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The period following the Thermidorean Reaction marks a pivotal chapter in the history of the French
Revolution. After years of radical upheaval, the Thermidorean Reaction ushered in a phase
characterized by political stabilization, the suppression of radical elements, and the reorganization
of government structures under a more moderate regime. Central to this transformation was the
Directorate, a five-member executive body that governed France from 1795 until 1799.
Understanding the governance of this period offers crucial insights into how revolutionary ideals
were tempered by pragmatic political strategies, ultimately paving the way for the rise of Napoleon
Bonaparte.

Contextual Background: The French Revolution and the
Rise of the Thermidorean Reaction

Before delving into the specifics of the Directorate's government, it is essential to understand the
broader historical context that shaped this era.

The French Revolution’s Radical Phase and the Reign of
Terror

- The Revolution began in 1789, driven by widespread discontent with monarchy, economic
hardship, and social inequalities.
- The radical phase, especially from 1792 to 1794, led to the Reign of Terror under Robespierre,
characterized by mass executions and political purges.
- The fall of Robespierre in July 1794 (9th Thermidor) marked the end of this radical period and the
beginning of the Thermidorean Reaction.

The Thermidorean Reaction: A Shift Toward Moderation

- The Thermidorean Reaction was a conservative backlash against the excesses of the Terror.
- It aimed to stabilize France by dismantling the Committee of Public Safety and reducing the
influence of radical Jacobins.
- The reaction resulted in the arrest and execution or exile of many former revolutionary leaders,
leading to a more moderate government.



The Establishment of the Directorate

Following Robespierre’s fall, the French government underwent significant reforms. The
Constitution of Year III (1795) laid the foundation for the new political structure, culminating in the
establishment of the Directorate.

Formation of the Constitution of Year III (1795)

- It replaced the Committee of Public Safety with a more balanced government structure.
- The constitution created a bicameral legislature: the Council of Five Hundred and the Council of
Ancients.
- The executive power was vested in the Directory, a five-member body intended to prevent the
concentration of power.

Composition and Selection of the Directory

- The five directors were chosen by the two councils from a list of candidates.
- Members served five-year terms, with a rotating system to prevent dominance by any single
individual.
- The Directors were meant to act as a collegial body, sharing executive responsibilities.

Functions and Powers of the Directory

The Directory held significant authority but operated within a complex system of checks and
balances. Its main responsibilities included:

Executive Authority

- Enforcing laws passed by the legislature.
- Managing foreign policy and military affairs.
- Overseeing the civil administration and financial matters.

Legislative Interactions

- The Directory could propose legislation but required approval from the legislative councils.
- It was accountable to these councils, which held the power to scrutinize and, in some cases, limit
its authority.



Military and Foreign Policy

- The Directory faced ongoing wars with various European coalitions seeking to restore monarchy.
- It relied heavily on military leaders to defend the revolution’s gains.

Challenges and Limitations of the Directory’s
Governance

Despite its efforts to stabilize France, the Directory faced numerous internal and external
challenges.

Internal Political Instability

- Widespread corruption and financial crises undermined public confidence.
- Political factions, including royalists and Jacobins, sought to influence government or restore the
monarchy.
- The rise of royalist conspiracy and attempted coups, such as the Coup of 18 Fructidor (1797),
threatened its authority.

Economic Difficulties

- France struggled with inflation, food shortages, and debt.
- Economic instability fueled social unrest and dissatisfaction with the government.

External Wars and Diplomatic Struggles

- Continuous warfare drained resources and exposed military weaknesses.
- The Directory’s foreign policy was complex, as it aimed to defend revolutionary France while
managing alliances and conflicts.

Key Figures of the Directory

Several prominent leaders played vital roles in shaping the policies and stability of the Directory
government.

Members of the Directory



- Paul Barras: The most influential director, known for his political skill and leadership.
- Louis-Marie de La Révellière-Lépeaux: A moderate involved in political administration.
- Jean-François Rewbell: Diplomat and politician who contributed to foreign policy.
- Emmanuel Joseph Sieyès: Initially a supporter, later a conspirator aiming for greater power.
- Roger Ducos: Served as a deputy and occasionally as a director.

Leadership Dynamics and Power Struggles

- The Directors often had differing political ambitions, leading to factional disputes.
- Their collegial nature meant consensus was essential but sometimes difficult to achieve.

The Fall of the Directory and the Rise of Napoleon

The weaknesses and internal conflicts of the Directory culminated in its downfall.

Corruption and Public Discontent

- Widespread corruption, economic hardship, and perceived inefficiency eroded public support.
- The failed coup attempt of 18 Fructidor (1797) demonstrated its vulnerability.

The Coup of 18 Brumaire (November 1799)

- Led by Napoleon Bonaparte, this coup overthrew the Directory.
- It resulted in the establishment of the Consulate, marking the end of the revolutionary government.

Conclusion: The Legacy of the Directory During the
Thermidorean Reaction

The government of the Directory represented a transitional phase in French history. It aimed to
restore stability after the radical excesses of the Terror, balancing revolutionary ideals with
pragmatic governance. While it succeeded in ending the Reign of Terror and establishing a more
moderate government, it was plagued by corruption, political instability, and external threats that
ultimately led to its demise. Nonetheless, the Directory’s period laid essential groundwork for
subsequent regimes and shaped the trajectory of France’s political development, illustrating the
complex interplay between revolutionary ideals and realpolitik.

---
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Frequently Asked Questions

What were the main characteristics of the Government of the
Directory during the Thermidorean Reaction?
The Government of the Directory was characterized by a shift towards conservatism, the
suppression of radical revolutionary elements, and the establishment of a more moderate and
bourgeois-led administration aimed at stabilizing France after the fall of Robespierre.

How did the Thermidorean Reaction influence the policies of
the Directory?
The Thermidorean Reaction led the Directory to implement policies that curbed revolutionary
excesses, repressed Jacobins, and promoted stability and order, favoring property owners and the
bourgeoisie while diminishing the influence of radical factions.

What role did the Thermidorean Coup play in shaping the
government of the Directory?
The Thermidorean Coup, which overthrew Robespierre in July 1794, was pivotal in establishing the
Directory's rule by ending the Reign of Terror and initiating a more moderate government structure
focused on restoring stability and suppressing radicalism.

Who were the key figures in the Government of the Directory
during the Thermidorean Reaction?
Key figures included members of the Directory such as Paul Barras, Lazare Carnot, and Jean-
François Rewbell, who collectively aimed to consolidate power, promote economic stability, and curb
revolutionary violence.

What challenges did the Government of the Directory face



during the Thermidorean Reaction?
The Directory faced challenges such as political instability, economic difficulties, threats from
royalist and Jacobin factions, and internal power struggles, all of which threatened its efforts to
stabilize France post-Reign of Terror.
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The Government of the Directory during the Thermidorean Reaction represents a pivotal phase in
French revolutionary history. This period, marked by a significant shift in political power and
ideological direction, was characterized by efforts to stabilize France after the tumultuous Reign of
Terror and to steer the revolutionary movement toward a more moderate and pragmatic course. The
Thermidorean Reaction, named after the fall of Robespierre on July 27, 1794 (9th Thermidor, Year II
of the French Revolutionary Calendar), signified the end of radical Jacobin dominance and heralded
the rise of the Directory—a new executive body tasked with restoring order and consolidating
revolutionary gains amidst ongoing internal and external challenges.

In this article, we explore the intricate workings of the Government of the Directory during this
transformative period. We analyze its formation, structure, policies, challenges, and legacy,
providing a comprehensive understanding of how it navigated the post-Thermidorean landscape and
laid the groundwork for subsequent developments in France.

---

Background: From the Reign of Terror to Thermidor

The Reign of Terror and Its Aftermath
The Reign of Terror, orchestrated chiefly by Robespierre and the Jacobins between September 1793
and July 1794, was marked by extreme measures against perceived enemies of the revolution,
including mass executions and political purges. While it succeeded in defending the Revolution from
internal counter-revolutionaries and external monarchist threats, it also generated widespread fear,
unrest, and disillusionment among the populace.

By mid-1794, Robespierre’s dictatorial style and policies began to alienate many revolutionaries,
moderates, and the general population. The fall of Robespierre on the 9th Thermidor marked the end
of the Terror and initiated a process of political recalibration aimed at stabilizing France and
curbing revolutionary excesses.

The Thermidorean Reaction
The Thermidorean Reaction was a conservative backlash against the radical Jacobin regime. It
involved the purge of Robespierre’s allies, the dismantling of the Committee of Public Safety, and



the establishment of a new political order that favored stability over revolutionary fervor. Key
figures such as Paul Barras and other moderates emerged as leaders, advocating for a government
that balanced revolutionary ideals with pragmatic governance.

This reaction also signified a shift from revolutionary extremism toward a more moderate,
bourgeois-dominated political landscape. The Thermidorean regime aimed to suppress radical
elements, restore order, and focus on economic recovery, while cautiously maintaining some
revolutionary reforms.

---

The Formation of the Directory

The Establishment and Composition
Following the fall of Robespierre, the National Convention reorganized the executive authority into a
new body—the Directory (Directoire)—comprising five directors who collectively held executive
power. This was part of a broader effort to prevent the concentration of power in a single individual,
as had happened under Robespierre.

The Directory was established formally in October 1795 (Year III of the Revolution) through the
Constitution of Year III. Its composition reflected a coalition of moderates and conservatives,
predominantly representing the bourgeoisie, and was designed to serve as a stabilizing force amid
ongoing political turbulence.

Members of the Directory included:
- Paul Barras
- Louis Marie de La Révellière-Lépeaux
- Jean-François Rewbell
- Étienne-François Letourneur
- Emmanuel-Joseph Sieyès

This collegial body aimed to balance power among its members and maintain a degree of political
stability, avoiding the pitfalls of previous dictatorship.

The Political Context and Goals
The primary objectives of the Directory were:
- To stabilize France politically and economically.
- To suppress radical revolutionary factions and counter-revolutionaries.
- To maintain the gains of the Revolution while avoiding the excesses associated with the Terror.
- To prepare France for a balanced recovery, both domestically and in its foreign relations.

The Directory sought to establish a government that was moderate, pragmatic, and capable of
managing the complex aftermath of revolutionary upheaval.

---



Structure and Functioning of the Government of the
Directory

Institutional Framework
The Directory was part of a broader constitutional framework that included:
- The Council of Ancients (500 members): a legislative body responsible for approving legislation.
- The Council of Five Hundred: responsible for proposing laws.
- The Executive: the five directors collectively held executive power.

This separation of powers was intended to prevent dictatorship and promote stability, though in
practice, the Directory often struggled with political corruption, inefficiency, and external threats.

Administrative and Political Challenges
The government faced numerous issues:
- Corruption and nepotism: Many officials engaged in patronage and illicit dealings.
- Financial instability: France’s economy was in disarray, with inflation, debt, and fiscal crises.
- Military engagement: France was engaged in ongoing wars with Austria, Prussia, and other
European powers, requiring military leadership and strategy.
- Internal dissent: Royalists and Jacobins continued to oppose the Directory, leading to political
unrest and violent clashes, including the infamous Coup of 18 Fructidor (1797).
- External threats: The coalition of European monarchies sought to crush the revolutionary regime
and restore the monarchy.

---

Policies and Achievements of the Directory

Economic and Social Policies
The Directory attempted to stabilize the economy through measures such as:
- Re-establishing a stable currency, the franc.
- Promoting commerce and agricultural productivity.
- Suppressing revolutionary violence and unrest.
- Implementing moderate reforms to restore confidence among property owners and the bourgeoisie.

However, these policies were often hampered by ongoing fiscal deficits, inflation, and social
inequalities.

Foreign Policy and Military Success
The Directory’s military leadership, notably under generals like Napoleon Bonaparte, played a



crucial role in defending France’s borders and expanding its influence. Notably:
- The Italian campaign (1796-1797) showcased French military prowess.
- The conquest of territories in the Netherlands and Northern Italy.
- Negotiations and treaties that temporarily secured France's borders.

These military successes bolstered the regime’s legitimacy and contributed to a sense of national
pride.

Internal Repression and Political Control
Despite its moderate image, the Directory used repression to quell opposition:
- The suppression of royalist uprisings.
- The use of the Law of 22 Prairial (1795) and other measures to control radical groups.
- The infamous Law of Hostages (1795), which authorized arrests and executions of suspected
enemies.

This repression was instrumental in maintaining the regime’s stability but also sowed seeds of
discontent.

---

Limitations and Criticisms of the Directory

Corruption and Inefficiency
The Directory was plagued by corruption, with many officials engaging in illicit dealings, patronage,
and favoritism. Its reliance on military power and political alliances often led to instability and
accusations of cronyism.

Political Instability and Coups
Despite efforts at stability, the regime was frequently challenged:
- The Coup of 18 Fructidor (1797) was a significant attempt by royalist factions and officers to undo
revolutionary gains.
- The Coup of 19 Brumaire (1799), led by Napoleon Bonaparte, ultimately overthrew the Directory,
replacing it with the Consulate.

These coups underscored the fragility of the regime and the inability of the Directory to establish
enduring stability.

Public Discontent and Social Tensions
The economic hardships, political repression, and ongoing wars led to widespread dissatisfaction
among various segments of society:
- The rural peasantry and urban workers faced economic hardship.



- Royalists sought to restore the monarchy.
- Radical revolutionaries felt betrayed by the moderate government.

This discontent contributed to the eventual collapse of the Directory and the rise of Napoleon.

---

Legacy of the Thermidorean Government

Transition to Napoleon’s Consulate
The Directory’s inability to address France’s deep-rooted problems culminated in its overthrow by
Napoleon Bonaparte in 1799. The coup of 18 Brumaire transformed France into a consulate with
Napoleon as First Consul, effectively ending the revolutionary government.

Impact on French Politics and Society
While the Directory failed to establish long-term stability, it played a crucial role in:
- Transitioning France from radical revolution to a more moderate, bourgeois-led government.
- Preserving revolutionary reforms like the abolition of monarchy and aristocracy.
- Setting the stage for Napoleonic reforms and the eventual establishment of the Empire.

Historical Significance
The period of the Directory and the Thermidorean Reaction marked a crucial juncture in
revolutionary France, illustrating the challenges of balancing revolutionary ideals with pragmatic
governance. It demonstrated the difficulties of maintaining stability in a deeply divided society and
highlighted the importance of military power, political alliances, and institutional resilience in
shaping national destiny.

---

Conclusion

The Government of the Directory during the Thermidorean Reaction was a complex and transitional
regime that sought to stabilize France after the excesses of Robespierre’s Terror. While it achieved
some successes in restoring order, re-establishing economic stability, and defending national
sovereignty, it was also marred by corruption, internal dissent, and political instability
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