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Louis Napoleon, nephew of Napoleon (1808-1873) dominated France at midcentury. He was elected president of the Second French Republic, a democratic structure established in 1848. Within three years, he was a dictator and ratified his destruction of the republic. He was the second emperor Bonaparte. He outraged liberals, republicans, and the working class. His politics promised glory and progress. The 1850s were prosperous. He expressed concern for workers. Many voters saw him as sympathetic to the masses. He combined the appearance of democracy with economic expansion. He also censored the press, and manipulated elections. His government was popular among those who feared change. He loosened the controls on the press and legislature, legalized strikes and let workers unionize. His government was much like that in England. Defeat in the Franco-Prussian War brought down his empire. Frustration with defeat led the people to rise up against the politicians who replaced Napoleon III (provisional government). The Paris Commune (1871) began as a refusal to accept defeat and a rejection of the Empire. Ultimately, the Communards (people who fought Prussia) challenged landowners and peasants. The Communards came together and for two months in 1871, they ruled Paris. The Jacobins and radicals of the revolution were their heroes. Adolphe Thiers, the head of the government ordered a siege of Paris. The Communards were defeated. The Commune became legendary. International revolutionaries were convinced that the leaders of other countries were as brutal as Thiers. They said the masses must perfect their organizations for insurrections and violent seizure of power. Other radicals argued for using the ballot box and organizing political parties. In their view, the power of the modern state had become too great for insurrection to lead to revolution. The Paris Commune intensified between social groups. Law and order were reestablished under a harsh peace treaty. France rebuilt its nationality unity and regained its place in Europe. The new government was a republic. The monarchists were the largest group, in which there were two parties: the Legitimists and the Orléanists. The Orléanists agreed to compromise, but the Legitimists refused to accept the tricolor. Disunity made France a republic by default. The republic comprised of a senate and a chamber of deputies, and a prime minister. The president was a figurehead. Unlike Britain, France had many parties and none of them had sufficient strength to provide strong leadership. In the 1880s, scandals and corruption threatened to destroy the republic. The general Georges Boulanger (1837-1891), reminded people of Napoleon III. But when he was expected to seize power, he fled to Belgium and committed suicide. Several republican deputies were implicated in a giant stock swindle involving the Panama Canal. Then there was the Dreyfus affair in 1894. He was accused of having sold secrets to the Germans unjustly because he was a Jew. He was finally cleared in 1906. When the radical republicans won the election, they rooted out the anti-republicans. Complete separation of church and state was ordered, making France a secular state. Despite progress, French economic development lagged. It had few industries and more people lived in rural areas. In the 1880s, trade unionism and political parties with a socialist program made headway toward social reform through democratic parliamentary institutions. France was slow to enact measures for working conditions. These measures were regarded by the elite as socialism and by the socialists as offerings to buy off workers. Radical syndicalism (which advocated bringing industries and government under the control of workers) and anarchism had many supporters. They waged economic war against the state. A wave of strikes beginning in 1909 ended the following year, when the government suppressed a railway strike by conscription strikers. The Third Republic was not popular. Memories of the old country persisted. 


