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THE PARIS COMMUNE


The Revolution That Couldn’t Rob a Bank

On the morning of May 21, 1871, the gates of Paris fell silent. For seventy-two days, the city had existed as a self-declared autonomous municipality, governed by insurrectionary fervor and an elected council that had seized power from a collapsing imperial state. Now, as the first Versailles troops poured through the unguarded Saint-Cloud gate, the elaborate administrative apparatus of the Commune—its printing presses, its seized municipal offices, its carefully negotiated relationship with the Bank of France—was about to be violently dismantled.

The Paris Commune occupies a peculiar space in revolutionary history. For more than a century, it was mythologized by socialist theorists and political revolutionaries as the prototype for a future stateless, collectivist society. Karl Marx declared it the vanguard of proletarian revolution. Friedrich Engels and Vladimir Lenin saw in it the blueprint for 1917 and beyond. But the empirical record tells a starkly different story—one of administrative chaos, financial timidity, logistical failure, and a governing body fatally committed to property rights even as those rights were being used to finance its own destruction.

The Commune’s fundamental tragedy was not that it lost militarily to a larger force. It was that its deepest economic convictions made it incapable of fighting the war it needed to fight. A revolution philosophically committed to small property, mutual credit, and decentralized autonomy attempted to survive against a centralizing state wielding 315 million francs and 120,000 regular soldiers. The outcome was predetermined not by military imbalance alone, but by an irreconcilable contradiction between revolutionary aspiration and revolutionary means.



The Marxist Myth and the Artisanal Reality

The dominant narrative of the Paris Commune—the one taught in socialist movements and immortalized in Marx’s polemical masterpiece The Civil War in France—presented it as a unified proletarian uprising, a momentary glimpse of a future communist society, governed by workers operating at the “workman’s wage” and seizing the means of production for collective ownership. This narrative has dominated for over 150 years.

The documentary record demolishes it.

Jacques Rougerie, the dean of Commune historians, characterized 1871 as a “twilight, not a dawn,” rooted in nineteenth-century artisanal traditions rather than the industrial future envisioned by twentieth-century Marxists. When modern scholars like Robert Tombs, John Merriman, and Alistair Horne returned to the primary sources—the Commune’s council minutes, financial ledgers, demographic data, and administrative decrees—they found not a cohesive socialist project but a fractured crisis government operating simultaneously under competing ideologies: Proudhonist mutualism, Blanquist insurrectionism, and neo-Jacobin republicanism.

Consider first the myth of the “workman’s wage.” In their second official meeting on March 31, the Commune Council voted themselves a daily salary of fifteen francs. While this was not princely by bourgeois standards, it was roughly three times the average Parisian skilled worker’s daily wage of five francs. The Commune capped upper-level bureaucratic salaries at six thousand francs per annum—a figure that far exceeded what any artisan could earn in a year. The egalitarian wage structure was real, but it was not egalitarian in the mythologized sense. Rather than wage abolition, it represented wage compression within a still-hierarchical state structure.

More fundamentally, the Commune was not primarily an industrial proletariat at all. The 1872 census revealed that while forty-four percent of Paris’s workforce consisted of industrial workers, they labored in highly fragmented, small-scale operations. Approximately sixty percent of industrial workers in the entire country worked in workshops employing fewer than ten people. Paris contained only fifteen factories employing more than a hundred workers. The revolutionary government was not a council of steelworkers and textile factory hands; it was a coalition of skilled tradesmen, shopkeepers, mechanics, accountants, and radicalized middle-class intellectuals.

This demographic fact shaped everything. The Parisian working class did not envision the total state expropriation of capital that Marxist doctrine demanded. They were animated instead by Pierre-Joseph Proudhon’s visions of mutual credit, worker cooperatives, and decentralized small property ownership. When the Commune made economic decisions, it reflected this artisanal orientation. The Proudhonists dominated the Bank of France delegation. The mutuality principle governed discussions of labor relations. Even radical decrees were hedged with deference to property principles that any true socialist revolution would have obliterated.

This is not a failure of courage alone. It reflects the genuine economic structure of Parisian labor. A proletariat in small workshops, where the boundary between worker and small proprietor was blurred, naturally gravitated toward mutualist economics. The industrial proletariat of 1917 Russia—concentrated in massive plants like the Putilov steel works employing over ten thousand workers—had no such ambiguity. They built centralized Soviet councils. The Parisian workers of 1871, fragmented across hundreds of small operations, built something else entirely.



The Weight of Siege and Catastrophe

To understand the economic mechanics of the Commune, one must recognize that it did not emerge into a functioning, prosperous European capital. It inherited a starving, economically shattered, and deeply segregated metropolis shaped by two catastrophes: the urban transformation of the Second Empire and the Prussian siege.

Under Baron Haussmann, Napoleon III’s Prefect of the Seine, Paris underwent radical redesign. The city’s population surged from 1.05 million in 1851 to over 1.8 million by 1870, fueled by rural migration as impoverished peasants sought work in the capital. They settled overwhelmingly in the crowded eastern and northern arrondissements—Belleville, Montmartre, the quartiers that would become the Commune’s stronghold.

Haussmann’s public works projects were presented as urban improvement: wider streets for better sanitation, straight boulevards for faster circulation of goods and capital. But the restructuring served a second, militaristic purpose. The wide avenues were designed to prevent exactly what the Commune would attempt—the construction of barricades and neighborhood-by-neighborhood street defense. The medieval alleyways of old Paris had been natural strongholds. The new Paris favored artillery and cavalry. Simultaneously, the reconstruction displaced the poor to the periphery, creating what Alistair Horne termed a “resentful apartheid,” a physical segregation between the wealthy bourgeois west and the working-class east that would define military strategy seventy years later.

Then came the Prussian siege of 1870-1871. The national government, evacuating before the advancing Prussian army, attempted to stockpile provisions. They gathered two hundred fifty thousand sheep and forty thousand oxen in the Bois de Boulogne. They believed they possessed eighty days’ worth of flour. Neither estimate proved remotely adequate.

By the winter of 1870-1871, normal economic life had ceased entirely. Market mechanisms were replaced by hoarding, desperate rationing, and hyperinflation. The search for protein fundamentally altered Parisian diet. After the livestock was exhausted, the city turned to horses. Then to domestic pets and urban pests. Rat meat became a staple despite the risk of trichinosis. The wealthy, by contrast, engaged in the grotesque spectacle of eating zoo animals. An elephant from the Jardin des Plantes appeared on a restaurant menu. A kangaroo from the menagerie. An antelope. A castor.

When the Commune took power on March 18, 1871, the Prussian siege had technically ended. But immediately, a new siege began—this time by the French government in Versailles. The blockade continued. Food inflation remained an existential crisis. Bread prices, the commodity that had detonated the 1789 revolution, remained under constant pressure and constant surveillance.

The Commune inherited an economy of scarcity, not abundance. This shaped every economic decision that followed.



The Bank of France Paradox

The greatest paradox of the Paris Commune—and the key to understanding why it failed—lies in its relationship with the Bank of France. When the Versailles government fled on March 18, the Bank remained physically located within revolutionary Paris, holding the nation’s gold, bullion, and massive cash reserves. This presented the Commune with a decision that would define its entire seventy-two-day existence: seize the Bank and use its capital to finance survival, or respect it as sacred.

The Commune appointed Charles Beslay, a seventy-four-year-old Proudhonist and the oldest member of the Council, as its delegate to the Bank. Beslay’s decision was categorical: the Bank would remain inviolate. Rather than seizing the institution to fund defense and social programs, Beslay worked closely with the Bank’s terrified governor, the Marquis de Plœuc, to guarantee the institution’s complete independence from the revolutionary government.

Beslay’s argument was sophisticated and fatally persuasive. The Bank, he insisted, represented “the fortune of the country.” Seizing it would destroy the currency’s value and obliterate the credit mechanisms that the Commune’s artisanal cooperatives needed to survive. Property rights, Beslay maintained, were not bourgeois luxuries—they were the foundation of mutualist economics. A true workers’ society would be built on respect for property and mutual credit, not confiscation.

The Council, itself animated by similar Proudhonist principles, agreed. They even prioritized the Bank’s security over the expropriation of church property—a remarkable ideological inversion that revealed how thoroughly mutualist economics had displaced Marxist radicalism among the governing Communards.

The consequences were catastrophic. Over its seventy-two-day existence, the Commune respectfully requested and received only 16.7 million francs from the Bank. Of this, 9.4 million already belonged to the city’s municipal accounts; the remainder was a 7.3 million franc line of credit. The city operated perpetually on the edge of financial collapse, unable to adequately equip the National Guard, unable to fund ambitious social programs, unable to secure the materiel required for military survival.

Meanwhile, the Bank of France’s 74 provincial branches quietly transferred 315 million francs to the Thiers government in Versailles. The institution that the Commune had scrupulously protected was actively financing the army being assembled to slaughter them.

Raoul Rigault, a prominent Blanquist in the Council, captured the surreal disconnect in a single sentence: “Questions of business, credit, finance, banking… are not seen as the essential problems of the moment.” The Commune was waging war—a total war for its survival—while operating according to the financial rules of peacetime. They waged a political revolution against bourgeois authority while meticulously observing bourgeois financial law. The contradiction was not incidental. It was fatal.

Later revolutionary theorists understood this immediately. Trotsky, Lenin, and other Bolsheviks identified the failure to seize the central bank as the Achilles heel of 1871, the strategic error that no successful proletarian revolution could repeat. In 1917, the Bolsheviks would seize the State Bank within days. The Paris Commune, hamstrung by its own deference to property, never had the chance to learn from this example.



The Coins of Symbolic Resistance

Despite its refusal to seize the Bank of France, the Commune still faced an urgent practical problem: there was no money in circulation. The Franco-Prussian War and the subsequent sieges had driven the Parisian populace to hoard specie. Small-denomination silver and bronze coins disappeared from markets. Without liquid currency, wages could not be paid, public services could not function, the mechanism of daily survival began to seize up.

On April 4, the Communards seized the Monnaie de Paris—the Paris Mint—after its official directors fled to Versailles. They appointed Zéphirin Camélinat, a prominent bronze workers’ union leader and labor activist, to direct the operation. Camélinat was no mere bureaucrat. He was a revolutionary in his own right, a man of principle and vision.

Under his direction, the Mint reopened. The presses began to turn. The Commune would produce its own currency.

Camélinat chose to mint 5-franc silver coins. The denomination was deliberate. Five francs was the average daily wage of a Parisian skilled worker—a symbolically perfect amount, tying the value of the coin directly to labor rather than to imperial decree or precious metal abstraction. To distance the new coins from the deposed Napoleon III, Camélinat utilized archival engraving dies from the 1848 Second Republic. To distinguish his production from coins simultaneously being minted by the Versailles government, he stamped each piece with his personal symbol: a trident.

Between April and May 1871, the Commune produced 256,410 coins worth approximately 1.28 million francs. Of these, only 76,013 pieces actually circulated. The rest remained in the vaults when the Semaine Sanglante began. After the Commune’s fall, the Versailles government methodically melted them down, erasing the physical evidence of the revolutionary mint.

But Camélinat had envisioned something even more radical. The standard edge lettering on French coins read “Dieu protège la France”—God protect France. Camélinat found this invocation obsolete, even offensive. He ordered new edge dies (viroles) to inscribe instead “Garantie nationale. Travail”—National Guarantee. Labor. The proletarian edge inscription would replace imperial and divine sanction with labor itself.

The dies were never completed. The logistical chaos of the civil war, the mounting artillery bombardment, the gradual contraction of territory under Commune control—these made the symbolic refinement impossible. No coins bearing the “Travail” legend were ever struck. Yet the attempt itself revealed the Commune’s economic imagination: a revolution that would remake not just property relations but the very grammar of money, replacing God and Empire with the explicit value of human labor.

The 5-franc coins and the attempted “Travail” inscription remain the most visible artifact of the Commune’s monetary ambitions. They were symbols of resistance. They were also proof of limitation—evidence that even in monetary policy, the Commune’s reach exceeded its grasp.



Necessity Money and Industrial Labor

Parallel to coinage, the paper money supply required urgent management. During the Prussian siege, the shortage of specie had forced local municipalities and businesses to issue necessity notes—bons de nécessité—to allow employers to pay wages and citizens to buy rations. These improvised tokens remained in circulation even after the siege ended.

The Bank of France, operating under the technical protection of the Commune, was forced to ramp up banknote production to replace these local tokens. Frédéric Ermel, the Bank’s director-engineer of banknote fabrication, was ordered to remain in Paris and continue production. Ermel had previously established printing operations in Clermont-Ferrand to escape the Prussian advance; now he set up new machinery on the ground floor of the Bank’s ornate gallery.

What occurred next reveals a buried contradiction within the Commune’s economic structure. Ermel utilized continuous rotary mechanical presses to maximize output. Crucially, he secretly increased the speed of the machines without the workers’ knowledge—a strategy he referred to as “training the worker by the machines.” This was not mutualist cooperation. This was industrial rationalization, capitalist labor discipline applied to the service of a nominally socialist government.

The Commune accepted this arrangement. The symbiosis was practical necessity meeting ideological compromise. The revolutionary state needed banknotes. The Bank needed to produce them efficiently. The labor process remained capitalist and coercive. The printer operators never knew their machines were being run faster than official specifications. It was a small deception, but it contained within it the entire problem of the Commune: how to wage revolution while operating within capitalist institutions, how to maintain fidelity to workers’ interests while relying on capitalist technical expertise and capitalist discipline.

Despite frantic production at both the Paris facility and the lingering operations in Clermont-Ferrand, the supply of small-denomination notes never caught up with demand. The liquidity crisis persisted throughout the Commune’s existence. Money remained tight. Credit remained frozen. Economic life remained constrained.



Rent, Debt, and the Limits of Economic Mercy

The immediate economic crisis facing ordinary Parisians was not workplace alienation in the abstract Marxist sense. It was sheer insolvency. Following the Prussian siege, the conservative National Assembly at Versailles passed legislation demanding the immediate repayment of all commercial debts and suspended rent arrears within forty-eight hours. This meant bankruptcy, asset seizure, and mass eviction for the majority of the Parisian working and middle classes.

The Commune responded with swift defensive decrees. They instituted a total moratorium on evictions. They remitted rents covering the nine-month period spanning the siege. They allowed commercial debts to be repaid over three years without interest. On April 25, they decreed that vacant apartments could be requisitioned for citizens displaced by Versailles artillery bombardment.

These measures provided immediate relief and garnered massive popular support. They were also, fundamentally, emergency crisis management rather than structural transformation of property relations. The Commune was not abolishing rent or property; it was suspending them temporarily under military siege conditions. Once the siege ended, the question of whether these measures would become permanent or be rescinded remained unresolved.

A far more contentious issue emerged around the Mont-de-Piété—the municipal pawnshops. These institutions were the primary credit mechanism for the urban poor. During the siege, desperate families had pawned vital tools, winter clothing, and household goods to survive. The goods lay in the vaults of the pawnshops while the people who had surrendered them struggled in the spring of 1871.

Radical members of the Council, such as Jean-Baptiste Clément, demanded the complete abolition of the pawnshops and the immediate, free return of all items to the working class. This would have been a genuine revolution in credit and property relations—a unilateral cancellation of debt, a rejection of the pawnshop logic that framed desperation as collateral.

The Council debated the question extensively. Moderate members raised concerns about property rights, about the legitimacy of the Commune to cancel private obligations. After agonized deliberation, the decree that finally passed on May 7 was severely conservative. It permitted free recovery only of items pawned before April 25. The value of retrievable items was limited to twenty francs or less. Most items in the vaults remained unredeemable.

The statistical outcome reveals the policy’s impotence. By late May, when the Commune fell, only 42,000 items—valued collectively at just 323,000 francs—had been successfully reclaimed by the working class. The pawnshops remained essentially intact. The larger objective of permanently restructuring municipal credit to shield workers from capital exploitation was abandoned in the chaos of civil war. The Commune had glimpsed economic radicalism but retreated into mercy, which itself proved inadequate.



The Cooperatives and the Reproduction of Hierarchy

The Commune’s approach to labor relations was not a unified program of expropriation. It was a patchwork of ad-hoc decrees designed to alleviate immediate suffering while attempting to gradually phase in cooperative ownership models. The empirical results demonstrated the friction between utopian legislative ambition and economic reality.

On April 16, the Commune adopted its most radically socialist economic intervention: the decree regarding abandoned workshops. The legislation mandated that any factory or workshop abandoned by an owner who had fled to Versailles would be seized and handed over to workers’ trade union committees to be run as self-managed cooperatives. In the abstract, this was groundbreaking—a direct transfer of productive capacity from capital to labor.

The practical implementation was another matter entirely. Setting up cooperatives required startup capital. The newly empowered workers had to negotiate with the conservative banking sector that still operated cautiously within revolutionary Paris. Production disruptions were severe. Cooperative members struggled to maintain output in environments where traditional hierarchies had been suddenly abolished, where managers and foremen no longer possessed the authority to command obedience. Decision-making slowed. Efficiency declined.

An elected Commune member named Avrial, representing the 11th district, frankly admitted to military commanders that making this “new socialist economy function” was proving “very difficult” on the factory floor. The workers discovered that revolutionary political control did not automatically produce revolutionary economic efficiency.

Worse still, the cooperatives rapidly developed their own internal class contradictions. To meet production quotas and satisfy Commune contracts, some cooperatives began hiring “auxiliaries”—younger, un-unionized workers who were paid lower wages and excluded from the profit-sharing mechanisms available to primary cooperative members. The new cooperatives had recreated the wage-labor exploitation they had sought to destroy, now directed by their own peers. The revolution had reproduced capitalist hierarchy within the structure designed to overcome it.

The decree abolishing night work for bakers on April 20 illustrated the same pattern of ambition constrained by reality. Leo Frankel promoted it as the Commune’s “only truly socialist decree.” Yet implementation was immediate chaos. Council members debated extensively whether a government possessed the right to intervene between bosses and workers. There were no enforcement mechanisms. It remained unclear who had authority to confiscate illicitly baked bread. Some hardline Communards dismissed the entire debate as a bourgeois concern—mockingly referring to the desire for fresh morning bread as an “aristocracy of the belly.”

The Commune also prohibited employers from levying arbitrary fines and wage deductions, and granted worker cooperatives preference for municipal contracts. Lacking a coercive state apparatus to enforce these rules uniformly across the city, compliance was highly variable. Economic decrees issued from the Hôtel de Ville often encountered passive resistance, skepticism, or simple forgetfulness among the arrondissement administrators and workshop owners meant to implement them.



The Neighborhood Economy and Women’s Labor

With the macro-economy severely damaged by the dual sieges, the mechanism for survival devolved into the mairies—the town halls of the twenty arrondissements. These local administrative centers became the true centers of economic power, handling ration coupons, selling subsidized food at cost, distributing free school supplies, and managing mutual aid for the indigent. The Commune existed simultaneously at two scales: the grand legislative ambitions of the Council and the micro-economics of neighborhood survival.

Women were absolutely vital to this micro-economy. Relegated to managing daily household subsistence, working-class women physically occupied the mairies, churches, and cooperative food stores. Their presence translated directly into political power. It was women who drove the persistent demand for price controls and equitable rationing. It was women whose shopping, whose knowledge of food costs, whose experience of stretching limited francs across a family’s needs, made them the true economists of the Commune.

The Women’s Union to Defend Paris and Care for the Wounded—co-founded by Elisabeth Dmitrieff, an envoy of Marx, and Nathalie Lemel, a bookbinder and labor organizer—became one of the most highly organized labor and logistics bodies in the city. The Union demanded the right to work, equal pay, and the abolition of all exploiters. The demands were radical, but they were grounded in concrete economic reality. Women needed employment. They needed equitable wages for the work they did. They needed the economic structures that would not compel them into subordination.

The Commune did not grant women the right to vote—a fact that complicates modern perceptions of it as a wholly emancipatory project. But it did grant significant practical economic rights. The Commune recognized common-law unions and divorce by mutual consent. Crucially, it granted the unmarried partners and illegitimate children of fallen National Guardsmen the same pensions and financial rights as legally wedded widows. This was not abstract egalitarianism. It was an acknowledgment of the economic reality of working-class life—people lived together without marriage, had children, made lives together, and when those lives were severed by violence, the survivors needed legal and financial protection.

Simultaneously, the Commune banned street prostitution and imposed heavy fines for public drunkenness, in the name of protecting “public morality.” These provisions revealed both the Commune’s progressivism and its limits. It had recognized women’s economic dignity and rights within families. It remained paternalistic about the economic choices women made about their own bodies and the consumption of alcohol. The Commune was not a liberation. It was a revolution underway, containing within itself both genuine radicalism and persistent constraints.



The Fatal Architecture of Dual Power

The most decisive factor in the Commune’s military collapse was not military inferiority alone. It was the administrative paralysis created by what historians call “dual power.” When the Commune Council was elected on March 26, the Central Committee of the National Guard—the body that had initiated the uprising on March 18 by resisting the seizure of the cannons at Montmartre—refused to fully relinquish its authority. Two governments claimed legitimacy. Neither could enforce absolute command.

The immediate consequence was logistical chaos. The Council passed civil and economic decrees. The Central Committee viewed itself as the parallel Ministry of War. Orders for troop movements, ammunition distribution, artillery placement, and resource allocation were routinely countermanded, delayed, or simply ignored. Because both bodies possessed democratic legitimacy derived from the moment of revolution, neither possessed the authority to override the other without risking a counter-revolutionary appearance.

The National Guard itself was a logistical catastrophe. On paper, it boasted an impressive nominal strength of over 340,000 members, swollen by mass mobilization during the siege. In reality, the force was severely under-equipped, lacking standardized uniforms, adequate boots, and reliable supply chains for food and ammunition. Because the battalions were organized geographically by neighborhood, they possessed fierce local autonomy. Guardsmen elected and recalled their own officers based on political popularity rather than military competence. The force was democratic. It was also indisciplined and incapable of coordinated action.

The second-order consequence was catastrophic. The Commune could not mount a cohesive, city-wide military strategy against the Versailles army of 120,000 regular soldiers. Military professionals like General Louis Rossel, appointed Delegate for War, attempted to impose traditional military discipline and centralize the allocation of artillery and munitions. These efforts ended in complete failure. Rossel found himself continually undermined by the factionalism of the Central Committee and the localized stubbornness of neighborhood battalions who refused to fight outside their immediate districts.

This phenomenon manifested in the city’s actual geography. Instead of a unified front line, military defense dissolved into hundreds of disconnected, isolated street barricades. Resources—cannons, rifles, ammunition, food—were hoarded by local battalions rather than deployed where they were strategically required. When Versailles troops finally breached the city walls on May 21, the hyper-localized defensive structure ensured that the Commune could be dismantled piece by piece. Barricade by barricade. Neighborhood by neighborhood. By May 28, it was finished.

The Commune’s decentralized, democratic structure—which had seemed its greatest virtue in March—became its deadliest liability in May. A revolution based on neighborhood autonomy and direct democracy could not generate the centralized resource allocation and unified command necessary to survive against a modern state army. The contradiction was not incidental. It was structural.



The Bureaucracy of Revolution

Yet for all its failures on the economic and military fronts, the Commune demonstrated a surprising capacity to manage the micro-level civic administration of a major metropolis. When Thiers ordered the evacuation of Paris on March 18, he did not withdraw merely the army. He ordered the entire civil bureaucracy to abandon their posts. Tens of thousands of civil servants, postal workers, tax collectors, hospital administrators, and sewage engineers fled to Versailles. The strategy was direct: induce administrative collapse, force the city to surrender to mounting sewage, uncollected garbage, and halted communications.

The working class responded by directly occupying the administrative apparatus. Skilled mechanics, accountants, and trade unionists simply stepped into the vacant offices. The postal service was reorganized and maintained. Communards devised clever logistical workarounds—smuggling letters into suburban zones to bypass the Versailles blockade—while raising wages for postal sorters and porters. The hated imperial police force, the Prefecture of Police, was abolished entirely. In its place, the Commune delegated civil security to neighborhood battalions of the National Guard, replacing constables with citizens.

The Commune initiated the total separation of Church and State, nationalizing church property, abolishing the budget for religious services, and evicting clergy from the management of schools and hospitals. Secular administrators replaced them. Free, compulsory education became law. This was not merely symbolic. It represented a genuine transformation of the relationship between the state and civil society, between religious authority and public administration.

Culturally, this rejection of imperial and religious authority reached its apex on May 16 with the toppling of the Vendôme Column, the monument to Napoleon’s imperialism. The painter and Commune official Gustave Courbet oversaw the destruction. The column fell in the street. It was chopped into pieces. The physical symbol of imperial power was dismantled in an extraordinary public ceremony.

But this administrative substitution was not sustainable. Because the Commune capped salaries and relied on ideological commitment rather than professional bureaucratic training, the administration suffered profound burnout. Council members were simultaneously trying to pass macro-legislation at the Hôtel de Ville while physically returning to their local mairies to manage food rationing and adjudicate disputes. The exhaustion of maintaining a vast municipal infrastructure without trained personnel or adequate capital rapidly eroded operational efficiency as May progressed. By the final weeks, the entire apparatus was running on fumes.



The Margins of Revolutionary Violence

The Paris Commune’s conclusion came swiftly and with appalling violence. Between May 21 and May 28, the Versailles army entered the city and systematically destroyed the last pockets of resistance. The historiography of this final week, the Semaine Sanglante or Bloody Week, has itself been a subject of intense historical revision.

For decades, revolutionary narratives and left-wing historical accounts cited death tolls as high as twenty thousand—turning the massacre into an apocalyptic moment of martyrdom, a sacred justification for future revolutionary struggle. Recent archival scholarship, particularly the meticulous work of Robert Tombs, has substantially revised these figures downward. By careful demographic analysis and cross-referencing of primary sources, Tombs estimates the actual death toll at between 5,700 and 7,400 killed.

Even this revised figure represents an exceptionally brutal massacre—what Tombs describes as “the most ferocious outbreak of civil violence in nineteenth-century Europe.” The revision is not designed to minimize Versailles’s brutality or the real suffering inflicted. Rather, it reflects a scholarly commitment to precision over mythologization. The inflation of the original death toll reflected an urge by contemporary political theorists and subsequent historians to amplify the scale of martyrdom, to make the sacrifice seem even more absolute, to solidify the revolution’s mythological weight. Actual violence was horrific enough. It did not require embellishment.



The Economic Paradox at the Core

The Paris Commune remains vital to historical study not because it was a perfectly executed socialist revolution, but precisely because it was not. The gap between myth and reality is the entire point. By stripping away the retroactive ideological romanticism applied by later Marxist and Leninist theorists, the Commune reveals itself as a desperate, profoundly flawed crisis government attempting to balance radical social aspirations with deeply entrenched conservative economic realities.

The empirical record demonstrates that the Commune’s downfall was heavily precipitated by its own internal economic contradictions. Its macroeconomic strategy was fatally conservative. By protecting the Bank of France, the Proudhonist-leaning Commune willingly starved itself of the capital required to survive. It financed its own destruction through this restraint, effectively subsidizing the Versailles army that would annihilate it. Beslay’s reverence for property was not a minor error. It was the fundamental contradiction that made survival impossible.

Its monetary operations—the 5-franc coins with the trident mark, the frantic management of continuous banknote printing—were isolated achievements that could not counteract the massive liquidity crisis caused by civil war. The symbolic power of the proposed “Travail” inscription on the coin edges revealed revolutionary imagination, but the inscription was never struck. The coins themselves were melted down by Versailles after the Commune’s fall, erasing the physical evidence of this monetary experiment.

On a microeconomic level, the Commune struggled to transition from the trauma of the Prussian siege to a sustainable cooperative economy. Decrees regarding abandoned workshops, the restitution of pawned items, and rent remissions were either severely limited in scope or practically impossible to enforce. Furthermore, the hyper-localization of the mairies and the National Guard—while representing a genuine triumph of decentralized democracy—created a fatal logistical redundancy. The persistent state of dual power prevented the centralized allocation of resources, munitions, and manpower necessary for survival as a unified entity.

The Commune revealed an unresolved problem at the heart of anarchist and Proudhonist economics: the incompatibility between radical decentralization and military survival against a modern state. A government built on neighborhood autonomy, direct democracy, and small-scale property ownership cannot generate the resources, the coordination, the ruthlessness required to fight a total war against a centralized state apparatus armed with massive capital and professional military forces.



Conclusion: When Property Rights Become Suicide

The Paris Commune of 1871 occupies a paradoxical place in revolutionary history. It was simultaneously a genuine upheaval—a moment when ordinary people seized control of a great city and attempted to govern it according to different principles—and a tragic failure driven by internal contradictions rather than military imbalance alone. The Versailles army was larger, better equipped, more professional. But the Commune might have endured longer, might have exacted far greater cost, might have forced genuine negotiation had it seized the Bank of France on March 18.

The revolutionary leadership refused to do so. They insisted on the sanctity of property, the inviolability of credit, the necessity of respecting capitalist financial institutions even while waging war against capitalism itself. This was not cowardice. It was ideological coherence—a commitment to mutualist economics that made expropriation philosophically unthinkable. A true workers’ society, the Proudhonists believed, would be built on respect for property and mutual credit, not on confiscation.

But revolutions do not permit the luxury of philosophical coherence. They demand choices that violate principles. They require the willingness to seize capital, to confiscate resources, to acknowledge that in the moment of civil war, the old rules have ended. The Commune could not make these choices. It attempted to wage revolution within the parameters of bourgeois legality. The result was that it starved while its enemies grew stronger.

This is not a lesson that later revolutions learned easily. But by 1917, the Bolsheviks understood. They would seize the State Bank immediately. They would establish centralized command. They would subordinate democratic localism to military necessity. Whether this made the Soviet Union preferable to the Commune is a question beyond the scope of economics. But it made survival possible.

The Paris Commune’s tragedy was that it held the Bank of France in its hands and did not use it. This single decision, more than any other factor, ensured that seventy-two days would be the full extent of its existence. A revolution that could not rob a bank could not survive against enemies enriched by the bank’s gold. In this contradiction lies the entire story of the Commune’s economic reality—not a failure of workers or commitment, but a failure of revolutionary understanding. It was a revolution that tried to build a new world while respecting the property of the old one. History has not been kind to such attempts. History never is.
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