
The Paris Commune – A Failed yet Successful Experiment in Self Governing

People ruling over one another is an age-old social convention that exists not out of 

necessity but rather is just a continuation through history that has not been effectively 

challenged. The main reason for this lack of challenge is simple, namely, the ruler or rulers in 

any society have interests to stay in power and do not give the intellectual and/or physical ammo 

to the oppressed that could challenge their power. Rather, through various institutions (the 

church, the monarchy, the military and now the modern state), tradition, and legal laws that stack 

against the oppressed, the ruling classes maintained a stranglehold on power. However the 

dominance of any ruling class has been threatened time and again in history, most significantly 

during revolutions, when a new ruling class comes to power, but afterwards there still remains 

oppressed and oppressor. The mere fact that once ruled over can come to be the rulers, shows an 

Achilles’ heel in the enterprise of subordination in general, and that is that it has no basis, and 

that people are indeed capable of ruling themselves. The Paris Commune of 1871 is filled with 

evidence that people can rule themselves, but it also displays the antagonistic relationship 

between violence (internally and externally to the Commune) and freedom.

Before proceeding with an analysis of the Commune, I would like to lay out my 

reasoning of how violence or the threat of it is inversely proportional to self-autonomy 

(freedom). Infinite violence—the killing of one person by another—is taking away all freedom 

of one person and putting it completely and permanently in the hands of another, the murderer. 

To a lesser degree, violence that injures a person physically, serves to limit their mobility 

(freedom to roam); and similarly violence existing that could injure a person also limits where a 

person can go (a person generally will not walk into a space where violence is known to occur). 



Private property, a more subtle restriction on freedom, because it limits where people can go 

(and what they can access), and if not honored, private property is backed by the violent, 

punishing force of the state. The more violence there is, the less freedom there can be 

empirically, and the more an ideology is dependent on violence, the less freedom it can bring.

The Commune as a Concept: Prior to March 18th

The Paris Commune as an official alternative government for Paris, separate from that of 

the French Government, was proclaimed on the 18th of March and elected on the 26th, but the 

preceding months saw extremely important developments throughout Paris that made the 

Commune government possible: “without the unique circumstances created by the ‘people’s 

war’ against Germany, the Commune is inconceivable.”1 The ideas of socialism, anarchism, 

Jacobin/Blanquist-republicanism and other ideologies that ran counter to the establishment, had 

been gaining increasingly favorable viewing among the oppressed lower class Parisians. 

However, these ideas didn’t move from the backs of the minds of the oppressed until their 

practical application seemed possible: when Paris underwent a siege by the Prussians in the fall 

of 1870. This siege coupled with the ineffective responses being taken by the French provisional 

government, which angered many, served to galvanize the Parisians and many began creating 

and attending radical socio-political clubs and organizations, where practical and long-term 

issues were discussed en masse.

The oppressed Parisians, the ones predisposed to radical ideas, had a unique chance to 

bring into practice their ideas without incorporating violence as a means to push them into 

power. A vacuum was created in Paris when the Prussian forces fighting the French forces, 

1 Robert Tombs, The Paris Commune, 1871 (Pearson Education 1999), p. 70.



canceling out one another, and those upper class Parisians who could afford to leave the besieged 

city did so, bringing naturally the remaining mostly lower classes of Paris from a plurality to a 

majority. The lower classes freely gained power, they did not need to corrupt their non-

oppression oriented ideologies with a tactical element of violence in order to seize control; 

rather, power just appeared for them. Their theory and their practice could remain uniform (the 

means and the ends were in agreement)—something rare to happen for the forces that truly want 

freedom for all. Because no vanguard or violent force was created to win the power and no 

outside coalitions had to be formed, there were no violent remnants whom held a sense of 

deserving a higher than equal proportion of power. This meant no compromising of ideals was 

needed, and this allowed individuals and groups to more freely associate and share the “gift” of 

power.

The Parisians were not particularly inclined towards one ideology or another, and many 

had only vague notions of socialism and republicanism. According to Schulkind, egalitarian and 

socialist thought was prevalent particularly among working people, but there were a variety of 

different socialist creeds and these creeds were in different stages of development.2 The 

implications of this lack of a dogmatic, fixed ideological movement meant that a lot more 

freedom of thought and choosing of doctrines was happening—“coming from below”—and 

ultimately an eclectic sampling and fitting of the ideas to the needs of the people resulted. The 

clubs and organizations that stemmed from such variable ideologies were successful in gathering 

members and providing services, and a high degree of cooperation between the clubs and 

organizations existed, regardless of creed. This cooperation and co-aligning became taboo in 

2 Eugene W. Schulkind, The Activity of Popular Organizations during the Paris Commune of 1871 in French 
Historical Studies, Vol. 1, No. 4 (Duke University Press 1960) pp. 396-397.



later years in the development of socialist thought, but in the case here, republicanism and 

socialism weren’t held by any person or group as a dogmatic mantra, rather they were freely 

floating for individuals to interpret and shape on their own, which is ultimately more 

empowering.

There were historic reasons that helped draw the oppressed Parisians away from violent, 

rigid revolutionary posturing as well. In reaction to Napoleon III’s successful use of war against 

Crimea (1854) and Italy (1859), the leaders of the left, conscientiously wanting to distance 

themselves from the proto-fascist Napoleon, turned towards “a more pacific, internationalist and 

antimilitary position… [which by the 1870 war with Prussia] there were some small antiwar 

demonstrations in Paris.”3 This anti military (and police) motion was not only important for the 

posturing of the left to be peaceful within itself, but is also a significant step away from a 

solidifying the status quo. By attacking the position of the military and police, they are attacking 

what is historically created by the dominant class and used to protect their power. In the case of 

France in the middle of the 19th century, the dominant class’s power was manifested in its 

ownership of property, something the military and police were created to protect, and something 

the left became fundamentally against (and something antithetical to freedom).

The Commune Declared as Government: March 18th +

It’s ironic that histories have given so much notice to the Commune government of 

March, April and May of 1871, when the Parisians ability to be free and practice direct 

democracy actually became more fragile. While the policies and positions were in many cases 

explicitly farther reaching than the preceding fall and winter (particularly on paper), there were 

3 Robert Tombs, The Paris Commune, 1871 (Pearson Education 1999), pp. 42-43.



also more sacrifices made to autonomy and freedom of action, increasingly during the final 

month. Looking at this historically, much of this is seemingly unavoidable and natural, being that 

once the National Assembly moved to Versailles and the Commune was openly declared on the 

18th of March, that war between the two was imminent and autonomy thus to be limited. There 

were also strains beginning to manifest between the different ideologies, mostly disagreeing on 

the practical issues of which direction to take the Commune, and these differences are most 

acutely manifested in the two separate camps, the Jacobin-Blanquist ranks, and the 

socialists/anarchists. There were also institutions that existed prior to the declaration of the 

Commune that claimed a stake for a disproportionate amount of power, namely the National 

Guard. All the great revolutionary steps and problems will culminate in the 2 months of the 

Commune’s existence.

Universal suffrage and the ability to recall representatives were unprecedented strides of 

political empowerment made by the Commune, as was the limiting of officials salaries, a step in 

the direction towards economic equality. “Instead of deciding once in three or six years which 

member of the ruling class was to misrepresent the people in Parliament, universal suffrage was 

to serve the people, constituted in the Commune.”4 Universal suffrage instantaneously more than 

doubled those able to vote, as now women, half the population, and foreigners and other 

disenfranchised classes now held voting rights. And not only were there more voters, with the 

ability to recall any representative from office, the voters were more powerful and could assure 

that those elected did what they wanted. In a vote on April 1, the elected Assembly of the 

Commune voted for a maximum wage of 6,000 francs for Commune employees, not yet 

4 Karl Marx, The Civil War in France in Robert C. Tucker, The Marx-Engels Reader (W.W. Norton & Company 
1978) p. 633.



equivalent to a workers’ wage,5 but an important limiting on the economic power that could be 

gained from political office. These electoral reforms had a short lifespan, but their potentials can 

not be depreciated, they were by far the most liberal reforms existing at the time and still are in 

many regards unmatched by other representative democracies.

Karl Marx described the Commune as a “working-class government,” and there are many 

indicators that this was the state of the Commune. The Commune government shifted the war 

indemnity due to the Prussians from a burden of the poor to that of the causers of the war with 

Prussia,6 who were those in Napoleon III’s government and the supporting bourgeoisie. This was 

not just an act of good politicking but that of justice for the working class, which similarly came 

out in a decree made on April 16. The decree was basically to reallocate factories and work 

shops that were abandoned or not in use for whatever reason (many emptied because of the 

siege), and were given to the workers to run and manage themselves, non-hierarchically. This 

type of worker run cooperative framework has a modern parallel in the worker recovered 

factories movement spreading through Latin American nations, and according to the movie “The 

Take,” the factories under worker control are more efficient twofold than when a capitalist 

owned and management ran the factories. Though the high efficiency wasn’t ever able to be 

documented during the Commune, the modern examples point in the direction that worker 

control is indeed more efficient, and the extended freedom in the economic realm is clear.

The Commune brought in political clubs and education at the expense of religious 

institutions. This is one of the most revolutionary changes that took place in the Commune, and 

5 Robert Tombs, The Paris Commune, 1871 (Pearson Education 1999), p. 86.  Here Tombs corrects Marx, who said 
it was a workers wage, by saying that an average workers wage was 1,500 francs per year, 4 times less than the 
limit.
6 Karl Marx, The Civil War in France in Robert C. Tucker, The Marx-Engels Reader (W.W. Norton & Company 
1978) p. 637.



had support virtually across the board, as their was a history of anti-clericalism in the other 

French Revolutions which revolutionary republicans appreciated, and for other there was the 

redistribution of church land to organizational and education efforts. Political clubs were not 

only welcomed by the Commune, but “the inauguration of the Commune on March 26, changed 

the popular organizations from an opposition force to a support for the new government.”7 In this 

sense the Commune was certainly revolutionary, not only giving the okay to popular 

organizations, which in previous regimes such organizations are despised, but built on the 

necessity of them existing to allow the government to function most effectively.

The Commune only existed for 2 months, and during this time a lot happened, and this 

points to the fact that there was a tremendous amount of improvisation, stress on the Commune’s 

representatives, and members moving in and out of their expertise. There were 57 meetings 

among the Commune Assembly in its 2 months of existence, which means almost a meeting/day,

8 and these meetings would go on for hours as debates as how to govern and where to put 

emphasis arose. This tremendous stress was indeed increased many times because of the urgency 

that the people felt of impending war. Further the Central Committee of the National Guard, the 

ones who declared the Commune government, came to make up a significant bulk of the 

Commune membership, and retained their positions in the National Guard, and though they 

might be bringing democracy to war, they were also bringing war to democracy.

These factors of stress and war helped to define the differences that were to be found 

among the Commune’s membership, and it was in where to devote energies that the members 

disagreed on, rather than theoretical variances. Had war not been a reality, divisions would have 

7 Eugene W. Schulkind, The Activity of Popular Organizations during the Paris Commune of 1871 in French 
Historical Studies, Vol. 1, No. 4 (Duke University Press 1960) p. 399.
8 Robert Tombs, The Paris Commune, 1871 (Pearson Education 1999), p. 83.



been less apparent, but because it was literally on their doorstep, a sense of action ensued and 

many assembly members felt freedoms should be temporarily repressed for efficient war making. 

According to Price, Communal members could agree on many of the extended ideological 

arenas: limitation of wage differentials, secularization, freedom;9 but it was during this warring 

time that the Jacobins/Blanquists felt war efforts should be stepped up and consequently less 

time and money could go towards the education, secularization, and actually administrating the 

reforms- in disagreement with this stance stood the socialists/anarchists, who felt such sacrificing 

would in the long run lead to continued repression. Had the war been nonexistent history could 

give us a better feel for where the Communal Assembly really stood.

The revolutionary republicans, who have thus far been termed as Jacobins/Blanquists, did 

control a majority of the Communal Assembly seats and they increasingly towards the end of 

April and throughout May yearned for some executive bodies/power to handle the administration 

of war. One of the salient components of the Commune was that it had no appointed ministerial 

positions, rather temporarily selected delegates, but this was argued as being too ineffective and 

lead the revolutionary republicans to call for an executive Committee of Public Safety, 

established on May 1st after much debate. Another force often opposed to the democracy was the 

Central Committee of the National Guard, which was still around and was claiming “special 

rights,” which it felt were justified for its role in getting rid of the Versailles government in 

March. Communal democracy diminishes under the cloud of external war and internal rivalry.10

The Versailles forces, which so badly wanted to reclaim Paris and stop this threatening 

rehearsal in boundless democracy, could be held no longer. The last days of May saw the 

9 R.D. Price, Ideology and Motivation in the Paris Commune of 1871 in The Historical Journal, Vol. 15, No. 1 
(Cambridge University Press 1972) pp. 77-78.
10 This paragraph was helped along by Tomb’s book and R.D. Price’s article.



culmination of the fears of the Communards, and war took down democracy. But war, in so 

being victorious, had a loss for everyone, as in the process buildings were burned and destroyed 

and people were killed on both sides, though the Communards would suffer the lose of many 

times more. It is a continuous uphill battle for democracy, because just a hint of war or violence 

could set the whole project spiraling down, which is why many observes have noted that war 

abroad leads to repression at home.11

-------

The successes and failures of the Commune are very debatable, but the adverse effects 

that violence or the perception thereof is apparent throughout the narrative. The Communal 

Government and Assembly, established at the end of March, though timely necessary, might 

have been the first step in the wrong direction. In some senses the people during the siege had 

moved beyond government, but in its need to define itself against the French/Versailles 

government, there was a reaction with the creation of the Commune government-going down the 

reactionary road may have dubious consequences. Even though the government might have been 

welcomed and cheered, it was a subtle shift from bottom up to top down authority, though not in 

all areas, but in some very significant ones. As the Commune’s existence waned, there was more 

infighting for power and more establishment of top down power. Luckily for people committed 

to finding and proving the need for freedom, an eclectic look at the Commune can draw out its 

points of genuine autonomy and be weary of its tendencies towards oppression. A lot can be 

learned about freedom from the microcosm of Paris from September 1870-May 1871.

11 Unknown quote.
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