Crane Brinton’s Stages of Revolution

(Thanks also to Patti Harrold!)

Preliminary Stage: the Old Régime

• Economically weak- the government has deficits and must tax.

• Class antagonism exists; there is a conflict between the old regime and new forces

• Government inefficiency; cannot enforce policy

• Inept ruler; often an autocrat with absolute power

• Intellectuals begin transferring their loyalty; reformers speak out against the government

• Recent economic upgrade – infusion of new money that wasn’t there before

• People want the rights and privileges associated with more money

• Leader’s control fails despite the use of force/terror

• People ask for change (change = justice)

• Symbolic actions - there is a rallying point against the old regime.

• Planning - the new forces plan a "spontaneous" revolt

First Stage: rule of the moderates (center)

• Financial breakdown occurs

• Protests against the government rise, with dramatic events

• Moderates gain power “peacefully” (may include the idea of a moderate king/constitutional

monarch)

• Revolutionary underground exists (radicals)

• Turns to the Mob, which is ignorant and emotional; turns from wanting justice to wanting

revenge

Second Stage (Crisis Stage): rule of the radicals (left)

• Radicals take control (actual revolution)

• Moderates driven from office (usually escape and live, but some may be killed as examples)

• Civil war

• Foreign war

• Centralization of power in a revolutionary council

• Council is dominated by one individual

• Attempt is made to kill the original ruler

• Terror is used to rule; revolution turns inward on itself (Causes of terror: habitual violence,

pressure of war, economics; class or ideological struggles)

• Use a common form of address

• Forced conformity or punishment

• Spread the gospel of revolution

Third Stage (Recovery Stage):

• Radicals are put down/repressed; often assassinated

• Often rule by an autocrat

• Slow, uneven return to quieter times

• Return of pleasure, religion, the status quo

• Aggressive nationalism

• People trade freedom “to do” for freedom “from” (in a sense, trade liberty for security)
