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This text distills patterns which can be detected across four historical revolutions: the English (1642), 

American (1776), French (1789), and Russian (1917) revolutions.  Brinton first isolates patterns common 

in pre-revolutionary societies: Broadly speaking, the following factors can be found (not necessarily in 

their original sequence): First all societies were on the economic upgrade (perhaps the pie was growing 

even if most slices were shrinking).  Second, these revolutions were not instigated by the destitute but by 

“not-unprosperous people”.  Third, class tension can be found to exist prior to these revolutions.  Fourth, 

before these revolutions really escalated, there is an early period of hope and optimism, which was 

eventually crushed.  Fifth, these revolutions are preceded by ideological insecurity or defection, and by 

political ineptness by the elites.  Sixth, the government becomes inept or inefficient in the period leading 

up to the revolution.  According to Brinton the “major elements” of the early stages of these revolutions 

“fall into a pattern of uniformities—financial breakdown, organization of the discontented to remedy this 

breakdown (or threatened breakdown), revolutionary demands on the part of these organized 

discontented, demands which if granted would mean the virtual abdication of those governing, attempted 

use of force by the government, its failure, and the attainment of power by the revolutionists.”  Brinton 

notes that the initial revolutionaries are generally moderates, to be supplanted by extremists (less so in 

the American revolution), with power more or less passing “from Right to Left until it reaches a limit 

usually short of the most extreme or lunatic Left”, attaining to a “Reign of Terror” dominated by a 

“strong man” (e.g., Cromwell, Robespierre, Lenin) before returning to a more moderate condition.  

Brinton famously likened political revolution to a fever, with prodromal symptoms; then moderate and 

then extreme stages; to be followed by a convalescence, a return back to a society that may be altered, 

but in many respects still more closely resembling the status quo ante than might be expected.  Ultimately 

the established society was “stronger than the forces trying to destroy or alter it”; as Brinton famously 

said: “There is something heartless in saying that it took the French Revolution to produce the metric 

system…”.  Although Anacyclosis itself occurs over centuries, Brinton’s analysis is useful to show 

uniformities that may again occur at certain inflection points in the process owing to the uniformity and 

predictability of human nature.  As Brinton himself stated: “Men’s desires are the same, whether they 

ride toward their achievement in airplanes or on horseback.”   

Chapter 9.  A Summary of the Work of Revolutions.  II.  Some Tentative Uniformities.   

When all necessary concessions are made to those who insist that events in history are unique, it remains 

true that the four revolutions we have studied do display some striking uniformities.  Our conceptual 

scheme of the fever can be worked out so as to bring these uniformities clearly to mind.  We shall find it 

worth while, in attempting to summarize the work of these revolutions, to recapitulate briefly the main 

points of comparison on which our uniformities are based. 

We must be very tentative about the prodromal symptoms of revolution.  Even retrospectively, diagnosis 

of the four societies we studied was very difficult, and there is little ground for belief that anyone today 

has enough knowledge and skill to apply formal methods of diagnosis to a contemporary society and say, 

in this case revolution will or will not occur shortly.  But some uniformities do emerge from a study of the 

old regimes in England, America, France, and Russia. 

First, these were all societies on the whole on the upgrade economically before the revolution came, and 

the revolutionary movements seem to originate in the discontents of not unprosperous people who feel 
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restraint, cramp, annoyance, rather than downright crushing oppression.  Certainly these revolutions are 

not started by down-and-outers, by starving, miserable people.  These revolutionists are not worms 

turning, not children of despair.  These revolutions are born of hope, and their philosophies are formally 

optimistic. 

Second, we find in our prerevolutionary society definite and indeed very bitter class antagonisms, though 

these antagonisms seem rather more complicated than the cruder Marxists will allow.  It is not a case of 

feudal nobility against bourgeoisie in 1640, 1776, and 1789, or of bourgeoisie against proletariat in 1917.  

The strongest feelings seem generated in the bosoms of men—and women—who have made money, or at 

least who have enough to live on, and who contemplate bitterly the imperfections of a socially privileged 

aristocracy.  Strong feelings, too, as James C. Davies suggests, are roused in those who find an intolerable 

gap between what they have come to want—their “needs”—and what they actually get.  Revolutions 

seem more likely when social classes are fairly close together than when they are far apart.  

“Untouchables” very rarely revolt against a God-given aristocracy, and Haiti gives one of the few 

examples of successful slave revolutions.  …  It is difficult to say why the bitterness of feeling between 

classes almost equal socially seems so much stronger in some societies than others—why, for instance, a 

Marie Antoinette should be so much more hated in eighteenth-century France than a rich, idle, much 

publicized heiress in contemporary America; at any rate the existence of such bitterness can be observed 

in our prerevolutionary societies, which is, clinically speaking, enough for the moment. 

Third, there is what we have called the transfer of allegiance of the intellectuals.  This is in some respects 

the most reliable of the symptoms we are likely to meet. … it can be observed in all four of our societies. 

Fourth, the governmental machinery is clearly inefficient, partly through neglect, through a failure to 

make changes in old institutions, partly because new conditions—in the societies we have studied, pretty 

specifically conditions attendant on economic expansion and the growth of new monied classes, new 

ways of transportation, new business methods—these new conditions laid an intolerable strain on 

governmental machinery adapted to simpler, more primitive, conditions. 

Fifth … many individuals of the old ruling class—come to distrust themselves, or lose faith in the 

traditions and habits of their class, grow intellectual, humanitarian, or go over to the attacking groups. … 

The dramatic events that start things moving, that bring on the fever of revolution, are in three of our four 

revolutions intimately connected with the financial administration of the state.  In the fourth, Russia, the 

breakdown of administration under the burdens of an unsuccessful war is only in part financial.  But in all 

our societies the inefficiency and inadequacy of the governmental structure of the society come out 

clearly in the very first stages of the revolution.  There is a time—the first few weeks or months—when it 

looks as if a determined use of force on the part of the government might prevent the mounting 

excitement from culminating in an overthrow of the government. … in all four [revolutions] their attempt 

was a failure. … 

Yet one is impressed in all four instances more with the ineptitude of the governments’ use of force than 

with the skill of their opponents’ use of force.  …  In the actual clash—even Bastille Day, Concord, or the 

February Days in Petrograd—only a minority of the people is actively engaged.  But the government hold 

over its own troops is poor, its troops fight halfheartedly or desert, its commanders are stupid, its enemies 

acquire a nucleus of the deserting troops or of a previous militia, and the old gives place to the new.  Yet, 

such is the conservative and routine-loving nature of the bulk of human beings, so strong are habits of 

obedience in most of them, that it is almost safe to say that no government is likely to be overthrown from 

within its territory until it loses the ability to make adequate use of its military and police powers.  That 

loss of ability may show itself in the actual desertion of soldiers and police to the revolutionists, or in the 

stupidity with which the government manages its soldiers and police, or in both ways. 
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The events we have grouped under the names of first stages do not of course unroll themselves in exactly 

the same order in time, or with exactly the same content, in all four of our revolutions.  But we have listed 

the major elements—and they fall into a pattern of uniformities—financial breakdown, organization of 

the discontented to remedy this breakdown (or threatened breakdown), revolutionary demands on the part 

of these organized discontented, demands which if granted would mean the virtual abdication of those 

governing, attempted use of force by the government, its failure, and the attainment of power by the 

revolutionists.  …  The group which dominates these first stages we call the moderates, though to 

emotional supporters of the old regime they look most immoderate.  They are not always in a numerical 

majority in this stage….  But they seem the natural heirs of the old government, and they have their 

chance.  In three of our revolutions they are sooner or later driven from office to death or exile.  …  In 

these revolutions power passes by violent or at least extralegal methods from Right to Left, until at the 

crisis period the extreme radicals, the complete revolutionists, are in power.  …  It is therefore 

approximately true to say that power passes on from Right to Left until it reaches a limit usually short of 

the most extreme or lunatic Left. 

The rule of the extremists we have called the crisis periods.  This period was not reached in the American 

Revolutions, though in the treatment of Loyalists, in the pressure to support the army, in some of the 

phases of social life, you can discern in America many of the phenomena of the Terror as it is seen in our 

three other societies.  … 

The extremists are helped to power no doubt by the existence of a powerful pressure toward centralized 

strong government, something which in general the moderates are not capable of providing, while the 

extremists, with their discipline, their contempt for half measures, their willingness to make firm 

decisions, their freedom from libertarian qualms, are quite able and willing to centralize.  Especially in 

France and Russia, where powerful foreign enemies threatened the very existence of the nation, the 

machinery of government during the crisis period was in part constructed to serve as a government of 

national defense.  Yet though modern wars … demand a centralization of authority, war alone does not 

seem to account for all that happened in the crisis period in those countries. 

What does happen may be a bit oversimply summarized as follows:  emergency centralization of power in 

an administration, usually a council or commission, and more or less dominated by a “strong man”—

Cromwell, Robespierre, Lenin; government without any effective protection for the normal civil rights of 

the individual—or if this sounds unrealistic, especially for Russia, let us say the normal private life of the 

individual; setting up of extraordinary courts and a special revolutionary police to carry out the decrees of 

the government and to suppress all dissenting individuals or groups; all this machinery ultimately built up 

from a relatively small group—Independents, Jacobins, Bolsheviks—which has a monopoly on all 

governmental action.  Finally, governmental action becomes a much greater part of all human action than 

in these societies in their normal condition:  this apparatus of government is set to work indifferently on 

the mountains and molehills of human life—it is used to pry into and poke about corners normally 

reserved for priest or physician, or friend, and it is used to regulate, control, and plan the production and 

distribution of economic wealth on a national scale. 

This pervasiveness of the Reign of Terror in the crisis period is partly explicable in terms of the pressure 

of war necessities and of economic struggles as well as of other variables:  but it must probably also be 

explained as in part of the manifestation of an effort to achieve intensely moral and religious ends here on 

earth.  The little band of violent revolutionists who form the nucleus of all action during the Terror 

behave as men have been observed to behave before when under the influence of active religious faith.  

Independents, Jacobins, Bolsheviks, all sought to make all human activity here on earth conform to an 

ideal pattern, which, like all such patterns, seems deeply rooted in their sentiments.  A striking uniformity 

in all these patterns is their asceticism, or if you prefer, their condemnation of what we may call the minor 

as well as the major vices.  Essentially, however, these patterns are a good deal alike, and all resemble 

closely what we may call conventional Christian ethics.  Independents, Jacobins, and Bolsheviks, at least 



www.anacyclosis.org 
 

Copyright Prentice Hall, Inc., 1965, New York, NY 

This excerpt has been reproduced for nonprofit educational purposes as permitted by 17 U.S. Code § 107. 

during the crisis period, really make an effort to enforce behavior in literal conformity with these codes or 

patterns.  Such an effort means stern repression of much that many men have been used to regarding as 

normal …. 

… 

Certainly … none of our revolutions quite ended in the death of civilization and culture.  The network 

was stronger than the forces trying to destroy or alter it, and in all of our societies the crisis period was 

followed by a convalescence, by a return to most of the simpler and more fundamental courses taken by 

interactions in the old network.  More especially, the religious lust for perfection, the crusade for the 

Republic of Virtue, died out…. 

The equilibrium has been restored and the revolution is over.  But this does not mean that nothing has 

been changed.  Some new and useful tracks or courses in the network of interactions that makes society 

have been established, some old and inconvenient ones—you may call them unjust if you like—have been 

eliminated.  There is something heartless in saying that it took the French Revolution to produce the 

metric system and to destroy lods et ventes and similar feudal inconveniences, or the Russian Revolution 

to bring Russia to use the modern calendar and to eliminate a few useless letters in the Russian alphabet.  

These tangible and useful results look rather petty as measured by the brotherhood of man and the 

achievement of justice on this earth.  The blood of the martyrs seems hardly necessary to establish 

decimal coinage. 

Yet those who feel that revolution is heroic need not despair.  The revolutionary tradition is an heroic one, 

and the noble beliefs which seem necessary to all societies are in our Western democracies in part a 

product of the revolutions we have been studying.  They were initiated, even in Russia, by Peter Gay’s 

“party of humanity”.  Our revolutions made tremendous and valuable additions to those strands in the 

network of human interactions which can be isolated as law, theology, metaphysics and, in the abstract 

sense, ethics.  Had these revolutions never occurred, you and I might still beat our wives or cheat at cards 

or avoid walking under ladders, but we might not be able to rejoice in our possession of certain 

inalienable rights to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness, or in the comforting assurance that one 

more push will bring the classless society. 

… [These revolutions] took place in societies increasingly influenced by the “Industrial Revolution,” 

increasingly subject to those changes in scale which our modern conquests of time and space have 

brought to societies.  Thus the Russian Revolution directly affected more people and more square miles of 

territory than any previous revolution; its sequence of events compresses into a few months what in 

England in the seventeenth century had taken years to achieve; in its use of the printing press, telegraph, 

radio, airplanes and the rest it seems, as compared with our other revolutions, definitely a streamlined 

affair.  But again we may well doubt whether such changes of sale are in themselves really important 

factors.  Men’s desires are the same, whether they ride toward their achievement in airplanes or on 

horseback.  Revolutions may be bigger nowadays, but surely not better.  Our prophets of doom to the 

contrary notwithstanding, the loudspeaker does not change the words. 

… 

 

* * * 


