The fall of Louis
Napoleon and the
crisis of 1870-11

in France

This article unpicks the rise and fall of
Philippe Le [€leli@ Napoleon’s Second Empire and the subsequent
fight for Paris, and power, in France.

870-71 produced a major shift in the political
landscape in France. In just nine months, an
empire collapsed, a new republic emerged and
a worker-led uprising was crushed. What were the
causes and consequences of such upheaval?

Empire’s end
Following his election as president of the French
Second Republic in November 1848, Louis Napoleon
Bonaparte staged a coup d’état in December 1851. He
dissolved the National Assembly and seized supreme
power. One year later, in December 1852, he crowned
himself Emperor Napoleon III and established the
Second Empire.

Authoritarian rule and political repression marked
the early years of Napoleon IIl's rule. The new
regime used local government and the press to
control and manipulate public opinion. It outlawed
dissent and intimidated any opposition — many
republicans were forced into exile across Europe.
Napoleon III believed he could secure popular
support through economic growth and prosperity. The
state encouraged industrialisation and modernisation
through investment in national infrastructure, such
as the railways. Other policies, including reform
of the banking sector, likewise facilitated greater
economic activity.
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Communard Name
given to supporters of
the Paris Commune.

Communards topple

the Vendéme Column

@ in 1871, a symbol of
imperialism. The statue
depicts Napoleon |

Paris in revolt

Over the course of the next seventy-two days in Paris
— the Commune lasted from 18 March to 28 May
1871 — working people attempted to change the
way they lived their lives. They experimented with
forms of direct democracy and egalitarian social
organisation. Work was organised on the basis of
principles of association and cooperation. Education
was free, universal, compulsory and secular. Church
and state were separated. Women played a leading
rolein the Commune, both in the initial insurrection
against the government on 18 March and during
the subsequent military defence of the capital. The
status, rights and demands of women achieved greater
prominence, and figures like Louise Michel became
celebrated for their political commitment and resolve.

The Commune’s significance

Ever since the proclamation of the Paris Commune
there has been a great deal of debate over its meaning
and importance. Was it the first socialist government?
A patriotic response to the government'’s capitulation
to Prussia and ‘betrayal’ of its own people? A
republican mobilisation against the perceived threat
of a royalist restoration? A popular movement for
municipal autonomy? A mix of all of the above?
The philosopher and economist Karl Marx famously
argued that ‘the great social measure of the Commune
was its own working existence’. What was significant
was not so much what the Commune did or sought
to achieve, but rather the fact that ordinary men and
women were actively participating in various forms of

1 DX | Political re;

“nineteenth-century Fra
First Republic: 1792-1804
First Empire: 1804-1814, 1815
Bourbon Restoration: 1815-1830
July Monarchy: 1830-1848
Second Republic: 1848-1852
Second Empire: 1852-1870
Third Republic: 1870-1940

social and political organisation, demonstrating their
capacity to do so. In this sense the Commune was,
Marx suggested, the first example of ‘a government
of the people, by the people’.

The ‘bloody week’

No less significant and controversial is the manner in
which the Commune was brought to an end. Following
the establishment of the Commune, the army (and
thousands of wealthy Parisians) had withdrawn to
Versailles. A second siege of Paris began, only this
time it was the French government besieging its own
capital. The Franco-Prussian war had morphed into a
French civil war. The Communards erected barricades
across Paris to repel attacks. Skirmishes took place
on the outskirts of the city between the National
Guard and the army. Meanwhile, in Versailles, the
government began assembling a military force capable
of retaking the capital.
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