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Abstract

Louis-Antoine Léon de Saint-Just (1767-1794) was a revolutionary, a statesman, and a political
philosopher, yet it is largely only as a revolutionary that he is remembered. As a political person who
occupied these three different but overlapping roles, Saint-Just is ideal as the subject and center of a study
of actualization, the taking of political ideals into reality. Saint-Just's political philosophy was that of an
idealist, and yet he, by force of circumstance, ability, and audacity, had the opportunity in his short life to
attempt to establish and put into practice his political ideals. In his work as a political person Saint-Just
created templates for the understanding of the relationship between political theory and political
action. Saint-Just’s political theory is examined in relation to his political action, using the concepts of
‘the natural’, ‘the civil’, ‘the social’ and ‘the political’, concepts which are central in Saint-Just s political
philosophy. Saint-Just’s formulations of these concepts, concepts which have also been central to the
history of political philosophy, and his understanding of the relations between these concepts, helps to
establish him as a political philosopher of some importance, as does the theory and practice approach to
politics which his attempts demanded and which his political life demonstrated. In Saint-Just’s function as
political philosopher the thesis finds the theoretical element of politics, which becomes redefined in its
interaction with Saint-Just's other functions as statesman and revolutionary, the latter two of which
correspond roughly to practice and exigency. As a theorist who is also a statesman in a context of exigency,
or revolution, Saint-Just's political life is a constantly rearranged juxtaposition of theory, practice, and
revolution, albeit one which never loses it essential ties to its philosophical base, even in the hours of
greatest emergency. Such dedication to a philosophical base, one which refuses to dispense with political
philosophy, demonstrates a new conception of political philosophy for the modern world, fills in elements
of a theory of revolution as a phenomenon of both theory and action, and provides a contained case for

examination of political philosophy and political action, questioning their disunity.
Idealism and Actualization: Saint-Just in Theory, Practice, and Exigency
Craig Schamel

Claremont Graduate University: 2012
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...... il nous remplit de stupeur. Rien en lui ne pourra paraitre vrait;
c'est que notre verité consiste en ce qui nous sommes tous....politiciens.
Aussi ne saurions-nous comprendre I'homme qui parle non pas mieux
que d'autres, mais autrement. C'est 'homme légendaire.’

Biography

Louis-Antoine Léon De Saint-Just (August 25, 1767- 10 Thermidor, Year II [July 28,
1794]) was born into a family of the lower nobility at Decize, Ni¢vre, Bourgogne, France,
moving in 1776 at age nine with the family to Blérancourt, Aisne, Picardie, where within a
year, his father died. He was educated at Le College Saint-Nicolas, a small, reformist
Oratorian school in Soissons, Aisne. During his time at Saint-Nicolas, he wrote a manuscript
entitled Monographie de Chdteau de Coucy, an antireligious satire which secularized a prior
tract entitled L'Histoire de la Ville et des Seigneurs de Coucy, a 1728 work by Dom Toussaint
du Plessis. In 1786 Saint-Just had an argument with his mother, the issues in which are
unknown, and fled his home in Blérancourt for Paris, taking some family silver and other
effects without permission. Once there, he sold these family possessions and moved into the
Hé6tel Saint-Louis, in a bohemian district of Paris known for its theaters, clubs, and baths, all
of which Saint-Just frequented. While he was in Paris, his mother reported the theft of the
family possessions and named her son as the suspect, and Saint-Just was eventually found and
arrested and spent six months in a house of detention that housed many young men who had
been charged with 'libertinage’. At his release, he was escorted back to Blérancourt by
authorities. Saint-Just sometime soon thereafter entered the Faculté de Droit De Reims as a
student, eventually obtaining at least a clerkship and possibly a licencié és lois or a licencié en
droit. Important revolutionaries with whom Saint-Just would later work closely, including

Georges Danton, Georges Couthon, Pierre-Louis Prieur De La Marne, Antoine Quentin
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Fouquier de Tinville, and Jacques Alexis Thuriot also attended the Facult€ de Droit at Reims,
though somewhat earlier than Saint-Just. While at Reims his interest drifted toward literature
and theater, and he wrote a one act comedy in verse titled Arlequin-Diogéne, an incisively
critical and socially and politically conscious work. This work was followed by an even more
biting and socially and politically critical work called L'Organt, a'poem in twenty canto’
described by some as 'violent' and 'pornographic’. Some considered the work's protagonist,
Antoine Organt, to represent Saint-Just himself. The publication of this work was
accompanied by an order for its seizure. After the publication of L'Organt and the controversy
around it, Saint-Just attempted to defend himself by writing and circulating Dialogue entre
Monsieur D. et l'auteur d'«Organt», a work which has been lost. In 1790 he wrote his only
fully completed work in traditional political theory, L'Esprit de la Révolution et de la

Constitution de France, which was published in early 1791.

During the year 1790 Saint-Just became both increasingly distinguished in the
department of Aisne and increasingly radical in his political action. Along with his brother-in-
law Emmanuel Decaisne and others, he formed the local chapter of the Garde Nationale at
Blérancourt and then attempted to push it in a revolutionary direction. He also successfully
formed and saw through a plan for a policy of mutual defense of the regional chapters of the
Guard, and was named Commandant d'Honneur des Gardes Nationales of the canton in July.
In March of 1790 he had exposed and read a counterrevolutionary satire, calling a special
meeting to denounce it. At this meeting he publicly swore an oath of allegiance to France and
to the National Assembly. In May he was elected secretary of the local district assembly at
Chauny, Aisne, and later, in October, he was elected president, but resigned immediately
when questions about his age arose. Also in May he was appointed spokesperson for the
canton of Blérancourt to the convention of electors meeting to choose the president of the

department of Aisne. In June he led a local offensive against the paying of the seignorial
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tribute, and in July he was a delegate to the Féte de la Fédération, a celebration of the first
anniversary of the Revolution. In August 1790 he wrote an introductory letter to Maximilien
Robespierre, already a distinguished representative to the National Assembly from Pas-de-
Calais (Artois). The letter praised Robespierre, informed him of the local situation, and asked
for assistance. By October 1790 Saint-Just had been frequently suggested for and twice put
forward as a candidate for the National Assembly, but was both times rejected because he did
not meet the minimum age requirement. Failing to ascend to the National Assembly a third
time in 1791, again due to his age, Saint-Just remained in Aisne, battling in the local
government meetings with partisans of the ancien régime. During 1791-92 he composed his
second work of political theory, Du Droit Social, usually referred to as De La Nature’ , though
he apparently completed only two of the four books that he projected would comprise the
work. In 1792 he worked on his next campaign for the Legislative Assembly, and, partly due
to some changes in the laws and the alteration of some financial documentation by friends in
local government, he was able to meet the minimum requirements for a representative, and

was elected to the National Convention.

Upon arrival in Paris as a national representative, Saint-Just immediately affiliated with
the left wing of the Convention, known as the Mountain, and with the Jacobin Club, one of
the most centrally important political forces of the Revolution. His speeches at the Jacobin
Club were well received and he was almost immediately elected to the Club's constitutional
committee. On 23 Brumaire of Year I* [November 13, 1792] he gave his first speech to the
National Convention, in which he addressed the question of whether or not the king could and
should be executed. Saint-Just spoke in favor of the king's execution and his speech was
enthusiastically applauded and quoted afterward by many. His speeches and reports thereafter
were remarkable for their compelling rhetoric, their eloquence, and for their expression of

political-philosophical ideals and the connection of these to policy.
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On 9 Nivdse, Year I [December 29, 1792] he was elected president of the Jacobin Club.
After speeches to the National Convention in Pluvidse [January and February] on the
reorganization of the War Ministry and of the army, Saint-Just was sent into the field, to his
home district of Aisne, to recruit and supervise the armed forces in the region. He returned to
Paris in Ventdse [March 1793], reporting his despair and alarm over the state of the army.
After his return, he developed the plan for what would become the Constitution of Year I, a
radical republican constitution that favored direct popular control of the government and a
centralized organization. The Constitution, though considered a masterpiece of republican
legislation and ratified by the Convention, was never put into effect due to the exigencies of
the Revolution and the Revolutionary War. The plan for and philosophy behind this
Constitution were laid forth in speeches to the Jacobin Club, in Du Droit Social, and in his

Speech on the Constitution of Year I on 5 Floréal, Year I [April 24, 1793].

In response to grave and immediate threats to the republic from without and to the
Revolution from within, the members of the standing executive committees of the
Revolutionary government had created, on 5 Germinal Year I [March 25th, 1793}, a special
committee, the Committee of Public Safety, which, together with another committee, the
Committee of General Security, would have authority over the other committees of the
executive element of the government. Saint-Just was elected to the Committee of Public
Safety on 11 Prairial [May 30, 1793]. His election to the Committee of Public Safety
coincided with a rapidly developing and successful purge of the right wing of the Convention,
whose members were later known as the Gironde, and Saint-Just was charged with explaining
their crimes and with the justification for the arrest of many of the right-wing representatives,
which duty he performed in a speech to the Convention on 20 Messidor Year I {July 8, 1793].
In the Committee of Public Safety, Saint-Just was elected general correspondent, and was

appointed to the subcommittee on the Constitution and to a subcommittee charged with
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oversight of the military suppression of internal revolts against the Revolutionary government.
As a concomitance to his work on the military subcommittee, he was sent to his home

department of Aisne on a mission to the armies there, returning by 12 Thermidor, Year I [July

30th, 1793]. Reduction of the size of the Committee of Public Safety on 22 Messidor, Year [
[July 10, 1793] along with a consolidation of its membership by partisans of the left wing of
the national government and many other factors militated to the increasing authority of the
Committee, which, under the leadership of Saint-Just and eight others, established, inter alia,

a planned economy and severe punishments for treason to the Revolution.

Formalization of the centrality of the Committee of Public Safety in the government
and the establishment of a sanction for its dictatorship was requested by Saint-Just in a speech
to the Convention on 19 Vendémiaire, Year II [October 10th, 1793], and granted unanimously
by the Convention. In the 19 Vendémiaire speech, Saint-Just also formally declared the
government of France to be a revolutionary government, and this was also endorsed by the
Convention. Saint-Just was then sent on a third mission to the armies, this time to the regions
of Alsace and Nord, along with another member of the Committee of Public Safety, Philippe
LeBas. The mission, which was really two missions broken up by a week in Paris, lasted
several months. On this mission Saint-Just supplied and rewarded the armies and fought on
the front lines alongside them, enacted severe disciplinary measures, including the execution
of those supporting the counterrevolution directly or indirectly, forced by government order
the wealthy in the region to loan money to the armies and confiscated their belongings for the
armies and the state, ordered the arrest of the regional nobility, and appointed the
exceptionally young generals Lazare Hoche, Jean-Charles Pichegru, and Jean-Baptiste
Jourdan as commanders of the Revolutionary armies. The mission to Alsace was also a
mission of dechristianization, and Saint-Just ordered statuary and other religious icons and

objects destroyed or appropriated, yet also balanced his actions with expressions of sympathy
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for the religious beliefs of the people of the region, rebuking those who were overzealous in

the dechristianization campaign.

Shortly after Saint-Just's return to Paris on 25 Pluvidse, Year II [February 13, 1794], he
was elected president of the National Convention. In speeches and reports to the Convention
in the winter of Year II, he continued to present his political-philosophical theories and to
base his arguments, conclusions, and policies on these theories, introducing his conceptions
of sovereignty, republican government, revolutionary government, the civil realm, the
political realm, and the social realm, drawing on his work Du Droit Social. Saint-Just during
this time also played a central role in the factional contestations within the revolutionary
government, creating the Amalgamation Policy, which refused to differentiate between those
on the right opposed to the revolutionary government and those on the left opposed to it.

Most of his speeches and reports during this time proposed and resulted in laws and decrees.
The report to the Convention of 13 Vent6se, Year II [March 3, 1794)] established the basis for
the seizure of the property of the wealthy and its redistribution to the poor, which policy was
enacted following Saint-Just's report. With continued threats to the Revolutionary government
from without and within, Saint-Just, in keeping with the Amalgamation Policy, in Vent6se and
Germinal of Year Il [March and April of 1794] also proposed decrees against major factions
from both right and left who were in opposition to the government. These decrees were
adopted by the Convention, and many representatives and other political figures from the

right and left were tried and imprisoned or guillotined.

In the early spring of Year II Saint-Just and other members of the Committee of Public
Safety and the Committee of General Security began sleeping in their offices at the Palais des
Tuileries due to the heavy workload, the exigencies of maintaining the Revolution, and
threats to their lives. Saint-Just slept on a cot in his office. Soon, however, he was sent on a

fourth mission to the armies, which, except for brief reappearances there, took him away from
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Paris from Germinal to Messidor of Year II [late April to late June of 1794]. It is also during
the springtime of Year II that Saint-Just is believed to have put together his notes and
observations on the state of affairs within the government and his reflections on political
ideals into another ultimately uncompleted political-philosophical work entitled Fragments
d'Institutions Républicaines, a work which developed his idea for social institutions which
would serve as both the progenitor and the guarantor of a peaceful, just, and lasting
government. The work is more sad and romantic than his prior works and in it Saint-Just
expresses his woundedness over what had happened to his ideals and the ideals of the

Revolution.

The spring and early summer military mission was to the armies of the northern front in
Picardie and Nord-Pas-de-Calais. Again Saint-Just and Le Bas were sent together and Saint-
Just again fought alongside the armies and implemented many of the same procedures from
his earlier missions. With communiqués to and from Paris, Saint-Just commanded the armies,
evidencing great ardor and exercising severity, especially with regard to the punishment of
those fleeing or avoiding battles. His work there was considered very successful, and during
his time on the front and thereafter important victories began to accrue to the Revolutionary
Army, victories which quickly pushed back the coalitional counterrevolutionary armies of
Europe so far that France occupied all of Belgium by the summer of Year II. During Saint-
Just's time at the front he stayed in close communication with Paris, and he, Robespierre, and
some other members of the Committee for Public Safety came increasingly to believe that the
people would not be able to manage to hold on to the Revolution without religious inspiration,
and that a complete secularization of the country would not be in the best interest of a lasting
republic. They created a new religion for Revolutionary France which was founded on the
ideas for social institutions in Saint-Just's Fragments, which work came increasingly to be the

theoretical working out of the High Revolution. The new religion, the Cult of the Supreme
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Being, was declared the state religion of France and made Reason the new god of the
revolutionary republic. Saint-Just returned to Paris briefly for the inaugural celebration of the

Cult on 20 Prairial [June 8th, 1794], receiving joyous accolades from the crowds.

After the Festival of the Supreme Being Saint-Just returned again to the war front.
When he finally returned to Paris on 10 Messidor [June 28, 1794], repression of the enemies
of the revolution had again increased significantly owing partly to the Laws of Prairial, new
laws of punishment and suppression of the Revolution's enemies which were passed on 22
Prairial [June 10th, 1794]. The environment he returned to in Paris was one of paranoia and
suspicion. Saint-Just and the members of the Committee of Public Safety, however, had
continued to agree significantly on policy and to present a largely united front, and the
Committee, with endorsement from the Convention, had grown in power and scope of
authority, and had become the de facto and then the de jure director of even its twin executive
committee, the Committee of General Security. The Committee of Public Safety increasingly
found evidence that English spies and their dupes had penetrated into the heart of the
Revolutionary government, and this further increased the environment of suspicion and fear.
While the Committee of Public Safety continued to supervise most areas of the government
with much agreement, its internal discussions over questions of loyalty began to cause
friction, while at the same time members of the Committee of General Security began to
attack the Committee of Public Safety. During most of Messidor [June and July 1794] Saint-
Just supervised the government and worked especially on the supervision of the national
police, attempting to balance his desire to end the the repression with his ardent belief in the
imminent dangers facing the government. Factionalism though, began to split the Committee
for Public Safety, and Saint-Just attempted to reconcile its two groups, one consisting of
Maximilien Robespierre, Georges Couthon, Jean Bon Saint-André, and Pierre-Louis Prieur

De La Marne, and the other of Lazare Carnot, Jacques-Nicolas Billaud-Varenne, and Jean-
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Marie Collot d'Herbois. Bertrand Barére and Claude Antoine Prieur de la Cbte d'Or, the other

members of the committee, remained neutral in the disputes.

On 9 Thermidor, Year II [July 27, 1794] Saint-Just came to the speakers' platform at the
Convention to deliver a speech with three significant elements. The speech was to finally
propose the official establishment of the social institutions of his Fragments d'Institutions
Républicaines. The speech was also intended to defend Maximilien Robespierre from
accusations of aspirations to dictatorship and to defend Robespierre's suspicions and
accusations against various persons in the government. Finally, the speech was a touching
attempt to reunite the members of the Committee of Public Safety and to show consideration
to and reconcile with the Committee of General Security in the name of solidarity and the
ideals of the Revolution. Shortly after Saint-Just began speaking he was interrupted violently
by certain other deputies and shoved off of the platform. He calmly attempted to return to the
platform to continue speaking, but an order for his arrest and that of Robespierre was
proposed, voted on, and passed. Augustin Robespierre, Georges Couthon, and Philippe LeBas

insisted on joining Saint-Just and the elder Robespierre, and all were arrested and jailed.

The Revolutionary government of the city of Paris, called the Paris Commune, the Paris
National Guard, and many private citizens, on hearing of the arrests of Saint Just and the
others rallied to free them, and marched on the headquarters of the Committee of General
Security. Upon arrival at the headquarters of the Committee of General Security, the
commander of the National Guard, Frangois Hanriot, was arrested, and the rest of the troops
began dispersing, looking for Saint-Just and his compatriots, who had been separated and
moved to various different locations. As news spread of Hanriot's attempt and his arrest,
Guardsmen from many sections surrounding Paris and army troops convened, marched to
attempt to free the arrested representatives, and surrounded the National Convention, which

was still in session. Saint-Just and the other arrested representatives however, though freed,
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insisted on abiding by legal procedure and refused to flee. At the same time Hanriot, who had
been freed, and others hesitated to attack the National Convention. The Convention though,
felt itself still under threat, and voted to declare Saint-Just and his compatriots stripped of
their offices, leaving them without legal sanction or recourse. On hearing this, Saint-Just and
the others regrouped and began to attempt to supervise what was now an insurrection against
the government. As their attempts began though, the delegates to the Convention were
haranguing the troops surrounding them and succeeded in confusing and dispersing them.
Agents of the Convention then were sent to capture Saint-Just and the others, and did so

inside the main Paris City Hall.

Saint-Just is reported to have remained impassive at his capture, and for the remaining
hours of his life. He was tried for treason the following afternoon at the Revolutionary
Tribunal, placed in an open cart, and transported amid crowds of onlookers to the guillotine,
where he was executed in the early evening of 10 Thermidor, Year II [July 28, 1794], one

month shy of his twenty-seventh birthday.
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Note on the Works of Saint-Just

Although the earlier literary works of Saint-Just are not examined in this dissertation’,
they should not be thought of as apolitical, and show consistency of some of Saint-Just's ideas
over time. The dissertation however, properly considers only L'Esprit de la Révolution et de
la Constitution de France, Du Droit Social, and Fragments D'Institutions Républicaines, as
well as speeches, reports, and notes of Saint-Just during his political career, and focuses

primarily on the work after L'Esprit.

I follow herein the generally accepted though still debatable order of Saint-Just's
theoretical works, which considers L'Esprit de la Révolution to have been written in 1790, Du
Droit Social to have been written in 1792-Year I [1793], and the Fragments to have been
written in Year II [1794].° Not having been able to look at original manuscripts and notes, I
cannot adequately pronounce judgement on the order of Saint-Just's writings, yet this order
seems important, since the content of Saint-Just's speeches and reports directly reflects or
repeats, sometimes verbatim, ideas in his theoretical writings, or vice versa. The thesis itself
though questions the linear ordering of ideation and policymaking, and the possibility is also
raised by Ollivier, for one, that Saint-Just accommodated his theoretical writings to meet the
conditions of the moment.’ Support for placing Du Droit Social after L'Esprit de la
Révolution in time, against Ollivier, is that Saint-Just's unique and significant conception of
the social is not present in L'Esprit. To have developed the promising conception of the
social which Saint-Just does in Du Droit Social and then to dispense with it altogether in a
subsequent work seems unlikely. In addition, all references to the social in L'Esprit either
connect it immediately to Rousseau's idea of the social contract (e.g. 'pacte social’, 'contrat
social') or use the concept in conventional and unelaborated ways. In addition, with a proper

understanding of the seemingly oddly anachronistic concept of 'the king' at the end of Du
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Droit Social, thus, of this concept arguments for an earlier or later date fall by the wayside. I
follow Anne Quennedey in taking Chapter II of the Fragments as in fact extraneous thereto
and instead a supersession of Chapter II of Du Droit Social, and importantly, I adopt her use
of Du Droit Social as the more appropriate name for what is heretofore in Saint-Just
scholarship referred to as De La Nature. Readers should be aware then that everywhere else
heretofore, except in Quennedy and in this thesis Du Droit Social is known by the name De

La Nature.

The Fragments is a collection of notes, most of which take the form of a manuscript.
There are clear connections between the content of these notes, which were published as
Fragments d'Institutions Républicaines, and Saint-Just's last, undelivered speech to the
Convention, the speech for 9 Thermidor, Year II, as there are clear connections between his
Speech on the Constitution of Year I and Du Droit Social. Again here, the order of the
speeches in relation to the theoretical work is debated, and this debate relates to one of the
central questions of the thesis, though the questions about the relationships of theory to action
persist in their prominence in the consideration of Saint-Just's political work and experience

no matter what order of works one follows.
Omissions, Changes, Suppressions, Alterations

In Saint-Just's manuscripts there are many strikethroughs and replacements, which
alone makes the texts difficult to put together coherently. In addition, Saint-Just wrote
portions of perhaps his most important text, Du Droit Social, both upside down and
backwards starting from the back of his notebook, and then, using the same notebook, wrote
other and apparently later parts of the same manuscript starting from the front of the notebook

and right side up.

Aside from problems with Saint-Just's style and manner of composition, there are,
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when examining the works of Saint-Just in relation to his life and reputation, questions about
alteration and suppression of his work by others, both intentional and unintentional.
Regarding the latter, many sheets of paper were collected and 