitution establishing the Second Republic in France. The 1848 Constitution assured the 

rights of citizens to associate, to assemble, to petition, to express their thoughts through the 

medium of the press or otherwise, without censorship.  

French Constitutional Legacy 

What was achieved by the series of French constitutions drafted between the beginning of 

the Revolution in 1789 and the establishment of the Second Republic in 1848? For many 
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revolutionaries, the basis of political problems within the French government was an issue of 

discourse between the top of the government and the people at the bottom. The multitude of 

constitutions written from the beginning of the Revolution to the mid-nineteenth century 

addressed the issue of representation to improve the channels of discourse. However, problems 

might also arise from how the people were able to express themselves and their complaints 

through speech or assembly. Freedom of speech in French constitutional law evolves from being 

a natural right under the Declaration of the Rights of Man as well as the 1791 and 1793 

Constitutions to a liberty only guaranteed by the constitutional contract in the 1795 and 1799 

Constitutions and the 1814 and 1830 Charters. Perhaps because the government had deemed the 

rights to freedom of speech and freedom of assembly the product of the written constitution 

rather than natural or metaphysical laws, they had no problem proscribing these rights and 

subduing the people’s revolts and riots. Perhaps the continuation of violence from 1789 to 1848 

and beyond was the result of the practice of suppressing the voice of the people despite 

constitutional guarantees for freedom of speech. Frede Castberg concludes in his book Freedom 

of Speech in the West: a Comparative Study of Public Law in France, the United States, and 

Germany that, “Free political discussion is believed to provide the best solutions in any conflict 

arising within the community, as well as producing the most valuable legislation.”44 Castberg’s 

assertion is a highly optimistic teleological view of freedom of speech within democracies, 

However, the reality at this time was that there was a costitutional guarantee of free speech, yet 

repression of that liberty led to frustration, revolt, and violence.  
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City Planning of Paris 

In addition to the plethora of French constitutions of the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries, the changing city planning of Paris played a role in shaping the consolidation of the 

liberties of the people. The planning of the streets and the design of urban spaces in Paris shaped 

the way that the Revolution happened, but there were also significant changes to the urban 

environment during and after the revolutionary period. Urban planning in Paris before the 

Revolution only served the purpose of glorifying the Bourbon monarchy. Throughout the period 

of civil unrest, revolutionaries targeted these spaces as places to express their distrust and 

dissatisfaction with the monarchy. The period of restoration following the fall of Napoleon saw 

the renewal of glorification of certain spaces in an attempt to consolidate the power of the 

regime. City planners also changed the planning of the streets and neighborhoods of Paris that 

had been the breeding grounds for insurrection leading up to and during the Revolution.  

Absolutism and Architecture 

Absolutism manifested itself materially in grand structures and architecture throughout 

France. The French capital, Paris, in the central-northern part of France in the region of the Île de 

la Cité, is surrounded by the river Seine. Because of its unique geography, architects throughout 

history have constructed a series of bridges to connect the different parts of the city. Following 

the Wars of Religion, a commission by King Henry IV completed construction on the Pont Neuf, 

meaning “the new bridge,” connecting the north half of Paris, the right bank, with the south, the 

left bank across the Île de la Cité. Where the Pont Neuf crosses the island, Henry IV’s widow, 

Marie de Médicis, commissioned a bronze equestrian statue in his honor. The statue depicts 

Henry IV in all his glory, riding on a grand horse with a sword on his belt. At the time of its 

commission, 1614, the statue served as a reminder to the people of Paris of the power of the 
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monarch during the French Wars of Religion, both politically and militarily. On the four corners 

of the pedestal were life-size bronze “Captives,” symbolizing the monarch’s domination over the 

globe.45 In 1792, insurgents destroyed the magnificent equestrian statue, demonstrating the 

direction of violence to monuments in the urban environment that symbolized the monarchy and 

the Old Regime.  

Perhaps the greatest material display of absolutism is the reconstruction of the Palace of 

Versailles. Versailles, a region about twelve miles outside of Paris, was originally a hunting 

lodge for the monarchs and the nobles that accompanied them to the chateau. The Bourbon 

monarchs had enjoyed the hunting lodge for centuries before King Louis XIV took his liking for 

the region, with its surrounding forests and lakes. Overseeing the architecture of the palace in 

Versailles himself, Louis XIV envisioned a residence of grandeur and glory, a reflection of the 

power of the monarchy and, specifically, of himself, the Sun King.46 The architecture of the 

massive palace, with its gold trim, intricate decor, and ornate ceiling paintings, were designed 

and overseen by Louis XIV. The iconic Hall of Mirrors, as its name implies, is paneled by 

mirrors on one wall, reflecting the light from the windows on the opposite wall as well as the 

glow from the embellished chandeliers that hang from the high ceiling. It is a symbol for the 

light and glory that the monarch embodies and shines on his people and the country. Louis XIV 

also planned intricate gardens, with fountains and statues throughout the grounds. One of the 

most iconic pieces on the estate is the Fountain of Apollo, depicting the Greek sun god, Apollo, 

in gilded bronze, riding on his four-horse chariot. Appropriating the glory of the Greek god, the 

statue is a direct reference to the Sun King, his power, and his splendor. The construction of 
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Louis XIV’s design took over fifty years to complete, extending past his lifetime to his grandson, 

King Louis XV’s, reign.47 In contrast to the glory it was meant to convey, the common people of 

France saw the grand palace as a symbol of extravagance, corruption, and excess, a place for the 

Bourbon monarch to escape the harsh social conditions in Paris before and during the Revolution 

of 1789. As stated above, peasants stormed Versailles in October of 1789, shortly after the 

promulgation of the Declaration of the Rights of Man. The people demanded that the King return 

to Paris to be with the people, which would be a symbolic gesture of a departure from the 

extravagance of the monarchy and an acceptance of the Declaration or an effort to reconcile the 

people’s grievances.  

The Bourbon monarchs resided at Versaille primarily, but while they were in Paris the 

monarchy stayed at the Palais-Tuileries. Planned by Catherine de Medici, the wife of King 

Henry II, after her husband’s death at the end of the sixteenth century, the palace served as the 

royal residence within the city of Paris, located on the Right Bank of the Seine River. The palace 

formed the western wing of the Palais-Louvre, an enormous and forbidding palace that had been 

fortified in its grand structure behind its tall walls for several centuries. During the French 

Revolution, the different representative assemblies met at the Palais-Tuileries, symbolizing the 

shift of the government building from the seat of the monarchy to the meeting place of the 

Revolution.  

Louis XIV was known for his luxurious monuments that reflected the power and glory of 

the regime, but his processor, Louis XV, also focused his construction efforts on massive 

projects meant to glorify his reign and those in the upper echelons of society. One of the most 

notable projects Louis XV embarked on was the construction of a public square, originally 

named Place Louis XV. At the heart of the plaza, the designers erected an equestrian statue of 
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the king, as well as a regal, gilded fountain. To the north of the square, Louis XV had two state 

military buildings constructed in the Roman style. The square, meant to be a place for people to 

assembly, was surrounded by reminders of the power of the Bourbon monarchy. As stated above, 

in 1793, Louis XV’s grandson was beheaded in the square that had once been a symbol of the 

power of the Bourbon monarchy. The revolutionaries renamed the square the Place de la 

Revolution to symbolize the shift in power from the monarchy to the revolutionary government. 

Eventually in 1795, the square would be renamed the Place de la Concorde in an attempt to 

reconcile the violence that had occurred there, and in 1818 during the restoration of the Bourbon 

monarchy, the equestrian statue of Louis XV was replaced.  

The monuments above are just a handful of the numerous ways the monarch reinforced 

their power within the city of Paris. These extravagant structures and buildings were daily 

reminders to the common people of the social and political inequality of the system in place 

under the Bourbon kings. As such, they became targets for destruction when revolutionary fever 

rose at the end of the eighteenth century. Many of these monuments were destroyed, but some 

were rebuilt in an effort to reconcile the passion of the Revolution with an appreciation of the 

past. Each of these monuments displays the powerful symbolism of public urban spaces during 

the French Revolution.  

City Planning of Paris Before the 1789 Revolution  

The built environment of the city of Paris created the physical background to the ensuing 

Revolution. Before the violence and revolutions that would last through the mid-nineteenth 

century, the city of Paris was a conglomeration of dense streets, buildings, and monuments, with 

harsh living conditions for the thousands that lived there, highly reflective of medieval life and a 

feudal social structure. Paris first came into relevance as a major commercial city at the height of 
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the Middle Ages, around the mid-twelfth century, when the Île de la Cité was chosen as the site 

of the royal palace. Shortly after, in 1163, Maurice de Sully, bishop of Paris, began construction 

on what would later become an iconic symbol of Gothic and Parisian architecture, the cathedral 

Notre-Dame de Paris. A series of churches were built to the south on the Left Bank of Paris, 

while the commercial heart of the city was to the north on the Right Bank. Because of the 

massive, prominent religious sites throughout the city, Paris became one of the leading centers of 

culture and religion in Europe in the Middle Ages, maintaining this title throughout internal 

struggles including civil wars and plagues that tormented the entire country.  

On the eve of the Revolution, Paris maintained much of its structure from the Middle 

Ages while also bearing the marks of change pressed upon it by powerful monarchs. King Philip 

II, known for transforming Paris into a thriving commercial and cultural city in the Middle Ages, 

was the first to build a wall around the entire city, not just the Île de la Cité. Several other 

sovereigns reconstructed walls around the city. Until the beginning of the Enlightenment, a wall 

enclosed Paris to protect the people from the threat of invasion during a politically and militarily 

tumultuous time in continental Europe. A wall surrounding the city restricted the urban space 

and resulted in the construction of multi-story buildings in the city of Paris, to house the city’s 

increasingly dense population. In 1660, the average width of a Parisian street was four meters, 

meaning that most of the passageways throughout the city were alleyways.48 This created close 

neighborhoods of people, who knew how to navigate their neck of the woods, but were alienated 

from the other complex sections of the city.  

King Louis XIV, at the height of his power in the seventeenth century, demolished the 

wall encompassing Paris. Instead of rebuilding a wall, Louis XIV surrounded the city with 
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parallel rows of elms, which he described as, “a rampart of trees all around the city’s rim.”49 

Louis XIV’s decision to tear down the city’s fortification was symbolic of his confidence in his 

power of protection over the people of France during the golden years of his reign. At the same 

time, tearing down the wall that enclosed the city for centuries and adding arbor walkways, or 

cours, on the outskirts of the city encouraged the Parisians to use that space for walking, casually 

and communally.50 In this moment of confidence, Louis XIV mobilized Parisians to engage in 

leisurely activities that extended throughout the city. 

The efforts to alter the urban design and physical landscape of Paris were often 

misaligned and disorganized, with competing and conflicting interests from Enlightenment 

reformers and the Crown that resulted in a lack of any kind of significant change to the physical 

landscape. While Louis XIV may have intended for the people to walk through the arbors he 

built around the outer perimeter of the city, the streets of Paris remained outdated, extremely 

narrow and running with sewage, and the neighborhoods were dense. Before the Revolution, 

there was no unified movement to reorganize the city structure. It would not be until after the 

restoration of the Bourbon monarchy that a comprehensive plan for urban renewal would be 

proposed by Baron Haussmann under Emperor Louis-Napoleon.  

The urban design and living conditions in Paris in the eighteenth century inflamed 

already bitter sentiments towards the first two Estates on the eve of the Revolution. The 

eighteenth century writer Louis Sébastian Mercier described the distinction between how the 

common people versus the aristocracy perceived their city in his urban narratives. He notes that, 

“while the common people traveled on foot, the aristocracy traveled in carriages. As a result, this 
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latter group was less aware of, and less concerned with, the inconveniences of the city.”51  In a 

maze of complex, interwoven, narrow streets, people in the Third Estate lived with rats and 

sewer that flowed freely.52 Most workers and artisans lived in dense housing on the Île de la Cité 

or on the Right Bank.53 Louis Sébastian Mercier, a writer living during the time of the 

Revolution, wrote on the paradox between the dilapidated living situations for the poor in Paris, 

the “squalid boarding houses and dilapidated garrets,” and the inability of the French government 

to stop what he described as, “the relentless growth of an ‘enormous tumor’ constituted by 

Paris.”54 Around 75% of apartment owners in Paris, which were cracking and worn down at the 

end of the eighteenth century, were members of the Third Estate wealthy merchants, artisans, 

and bourgeois.55  

The urban environment of Paris directly before the Revolution in 1789 literally set the 

stage for ensuing insurrection. The mess of roads and density of the common people in the city, 

the scattering of grand, domineering churches and Cathedrals, and the distance of the monarchy 

at Versaille formed the built environment for the civil unrest that would follow. The urban space 

of Paris, “had been of interest only insofar as it served as a backdrop for the celebration of the 

monarchy.”56 At the same time, the built environment was a reflection of the society of orders, 

the Three Estates. The urban planning, or lack of planning, in a physical way reinforced the ideas 

of inequality and shaped the way that the revolutions in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 

would be fought. During the revolutionary period, the major changes to the urban landscape of 
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Paris were destructive, as revolutionaries targeted monuments in their attack on the political 

structure. Statues were torn down, royal squares were desecrated with the blood of those who 

opposed change, and churches were used as wine cellars. As reflected by the urban destruction, 

the social order had been turned on its head. It would not be until the end of the revolution that 

there would be any organized, comprehensive change to the landscape of Paris.  

Haussmannian Paris 

At the end of the revolutionary period, perhaps the greatest influencer on Paris, the city 

architect and engineer Georges-Eugene Haussmann reconstructed the city in a revolutionary way 

that brought the French capital into the modern world. When the February revolutions of 1848 

ended and the constitution established the Second Republic of France, the first elected president 

and later emperor of France, Louis-Napoleon, promised the people that he would provide for 

them and, generally, make their lives better. In order to do so, Louis-Napoleon selected 

Haussmann to plan and oversee the most massive urban renewal France had ever seen. At the 

time, Haussmann served as prefect of the Seine Department of France, basically meaning that he 

led the magisterial administrative duties of Paris. Taking on a project that would transform a city 

still reflective of its medieval roots peppered with structures added by the Bourbon monarchs 

throughout their reign, Haussmann, “fixed the shape, the itineraries, the architecture, and in part 

the culture of Paris in ways that have shown surprising vitality for more than a century” after 

their completion.57 Louis-Napoleon instructed Haussmann in 1853 to, “aérer, unifier, et 

embellir,” meaning, open up, unify, and embellish the city. Haussmann’s renovations involved 

forming and cutting the streets, embellishing the facade of buildings, and monumentalizing the 

city by moving or creating new monuments.  
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Haussmann used the formation of streets to achieve the goal of opening up and unifying 

the city, while at the same time directing people towards monuments that glorified the power of 

the government in France. Haussmann planned streets in rigidly straight lines. What 

distinguished his streets from the medieval streets was their incredible width, most stretching 

thirty meters wide. The typical Haussmannian street was also lined on both sides by chestnut 

trees. Widening the streets opened up the city and took away the clustered, overbearing nature of 

medieval Paris. Haussmann’s renovations targeted the parts of the city that were dense and 

downtrodden, which also were the areas that had been the strongest revolutionary sentiment. 

Haussmann left no part of the city untouched.58 Haussmann also created optical illusions that 

created the appearance of uniformity and rigidity by forming streets that were not entirely 

parallel to those around them and flanking them on either end with monuments.59 Haussmann 

has also been credited with creating an itinerary for the people walking through his streets, as his 

planning directed pedestrians to monuments. In the eyes of many historians, Haussmannian 

streets served as arteries that allowed for the flow of people from one edifice to the next.60 They 

were meant for the traffic of people and things, not for the assembly of groups. Haussmann 

proposed a number of urban changes to the city, but it is his streets that are his enduring legacy. 

They served a multiplicity of purposes in the city, including allowing for the quick deployment 

of troops in case of revolt as well as breaking up the troublesome neighborhoods where the seeds 

of revolution had grown for centuries. 

Another key aspect of Haussmannian planning was the uniformity of the buildings in 

both size and style. Haussmannian architecture was incredibly uniform, which emphasized the 

overall, general feel of the urban environment rather than celebrating elaborate individual 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
58 Jordan, “Haussmann and Haussmannisation”: 89.  
59 Jordan, “Haussmann and Haussmannisation”: 90. 
60 Ben-Amos: 31.  



                                                                                                                      Smyrl 50 

buildings. Most buildings from the period of Haussmann’s influence were in the neo-

Renaissance or neoclassical style, with its simplicity of geometric forms, such as flat rooftops or 

arches along the base of buildings.61 Haussmann also defined regulations for the dimensions of 

buildings, determining rules for the height of urban apartments based on the width of the street 

on which they were located. His buildings, along with the streets, create vanishing points 

towards the monuments that flank the rigid streets and uniform apartments of Paris. The Rue de 

Castiglione leads to the Place Vendôme while the Boulevard Henri V directs the pedestrian 

towards the Place de la Bastille.  

Haussmann’s impact on the city of Paris has a tangible, enduring legacy; however, 

opinion on the changes that the engineer made to the city continues to be polarized. The streets 

he designed are by far either his greatest achievement or worst destruction. Admirers of 

Haussmannian Paris see him as the benefactor of civic progress, viewing beauty in the 

symmetry, regularity, and homogeneity he created out of the chaos that had permeated the city 

through the street design since the middle ages.62 Critics of Haussmann see Haussmann’s 

renovations of Paris as destructive, ruining the intimacy of the city, bordering on a human rights 

crisis as he uprooted people from their homes to pave the way for his boulevards. Haussmann 

revolutionized the way that Parisians interacted with their environment and with each other. 

Gone were the neighborhoods of revolutionary Paris. Haussmann tore apart the communal 

foundations where the Revolutions had been built. Quite literally dispersing people across the 

city, he expanded the boundaries of the city and widened the streets. Despite constitutional 

guarantees for freedom of speech and assembly, the built environment had the effect of 
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spreading people out in their communities, creating slower avenues for expressing thoughts and 

opinions in the city itself. 

Analysis 

The causes for the outbreak of violence at the beginning of the French Revolution in 

1789 are numerous, and many of the detailed explanations go beyond the scope of this thesis. 

However, there were undeniable reflections of the unequal social order etched into the urban 

environment of Paris. The injustice of the Bourbon monarchy was engrained into the memory of 

the people in the years leading up to the Revolution through the building of elaborate, elegant, 

and excessive monuments that celebrated the glory of the monarchy. Revolutionaries targeted 

these spaces, such as the Place Louis XV or the Pont Neuf, as places to collectively express their 

grievances against the absolute monarchy through violence and destruction.  

 While the Bourbon monarchy had used urban planning only insofar as a means to celebrate 

themselves, they allowed the streets and neighborhoods of Paris to become the breeding grounds 

of insurrection. The streets of Paris created networks of people who came together to express 

their grievances and ideas in their political clubs or communes. The narrow streets also created a 

platform for violence in the nineteenth century as students formed barricades.  

Thus, the city shaped how violence and civil unrest would play out during the 

Revolution. This all occurred at a time when a series of constitutions promised freedom of 

speech for their people. Continued protection of the liberties of the people would be determined 

in time, but the changing physical landscape of Paris would do more to shape the freedoms of the 

people that constitutional protection would ensure. At the end of the revolutionary period, the 

changes proposed by Haussmann under Louis-Napoleon radically changed the urban landscape 

and altered what had been the stage of the revolution. Widening the streets and directing traffic 
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towards the monuments of past regimes discredited the means by which the people had 

assembled to express their grievances throughout the revolution. Whether or not this was the 

intention of Louis-Napoleon’s imperial government, it was certainly the outcome. The physical 

landscape of the city of Paris shaped the liberties of the people in the face of constitutional 

protection at the end of the revolutionary period. 
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The American Revolution 

The origins of American society, culture, and politics comes from the practice of 

colonialism and the relationship between the motherland, Britain, and its provinces in the “new 

world.” The reasons for immigration from Great Britain to the United States depend heavily on 

the multiplicity of conditions of the individuals and their families. There were also a number of 

institutions that provided the means for the mass movement of people from Europe to the new 

continent beginning in the seventeenth century. The relationship between the colonists and their 

home government in Britain laid the foundations for the political and social unrest that would 

build and culminate into conflict at the end of the eighteenth century.  

In the seventeenth century England, thousands of individuals moved themselves, their 

families, and their possessions to begin a new life in America, for religious, economic, political, 

and social reasons. After the establishment of the Anglican Church by the British crown, 

religious intolerance for Catholics, dissenting protestant groups, and non-conformers grew to 

persecution. The majority of those who emigrated to America did so in search of religious 

freedom, but religious freedom was also tied to political and social equality in England at the 

time period. Dissenters from the Anglican church were socially shunned and politically 

excluded. Several of the colonies in the new world, namely New Jersey, Maryland, and 

Pennsylvania, were established as colonies of religion.63  

Economic growth was another important motivation for emigration to the new world. 

Companies and individuals received charters from the British monarchy for land and resources to 

start communities and colonies in the new world. Because of the complexity in hierarchical the 

structure of colonial America, the fluctuating relationship between the colonial governments, the 
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individuals within the colonies, and the monarchy laid the political foundations for the 

Revolution that would come at the end of the eighteenth century.  

The subordination of the American people to the monarch without significant 

representation in England created the legal and political motivation for unrest. As American 

historian Jack Greene notes, “all of the states [colonies]...exhibited complex social polities based 

on a variety of deeply-ingrained, well-articulated, and legally sanctioned distinctions that 

operated to ensure that subjecthood would not constitute a single undifferentiated category in 

which all people residing in a particular polity would enjoy a ‘unified subject status.’”64 While 

all the colonists came from the social and political traditions of England, where ranks and 

privileges had been established by thousands of years of tradition, their status in the new world 

was unsure, subject to the legal and political experiment that would follow. In England, property 

owners were entitled to more civic privileges, maintaining the tradition that began in ancient 

Rome of “exclusionary citizenship.”65 Thus, from the beginning of American society, land 

possession was incredibly important to the colonists. Land possession and economic status 

intertwined with a myriad of other priorities in the colonies, religious freedom being one, and the 

resulting social order was incredibly fluid, in part because land was overwhelmingly available. 

Yet, many of the colonists did not come from aristocracy in England, and they would never 

achieve noble status with their land in the colonies. The structure of the colonies within the 

British Empire created, in the words of historian Timothy Breen, the universal “popular fear that 

the English were systematically relegating Americans to second-class standing within the 
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Empire.”66 Because the social and political structure of the American colonies differed 

drastically from what had been the case in England, from the beginning of colonization, the 

established order of the colonies was in conflict with their governing body across the ocean.  

The Seven Years War, also known as the French-Indian Wars in America, lasted from 

1756 to 1753, and established the Great Britain as the dominant authority in the eastern territory 

of America. The Seven Years War was a global war, however, the geopolitical conflict in the 

American territory was fought over where the dividing lines would be between the British and 

French territories. While British colonists had settled on the eastern coast of America, France 

held claim to land directly to the west, and Spain occupied the territories in the southwest 

regions. The British colonists were uneasy about the French forts so close to their borders, and 

their anxiety was amplified by France’s relationship with the Native Americans, whom the 

French encouraged to attack British settlements. The conflict took seven years to resolve 

militarily, but during that time period, the problems, complexities, and limitations of the 

relationship between the colonists, the army, the bureaucracy, and the monarchy in England 

became increasingly apparent. For example, while certain charters allowed the governors of 

colonies to enlist soldiers, appoint officers, and levy taxes for the military efforts, the British 

monarchy was responsible for waging the war.67 While the outcome of the war solidified British 

imperial power, it also created an allegiance of the people to the charters and constitutions that 

governed their colonies.  

As the ties between the people and their colonies were growing, several acts of the British 

monarchy created increasing separation and resentment of the people towards their sovereign 
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across the ocean, providing the basis for popular mobilization and civil unrest that would 

culminate in the American Revolutionary War. One of the most highly studied catalysts of 

violence that began the American Revolution is the crisis that resulted from the implementation 

of the Stamp Act from 1765-1766. By 1700, there were over two hundred thousand inhabitants 

in the British American colonies, and, after the resolution of the conflict with the French, the 

primary goal of the relationship between the colonies and the Empire, in the eyes of the 

monarchy in England, was to derive an income through taxation.68 Stamp duties had been 

imposed on a number of legal documents in the British Empire since 1694 and were an important 

form of revenue for the British bureaucracy.69 The British parliament meeting in London 

considered taxation, specifically on the authorization of legal documents, to be a regular and 

accepted practice; however the colonists considered the imposition of the tax on a large number 

of legal documents to be “taxation without representation,” highlighting, “the difficulties of 

achieving action at a distance in a pre-modern setting.”70 Resistance to the Stamp Act came from 

both official and unofficial institutions. Several colonial legislatures passed resolutions opposing 

the act, and referendums were sent to different political bodies in Britain, expressing concern for 

the violation of rights, specifically, the right to “exemption from taxes but such are imposed on 

the People by the several Legislatures in [the] Colonies.”71 

Resistance to taxation from the British government was not entirely peaceful. While 

colonial legislatures and official congresses met to discuss legal opposition to the Stamp Act, 

unofficial groups convened in bars and homes, where ideas of insurrection and violence brewed. 

When news that the Stamp Act had passed in the British parliament reached Boston, a mob 
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marched upon a warehouse owned by Andrew Oliver, who had been appointed to be the stamp 

distributor in the colonies, ransacking his property and hanging one of his employees.72 The 

orientation of violence towards an administrator of the crown demonstrates that frustration was 

directed toward the Imperial government and not necessarily to the failures of the state 

legislature in communicating their grievances. Unorganized violence transformed into the 

creation of the Sons of Liberty, which fought taxation without representation through acts of 

violence and destruction upon the homes of officials of the crown in the colonies. The unrest that 

brewed after the passing of the Stamp Act proved successful in forcing Parliament to repeal the 

act in 1766; however, Parliament passed the Declaratory Act in conjunction with the repeal of 

the Stamp Act, which asserted that their taxing authority was the same in the colonies as it was in 

England.  

The colonists responded to continued taxation passed down from Parliament to the 

British colonial government with violence and destruction. The Townshend Acts, a series of five 

sets of taxes on the colonies, led to a riot outside the meeting place of the British colonial 

government in Massachusetts, where a mob attacked several British soldiers stationed outside the 

government building. The soldiers fired into the crowd, ultimately killing three Bostonites in 

what would be known as the Boston Massacre of 1770. While there was a trend toward violence 

and insurrection focused on government buildings, insurrectionists, known as Patriots, also 

directed their attacks on other symbols of British Imperial rule in the colonies, such as the large 

British ships that came in and out of the harbors on the American eastern coast. In 1772, when 

the HMS Gaspee, a large customs schooner, ran aground in Newport, Rhode Island, locals ran 

aboard, ransacking the vessel and torching it. In Boston, colonists dressed as Native Americans 
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boarded a trading vessel, throwing hundreds of crates of tea into the ocean in revolt against the 

taxation on tea under the Townshend Acts.73 

The events leading up to the organized military conflict that would be known as the 

American Revolutionary War and would result in the independence of the American colonies 

from Imperial Britain hold a lasting legacy of republican ideals in the collective memory of 

Americans; however, the culmination for the War for Independence can also be seen as a series 

of fragmented, disorganized events by colonists frustrated by the distance, both literal and 

metaphorical between their local legislatures and the monarchy in Britain. The American War for 

Independence was comprised of a collective effort by disconnected colonies through the raising 

of militia armies that fought the British in organized military conflict from 1776 to 1781, ending 

in the Treaty of Paris in 1783. Historians approach the reasons for the Revolution in a variety of 

ways. Politically, the web of patronage over the colonies was complex and convoluted, and 

colonists saw the authority of the parliament and monarch in England as illegitimate. Socially, 

the colonists were not afforded the same privileges as British subjects in England, while, legally, 

they paid the same taxes to the crown.74 Of course, there is the underlying, general argument of 

the theory of natural rights and the issue Americans had with “taxation without representation.”  

The War of 1812 

The War of 1812, initially begun in response to illegal British naval trade, is often seen 

and understood as a second American Revolution against British imperialism. At the beginning 

of the nineteenth century, the United States was growing physically, expanding its borders with 

the acquisition of western territories, as well as maturing with the growth of political parties and 

the formation of relations with foreign powers. While the Napoleonic Wars in Europe were in 
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full force, “the warring powers soon started limiting the freedom of nations to trade with their 

enemies.”75 The British consistently interfered with American trade for two reasons, the first 

being keeping supplies from Napoleon and his army on the European continent, the second being 

to reduce competition for British merchant ships. When British troops crossed the line from 

interference in trade to forcing Americans to serve in the British navy, President Thomas 

Jefferson passed an embargo in an effort to keep trade neutral through peaceful persuasion, 

plummeting the value of American exports from $48 million to $9 million in the span of several 

months in 1807. James Madison was elected in 1808, and in 1812, after a series of failed 

bargains with the British and French, he reluctantly asked Congress for a declaration of War on 

Britain. 

The War of 1812 had several leading causes and was fought on three different fronts; 

however, one of the most humiliating fronts was fought on the Chesapeake Bay at the Battle of 

Bladensburg. Two years into the war, British troops landed in Maryland and began the fifty mile 

march to the newly built American capital at Washington D.C.. As Americans fled, the troops 

invaded the city, burning the White House, Capitol, and Library of Congress, all of which had 

been completed within the last decade. The war involved many other battles on other fronts, but 

it was the ransacking of Washington D.C. that rallied the American people against the British 

troops. After fighting on multiple fronts, the United States decisively won the war, and peace 

between the two nations followed after the Treaty of Ghent was settled, establishing neutrality 

rights for both countries.76 

The legacy of the War of 1812 is the generation of intense patriotism and the construction 

of a solidified national identity. Alexander Hamilton at the beginning of the war remarked, 
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The rights of neutrality will only be respected when they are defended by an adequate 
power. A nation, despicable by its weakness, forfeits the privilege of being neutral. Under 
a vigorous national government, the natural strength and resources of the country, 
directed towards a common interest, would baffle all of the combinations of European 
jealousy to restrain our growth. 77 
 

The War of 1812 was fought over neutral rights, but, more importantly, as a result of the 

assertion of American military power, it had the effect of creating a sense of national identity. 

This was due in part to the destruction of the American capital at Washington D.C.. Assuming 

that the built environment serves as metaphors in society, the construction of buildings in the 

American capital stood for the legitimacy and longevity of the United States government. The 

destruction of the city of Washington D.C. threatened the identity of the American people as 

belonging to a lasting government, creating a sense of patriotism and pride. As a Baltimore 

newspaper reported, the “spirit of the nation was aroused.”78 The resilience of the American 

people against one of the most militarily powerful nations in the world created an enormous 

sense of patriotism, as well as reinforced the symbolism of the city of Washington D.C. as the 

seat of power of the United States.  

 

 

 

Freedom of Speech and Assembly 

Declaration of Independence 

The 1776 American Declaration of Independence created the basis for the natural rights 

and liberties, including freedom of expression, that would be promulgated and protected by the 

United States Constitution. When the deteriorating relationship between the thirteen British 
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colonies and Britain escalated to full-blown warfare, representatives from the colonies met in 

Pennsylvania at the second meeting of the Continental Congress. On July 2, 1776, the 

representatives unanimously adopted a statement written by Thomas Jefferson declaring 

independence from Britain. Its principles reflect European Enlightenment thinking and the ideas 

of natural law; 

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are 
endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, 
Liberty, and the Pursuit of Happiness. - That to secure these rights Governments are 
instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed. 

 
The “self-evident,” “unalienable” human rights the Declaration secures clearly invokes the 

natural law theories of John Locke, and the argument that government attained authority by 

consent and through contract with the people that Rousseau put forth in The Social Contract. 

Frede Castberg notes in his book Freedom of Speech in the West, that the American Declaration 

of Independence is distinguishably different from the French Declaration of the Rights of Man, 

despite the similarity in language and reference to natural law. Unlike the members of the 

National Assembly in France, the members of the Continental Congress had a constitutional right 

to break with the British government because King George III had denied them their hereditary 

right to representation.79 The Declaration of Independence was not a self-authorizing document 

as Lefort argues the Declaration of the Rights of Man was.  

The Declaration of Independence of 1776 is a nationally and universally celebrated 

document, both for its literal and symbolic purpose. Carlton Larson, professor at the University 

of California Davis Law School, argues for a re-interpretation of the Declaration of 

Independence for more than its symbolic implications. While the Declaration of the Rights of 

Man was eventually used as the preamble for several of the French Constitutions, the Declaration 
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of Independence holds no authority in American constitutional law. The Declaration of 

Independence, however, created the nation, while the Articles of Confederation and Constitution 

that followed outlined the legal details of the nation. The external powers for the Constitution 

came from the Declaration of Independence, and thus its importance cannot be watered down as 

simply symbolic.80 The Declaration of Independence does not proclaim or protect rights, as the 

Constitution later would, but it lists its grievances, severs ties with a British government, and 

authorizes a new nation 

The Articles of Confederation  

A year after the adoption of the Declaration of Independence, the members of the Second 

Continental Congress passed the Articles of Confederation in 1777; in retrospect, most historians 

look at the Articles of Confederation to make a comparison between the weak, disorganized 

republican government they created in regards to the strong national government the 

Constitutional Convention created in the 1780s with the new constitution. Members of the 

Continental Congress drafted the Articles of Confederation from July 1775 to November 1777, 

passing the document unanimously before sending it to the states for ratification. The ratification 

process was incredibly slow, taking the colonies three years to approve of the government that 

would be created under the Articles. The government under the Articles of Confederation 

basically created a firm league of friendship and mutual defense between the colonies. Each state 

received one representative in Congress, where passing acts required nine out of thirteen for 

approval, but amending the Articles of Confederation required unanimity. States retained their 

sovereignty, freedom, and independence, and every power “expressly delegated” to Congress 
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was given to the states.81 In contrast, the national government was systematically handicapped in 

a number of different ways; while the national government had the power to declare war, they 

were reliant on state militias to provide manpower; the national government could coin money 

but so could the states.  

One notable omission from the Articles of Confederation is that it contained no formal 

declaration of the legal and civil rights of citizens. The British Constitution, creating a 

constitutional monarchy after a series of revolutions, known as the Glorious Revolution, 

condemning the injustices of the crown under King James II, was passed in 1689; shortly after, 

the British Parliament passed the Bill of Rights as part of the written constitution, protecting the 

legal and civil freedoms of the people by constraining the power of the monarch. It seems odd 

that the drafter of the Articles of Confederation would not include guarantees for citizens’ rights. 

In fact, the journals from the Continental Congress show that no member ever proposed 

including a bill of rights.82 However, historian Francis Newton Thorpe hypothesizes that there 

was no need to create a Bill of Rights because the national government would not be strong 

enough to infringe upon citizen’s liberties.  

The 1787 Constitution 

The 1787 Constitution, which was ratified in 1789, was meant to replace the weak 

national government under the Articles of Confederation, emphasizing separation of powers by 

creating the executive branch and assuring the states a robust role in the federal government. 

While the Articles of Confederation placed power in the hands of Congress, which then created 

executive boards, and loosely determined the structure of the court system in the United States, 

the 1787 Constitution formed a separation of powers between the legislative (Article I), the 
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executive (Article II), and the judicial (Article III) branches of government. James Madison 

wrote in Federalist no. 51 that the separation of powers was essential to the preservation of 

liberty. Thus, the framers of the Constitution meant to preserve the liberty of the people through 

the form of government in and of itself; however, the document itself did not expressly declare 

the protection of human rights. Several of the states refused to ratify the Constitution if it would 

not include a Bill of Rights. Attempting to enlist the support of these states for the Constitution, 

the first ten amendments for the constitution, written by James Madison, effectively created the 

Bill of Rights for the United States Constitution.  

The first liberty protected by the United States Bill of Rights is the guarantee of freedom 

of speech. “Congress shall make no law abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press.” 

According to natural law theory, the right to freedom of speech is inherent, and thus, “the 

constitutional provisions were not intended to create these rights, which were considered as 

being in existence beforehand.”83 Although the theory of natural law is largely unsupported in 

American social science, the acceptance of these liberties might explain why, up until the middle 

of the twentieth century, there was relatively little abridgment of these rights by Congress. One 

of the most notorious cases of infringement upon freedom of speech was the passage of the Alien 

and Sedition Acts in 1798, which forbade defamation of the national government and allowed 

the President to deport those who he felt were a danger to the state. These controversial acts were 

largely unpopular. Thomas Jefferson, in his 1801 inaugural address, asserted that, “If there be 

any among us who would wish to dissolve this union or to change its republican form, let them 

stand undisturbed as monuments to the safety with which error of opinion may be tolerated 

where reason is left free to combat it.”84 Jefferson’s statement presents a traditional argument for 
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the freedom of speech, often thought to be first presented by the British Enlightenment thinker 

John Milton, who claimed that society should let truth and falsehood “grapple.”85 At the 

foundation of the American government, freedom of speech was a generally accepted liberty that 

the Bill of Rights protected from government infringement. 

City Planning of Washington D.C. 

In 1790, Congress passed the Residence Act, granting legal authorization for the creation 

of a capital city for the new nation on the Potomac River. Before the passage of the act, in 1785, 

George Washington, then a retired military general, assumed the position of president of the 

Potomac Company, whose goal was to make changes to the river to improve navigation.86 As the 

river was the farthest westward reaching river that flowed into the Atlantic, the Potomac was 

sure to make the capital not only the seat of political power in the nation but also a booming city 

of commerce. The agreed-upon site was surrounded by rolling hills, and was a prime location for 

the creation of a city that would reflect all of the ideals that had gone into the creation of the new 

nation, and, “Although putting the capital on the Potomac was not necessary to assure the 

greatness of the river, [George] Washington thought that the river could assure the greatness of 

the capital.”87 Washington himself did not formally argue for or against the placement of the 

capital on the Potomac, friends of his company lobbied Congress to legally guarantee the 

location. Both Virginia and Maryland’s state governments offered generous sums of money that 

would fund the planning and building project. After debate in and out of Congress, the Residence 

Act, officially called the Act for Establishing the Temporary and Permanent Seat of Residence 

for the Executive of the United States, resulted from a compromise between Thomas Jefferson, 
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Alexander Hamilton, and James Madison, with Hamilton agreeing with the southern location on 

the Potomac river so long as Congress came to an agreement for how to pay off the war debt.  

The naming of the capital city of the United States was not debated thoroughly, or hardly 

at all. The three commissioners in charge of planning and overseeing the construction of the 

capital city decided in 1791 that the city would be named for President Washington, the first 

president of the country. With the city named for him, the project of completing the design was 

closely tied to President Washington, and as an immigrant stonemason noted in 1795, five years 

after the project had begun, the failures and problems of building the city were also a reflection 

on President Washington;  

This place is the mere whim of the President of the United States. During his life, it may 
out of compliment to him be carried on in a slow manner, but I am apprehensive as soon 
as he is defunct, the city, which is to be the boasted monument of his greatness, will also 
be the same.88 

 
The city reflected the planning of George Washington, as he would be consulted on the majority 

of aspects of the city from planning and structure to aesthetics and design. Symbolically the city 

would also be the seat of power of the President, a position that was thought of with great 

apprehension in the early years of the United States. The last thing the people wanted was an 

executive who ruled arbitrarily, and the display of his power in the nation’s capital would be 

indicative of how a president might take on his role. Washington D.C. would be a reflection of 

the other two branches of government as well, as the structure laid out in the Constitution would 

come to life on the edge of the Potomac River. Thus the planning of the nation’s capital would 

be of the utmost importance for both practical and symbolic purposes.  

Street Plans 
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The planning of the urban landscape was led by several different urban designers and 

commissioners, each of which came into conflict with other leaders of the project, complicating 

the process and dragging out the completion of the city. The original plans for the streets of 

Washington D.C. were presented by Pierre Charles L’Enfant, a French civil engineer. Born in 

Paris, L’Enfant served in the continental army under General Lafayette during the American 

Revolutionary war. Although Washington eventually stripped him of his command in 

constructing the city, L’Enfant is still credited for designing Washington D.C.’s basic layout.  

L’Enfant’s original 1791 plans for the capital city were reflective of the street layouts 

from historical capital cities, including Paris. Before beginning the task of drawing out a map for 

the new capital, L’Enfant requested the street designs of Paris, Amsterdam, Frankfurt, Milan, and 

other European cities.  
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Image 2. L’Enfant’s original plans for the streets of Paris.89 

L’Enfant presented his plans to the President in September of 1791. As Haussmann would later 

plan for the streets of Paris, L’Enfant’s layout for Washington D.C. was geometrically rigid, 

filled entirely with parallel streets. Also intentionally included in L’Enfant’s plan was an avenue 

connecting what he labeled as the “President’s House,” and what would later become the White 

House, and the Capitol. This avenue would be Pennsylvania Avenue. L’Enfant believed that 

connecting the two buildings as such would create the commercial heart of a bustling city. 

L’Enfant also included plans for, “avenues up to 160 feet wide - a colossal width in those days,” 

that he believed would, “make the long distances of the city seem shorter and promote the 
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growth of the city.”90 Always a proponent of grandiose style, L’Enfant envisioned that the wide 

avenues would be lined with trees. After L’Enfant was dismissed in 1792, Andrew Ellicott took 

over the engineering of the city; his plans largely reflect L’Enfant’s original ideas, although 

revisions included removal of some of the squares and the straightening of certain boulevards.  

L’Enfant’s proposals for the President’s residence and a meeting place for Congress were 

also grandiose, a reflection of his Parisian roots. He borrowed tactics from the planning and 

architecture of Versailles to create sightlines for pedestrians to the grand governmental buildings. 

L’Enfant planned for the President’s house to be located on the river with an avenue connecting 

the home of the executive to the Capitol building, where Congress would meet. To emphasize 

the reflection of the structure of the government in the planning of the city, L’Enfant separated 

Judiciary Square from the other two branches of government, “To denote the freedom of the 

judiciary from political influence.”91 Although L’Enfant had ideas about the architecture of the 

President’s house, which he often referred to as the “President’s Palace,” the designs were 

planned and completed by James Hoban. Hoban was an Irish architect who, although only thirty 

years old, had impressed his patrons with his work on the Charleston Courthouse. The plans he 

proposed for the White House were in the neoclassical style.  

The White House 

Hoban’s plans for the White House reflected a more modest view of the executive branch 

than envision by L’Enfant. L’Enfant set aside eighty-two acres of land for the President’s house; 

however, Hoban’s design would take up a small fraction of the space that the French engineer 

had allotted. To compromise, Hoban increased the size of his plans for the White House by one 
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fifth, still modest compared to the luxurious mansion and grounds that L’Enfant had in mind.92 

The construction of the residence began in 1792, and John Adams was the first president to live 

in the house, moving in when the building was still incomplete in 1800. The building was 

constructed using sandstone brick which would eventually be painted white, giving the home its 

name, the White House.  

The Capitol, another one of the most symbolic buildings in the city, was more difficult to 

design. After a series of proposals from a number of architects, Washington accepted a proposal 

from William Thornton for the design of the building, which would later be influenced by 

Benjamin Latrobe, Stephen Hallet, and Charles Bulfinch. The Capitol building was planned to be 

in the neoclassical style. Its aesthetic would be simple in design yet grand in style, its most 

noticeable feature being the large cast-iron dome. Also, like the White House, the Capitol 

building had elevated entrances, creating sightlines for the people walking on the avenues to see 

the seat of Congress by raising their eyes to look at the grand buildings that were the seat of their 

government. 

The planning that went into Washington D.C. came from a variety of people who derived 

their ideas from many influences; the city it created would be the seat of power for the United 

States government, but it would also serve as a landscape for the carrying out of the Constitution. 

Whether the designers or builders intended it or not, the many government buildings themselves 

serve as metaphors for the branches of government that pervade the built environment. The 

construction of large government buildings suggests the importance and durability of the body 

that they represent. As Sarah Williams Goldhagen remarks in her book Welcome to Your World, 

“As long as governments with resources have existed in human history, they’ve enforced the 

enduring power of their reign by constructing buildings that are tall, wide, and heavy. Important 
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is big; substantial is weighty.”93 People tend to associate size with social power, and thus the 

large buildings and grand streets that were created by the same people who drafted the 

Constitution indicate the residence of power in the hands of those who direct the government.  

After the War of 1812 

After the War of 1812, there was a need to rebuild the capital of the nation; however, this 

opened up debate on the location, layout, and aesthetics of the American capital. The burning of 

the major buildings in the Washington D.C. reopened debate about the location of the nation’s 

capital. George Washington’s decision on the coordinates of the original location had already 

been outside the proximal location of comfort for northern congressmen, who were wary of the 

consequences of having the nation’s center of politics located so far north along the potomac. 

The tension between the northern and southern states on the issue of slavery was already heated, 

and the importance of the capital being north or south of the Mason-Dixon Line was politically 

strategic but also powerfully symbolic for those on either side of the issue. Regardless, on 

September 21, 1815, the the House of Representatives, then meeting at a building that had 

survived the burning, voted by a substantial margin to keep the capital seated on the Potomac 

River.  

Reconstruction of the capital was gradual, including plans to rebuild the destroyed state 

buildings. The planning of the city remained according to L’Enfant’s design. The next 

substantial changes to the city would not be until the beginning of the twentieth century, when 

President William McKinley proposed the erection of a monument to celebrate the centennial of 

the capital city. The Senate’s McMillan Commission composed plans to redesign the park and 

landscaping core of the city. By doing so, they were fulfilling L’Enfant’s original plans for the 

city while maintaining the geometric core of his street planning. Their additions to the city 
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included extensions west and south of the Washington Monument, a building constructed in the 

mid-nineteenth century to commemorate President George Washington. Inspiration for the 

design of the park around the Washington Monument came from European gardens, specifically 

the gardens at Versailles. The park renovation to the Washington Monument was one of many 

additions implemented by the McMillan Plan, which would be executed, like the Haussmannian 

changes in Paris, over the next half century.  

Analysis 

In Washington D.C., city planning solidified a new national identity for the citizens of a 

new nation. While in France the city of Paris shaped the Revolution, in Washington D.C. the new 

capital was a blank canvas for the new government. The planning of the capital on the Potomac 

River reflects the rigid uniformity that was present in Haussmann’s plans proposed later in the 

nineteenth century. Like Paris, the streets of Washington, Pennsylvania Avenue for example, was 

planned to direct pedestrians towards the massive buildings that served as the seat of the new 

government. The geometric planning of the monumental core of Washington D.C. had the effect 

of emphasizing the monuments throughout the city, which reinforces the power of the 

government in its formative years. Unlike the French Revolution, violence was not directed at 

the new state buildings, but, rather, the destruction of the capital city during the War of 1812 

demonstrates the responsiveness of individual citizens of their support for the new country. The 

city of Washington D.C. did not shape the Revolution, but rather the War of 1812, known as the 

“Second American Revolution,” shaped the vigor with which the monuments of D.C. were 

rebuilt, in an even grander style to emphasize the power of the growing government. In regard to 

how the city itself would shape freedom of speech and assembly, there are not as many examples 

of protests in the capital during the early years of the new country; however, the planning of the 
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city was intended to move people quickly through the monumental core. Although it may not 

have been the intention of the planners of Washington D.C., the geometrical street planning and 

emphasis of state buildings in the monumental core of the city possibly had the effect of 

discouraging the expressing free speech through assembly. However, unlike Paris, there is far 

less literature on the ramifications the planning of the streets had on the freedom of assembly 

within the new capital.  
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Conclusion  

The causes for the French and American Revolutions at the end of the eighteenth century 

are strikingly different. While revolutionaries in Paris fought to change a system that had been in 

place for hundreds of years, American revolutionaries sought to break from a constitutional 

monarchy in the hopes of forming a new nation. Generalizing both revolutions, popular 

movements sought to change the political and social conditions. Both revolutions involved 

violence and destruction, much of which targeted buildings, objects, or environments that were 

symbolic of the existing social and political order.  

Looking at these revolutionaries teleologically, they both created the drafting of 

constitutions that would govern how people behaved based on the legal structure the 

constitutions created and the guarantees they afforded the people. Several of the French 

Constitutions and the American Constitution guarantee freedom of speech as a right that cannot 

be infringed upon by the government. While constitutions provide the legal basis for protection 

of the rights of man, in practice the cities the revolutions built concretely shaped the way that 

people gathered to speak and express their ideas. Expanding streets, dispersing people, erecting 

new monuments, and creating new parks were all the results of the revolutions. The examples of 

Paris and Washington D.C. display the dichotomy between the perception that rights are 

protected by legal means through constitutions and the experience within a built world that 

discourages assembly and expression.  
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