1 The causes of the French

Revolution from 1774 and
the events of 1789

The structure of the Ancien Régime

revco

Social divisions

In the eighteenth century, France was divided into
‘estates’, or social classes. These were official divisions,
and affected legal status and taxation.

The First Estate - the clergy

The clergy formed less than 0.5 per cent of the
population but the Church owned roughly one-tenth of
French land. It controlled almost all education, most
hospitals and poor relief. It had powers of censorship and
published the government’s messages. In many towns the
clergy dominated while in the countryside the parish
priest (curé) was influential.

The Second Estate - the nobility

There were roughly 120,000 nobles, less than one per

cent of the population, but they owned between a quarter

and a third of French land. There were three levels

within the nobility:

® The noblesse d’epée lived with the King in the palace at
Versailles and were very wealthy, provided the King’s
advisers, ambassadors, intendants and ministers and
had access to royal patronage.

® The noblesse de robe were nobles created by the
monarchy selling legal and administrative offices in
return for a hereditary title. In 1789 there were over
70,000 venal offices.

® Most other nobles lived on their country estates. Many
were not wealthy. They were jealous of court nobles,
protective of their own status and privileges, and
dependent on their feudal rights.

The Third Estate

The Third Estate made up the rest of society and

consisted of nearly 28 million people:

® At the top were the bourgeoisie (middle class), who
lived mostly in towns. By 1789 they were growing in
wealth and numbers. They owned most industrial and
all commercial capital, about one-fifth of all private

French wealth and roughly one-quarter of French
land. Often their ambition was to become part of
the nobility.

® In the countryside were the peasants, over 80 per cent
of the population. The majority farmed at subsistence
level and worked as labourers on the land, in industries
or as migrant workers in towns.

® In the towns were the small property owners, skilled
workers and unskilled labourers.

Privileges and burdens

The First and Second Estates had considerable privileges.
The clergy paid no taxes. Instead the Church made a
voluntary annual grant of about 16 million livres, just

5 per cent of total Church income. The nobility were
exempt from the heaviest tax, the faille (land tax), and the
corvées royales (labour service on the roads). They paid
some newer taxes linked to income but were often able to
avoid paying the full amount. They were exempt from
military conscription although many volunteered to
fight by buying commissions. The bourgeoisie, though
often richer than the nobles, were frustrated because the
nobles dominated the higher posts in the army and the
Church and had tax privileges denied to commoners.
Thus a well-educated and prosperous part of French
society was increasingly resentful.

The peasantry which included some of the poorest in
society, carried the heaviest burden. To the lord of the
manor (the seigneur) they paid rents and taxes on their
grain harvest and some had to do labour service. To the
state they paid the taille and the gabelle (salt tax). They also
did labour service on the roads. They could be
conscripted or have soldiers billeted upon them. They
paid the tithe to the Church. For many, their main
concern was to stay alive and this was dependent on the
price of bread. Many richer peasants resented the burden
of dues and taxes.
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the events of 1789

1 The causes of the French Revolution from 1774 and

and Calonne to deal with them

Financial problems and attempts by Turgot, Necker

Royal debt

In 1774 Louis XVT’s biggest problem was money. The

monarchy was heavily in debt due to the costs of foreign
Wars:

Estimated cost

War of Austrian
Succession (1740-48)

1 billion livres

Seven Years’ War
(1756-63)

1.8 billion livres j

Louis could not pay off the debt. Even in peacetime royal
income was not enough to cover expenditure because of
the size of the interest payments. In the short term the
crown borrowed from international banks but in the long
term this just made things worse. The decision to go to
war in support of the American colonies against Britain
made the financial situation worse.

Inefficient tax system

Most royal income came from taxation. This was not
enough because:

@ The nobles, the King’s richest subjects, were exempt
from most taxes.

® Tax collection was both chaotic and incomplete
because of all the regional differences.

@ Tax farming reduced the crown’s income. The
Farmers-General paid an agreed sum in advance for
the right to collect certain taxes. What they collected
above that sum was their profit.

Attempts to improve royal finances

Louis tried to follow a policy of reform to improve royal
finances. The Controller General was the minister
responsible.

Turgot

In 1774 Louis appointed Anne-Robert-Jacques Turgot as
Controller General. Turgot was influenced by the ideas
of the physiocrats. He removed price controls and
abolished guilds and proposed a new property tax. His
reforms and the way he went about them aroused great
hostility from those whose interests were threatened.
Louis dismissed him in 1776.

Necker

Instead, in 1777, Jacques Necker, a Swiss banker, was
appointed. He tried a different route of reforming royal
expenditure and increasing the royal share of farmed
taxes. He tried to cut venal offices, but this drew hostility
from the nobles who held them.

Necker’s key mistake was advising Louis that France
could afford to enter the American War of Independence
when it could not. This war cost an estimated 1.3 billion
livres, so royal debt increased.

In 1781 Necker issued the first public report on royal
finances to show that, in his view, they were in good
order. However, some of the minor details of court
expenditure were seized upon as examples of extravagant
royal spending by enemies of the monarchy. This lost
Necker the support of the court and he resigned.

Calonne

From 1783 Louis’ chief minister, the Vicomte de
Calonne, managed the royal finances by selling offices
and by lavish spending. The spending maintained
confidence in the monarchy, which meant that it could
raise loans. However, Calonne recognised that this could
not continue indefinitely and that reform was still
needed. He hoped to make changes when a number of
taxes were due for renewal in 1787. But events overtook
him. Calonne was unsuccessful in raising loans in 1785,
and in early 1786 and in August 1786 he told Louis that
the government was close to bankruptcy.

The financial situation by 1789 was particularly bad, with
a deficit of 126 million livres and interest on debt taking

51 per cent of total spending — more than the 36 per cent
spent on defence.

Importance of financial problems

The financial problems were of great importance because
they revealed the weakness of the crown and opened the
King and Queen to accusations of extravagance. They
also led to attempts to involve the nation in reforms of
finance, first by calling a special Assembly of Notables in
1787 (see page 18) and then the consultative and legislative
assembly of the different classes of France that had met
intermittently between 1302 and 1614, the Estates
General, in 1789. It was this that led to the Revolution.
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1 The causes of the French Revolution from 1774 and the events of 1789

Social discontent and economic problems from 1787

REVISED

Social discontent

As well as absolutism and an unfair tax system, the other major source of resentment in French
society was corruption at court and in the Church. The system of selling offices (venality)
provided income for the monarchy and a bloc of supporters but also led to wasteful corruption
and blocked the advancement of those with talent.

There were complaints about the Church. Curés (parish priests) complained they were poor
because they did not receive the entire tithe. Instead the archbishops, bishops and abbots who
often collected it kept most. These higher clergy enjoyed huge incomes which made such
positions very desirable. As they were in the personal gift of the King they were secured by court
nobles as careers for their younger sons. This led to problems of absenteeism and pluralism.

The privileges of the court nobles were resented by other nobles. Meanwhile the privileges of the
nobility were resented by all the other classes, especially the peasants.

There was a lot of discontent among the middle classes about privilege and the unequal burden of
taxation. There was a big expansion of books, newspapers and journals in the eighteenth century
and the French middle classes grew in political awareness. There were widespread debating clubs
among professionals, both in Paris and the provinces, and an interest in the ideas of the
Enlightenment.

Economic problems
The countryside

Conditions across the French countryside varied but foreign travellers, like the Englishman
Arthur Young, noted a great deal of rural poverty. Poor harvests between 1770 and 1789 were a
major reason for increased hardship. A longer-term issue was land holding. On a man’s death, his
land was divided equally among his heirs rather than going to the eldest son. The cumulative
effect of this was smaller estates. By 1789, roughly a quarter of French farmland was owned by
small peasant farmers and much of the rest rented out in small plots. This led to subsistence
farming, with no incentive to make improvements in methods or crops. Agricultural problems
also adversely affected the woollen industry, which added to rural poverty.

Towns

There was a dramatic growth of towns in the eighteenth century. Towns grew because of the
growth in industries (for example, silk in Nimes) and in foreign trade (for example, ports like
Nantes). This growth led to problems and tensions in urban populations.

Most of France’s wealthiest and most educated people lived in towns. These were the nobles and
bourgeoisie, a few manufacturers and the skilled craftsmen who were organised into guilds.
Besides them, there were small property owners, shop-keepers and artisans. However, the
majority of the populations of towns were unskilled workers and the urban poor.

Paris had grown in size considerably in the eighteenth century and its poorer districts had become
densely populated. Poorer people, including many small traders, craftsmen and labourers, lived in
overcrowded and unhealthy conditions. They depended heavily on bread, and any sudden rises in
prices would cause hardship and trigger public disorder. Bread riots were a common feature of
urban life. There could also be attacks on unpopular employers, as in the riots against the
wallpaper manufacturer Réveillon in Paris in April 1789.

Conditions in 1789

The harvest of 1788 was disastrous. The weather in the early months of 1789 was the coldest in
living memory and food prices steadily rose to a high point on 14 July 1789.
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1 The causes of the French Revolution from 1774 and the events of 1789

The Estates General and events in Paris in 1789

The National Assembly, 17 June 1789

The three estates were meant to meet separately. Thus,
the nobles, the clergy and the Third Estate would be in
separate rooms as they were three distinct classes of
society. But the Third Estate argued for voting by head
rather than by class. That is, they wanted every member
of the Estates General, whether nobleman, clergyman or
commoner, voting individually, which would have meant
meeting together. The nobility and clergy voted against
this. The representatives of the Third Estate were more
numerous, so they would be outvoted. Thus there was
deadlock because of the lack of agreement about the key
issue of how the Estates General would vote.

On 10 June the Third Estate voted to begin verifying
deputies’ credentials (i.e. whether they were indeed the
representatives of their local areas) without the clergy and
nobles. This was an essential preliminary to starting
discussions. A few clergy joined them. On 17 June the
Third Estate voted to call themselves the National
Assembly. They claimed to represent the French nation,
to speak for the people. Some historians, like William
Doyle, see this as the key event of the whole Revolution
— the new Assembly claimed its authority not because the
King had summoned representatives but because the
people had chosen them.

The Tennis Court Oath

Louis tried to regain the initiative by holding a séance
royale. Preparations involved closing, without
explanation, the Third Estate’s (now National Assembly’s)
meeting room. Angry at what they saw as a despotic act,
the deputies moved to a nearby indoor tennis court and
swore an oath not to disperse until they had given France
a constitution.

At first the King opposed both voting by head and also
the new Assembly; but he gave way as popular opinion in
Paris turned against the nobility and there were rumours
that the Palace of Versailles was going to be invaded by
the people. Louis ordered the nobles and remaining
clergy to join the Third Estate in the National Assembly.
This was a major turning point. The King had been
unable or unwilling to control events.

Revolt in Paris - the storming of the
Bastille, 14 July 1789

Louis took action to try to restore order in the last week
of June, moving more troops into the Paris/ Versailles
area. It was feared that he was planning to dissolve the
National Assembly, using force if necessary.

|
|

e |
11 July

With over 20,000 troops in the area, Louis felt strong
enough to dismiss the popular minister Necker. This was
to spark mass discontent in Paris. The National Assembly
was renamed the National Constituent Assembly.

12 July

News of Necker's dismissal spread in Paris and inflamed a
tense situation. High food prices had already led to
rioting. Necker was seen as the minister to solve the
economic crisis. Radical orators like Desmoulins
claimed that a massacre of the supporters of reform was
planned. People armed themselves. There were violent
clashes with royal troops. The Paris electors (those who
had chosen the representatives of the Estates General) set
up a citizens’ militia to maintain order.

13 July

Barricades were erected to stop any more royal troops
entering Paris. In Versailles the Constituent Assembly
called for the removal of all troops.

14 July

This was the first Journée of the Revolution. Parisians seized ‘
muskets and cannon from the arsenal, Les Invalides. They
then went to the Bastille, a royal fortress and prison, for the
gunpowder and cartridges stored there. Troops in the
Bastille fired on the crowds and 93 were killed. The people
and some members of the Garde Frangaise stormed the
fortress. Launay, the governor, surrendered and was then
murdered. The Paris mob — later to be known as the
sans-culottes — had shown their power and neither the new
National Assembly nor the King had been able to stop
them. Louis had lost control of the armed forces in Paris.
An important precedent had been set for political violence
achieving results, as the King gave way and made
concessions.

15 July

Louis visited the National Constituent Assembly to
announce that he was withdrawing all troops from Paris
and Versailles. In Paris the electors formed themselves
into the new revolutionary council, the Commune,
and turned the citizens’ militia into the National Guard,
commanded by Lafayette. They wanted to keep the
sans-culottes under control.

17 July

Louis now had to share power with the National
Assembly. He recalled Necker and visited Paris, where he
recognised the legality of the Commune and the
National Guard. The Comte d’Artois, Louis” youngest
brother, went into exile, as did many other nobles in the
following weeks. They believed the royal cause was lost.
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The October Days

REVISED

The changes voted by the Assembly in August were not legal without the King’s acceptance.
Louis refused to agree and once again there was a stalemate. Both the King and the Assembly
were at Versailles. In Paris there was growing unrest.

The suspensive veto

On 11 September the deputies voted to allow Louis a suspensive veto. He could delay laws for up
to four years but not veto them completely. They wanted a constitutional monarchy. However, it
was not clear that the King would share power. On 14 September he summoned loyal troops
from the Flanders Regiment to Paris and they arrived on 28 September.

Unrest in Paris

The flight of many aristocrats from Paris had hit many trades and there was unemployment. Food
was not being brought to market by the peasants and bread was in short supply. The middle-class
leaders of the Paris Commune and the National Guard established to protect property faced a
great deal of revolutionary agitation from orators like Jean-Paul Marat stirring up the crowds.
The National Guard struggled to maintain order, especially as bread shortages triggered riots.
Meanwhile radical journalists like Desmoulins and Marat reported on National Assembly debates
and portrayed the supporters of a royal veto as unpatriotic. They advocated direct action by the
people. The King was urged to flee but decided to remain at Versailles without any clear plan of
either embracing the Revolution or overturning it.

The King insults the Revolution

On 2 October the King seemed to show his disdain for the people by insulting the new
revolutionary flag — the Tricolor — at a banquet for the Flanders Regiment. This was seized upon
by the radical orators and large crowds, hostile to the King and particularly to the Queen,
gathered on 3 October. Marie Antoinette had become particularly unpopular; she was disliked as
a foreigner and it was believed that her extravagance had caused financial problems and that she
had undue influence over the King.

The march to Versailles

This triggered a violent reaction, a second Journée. On 5 October women in Paris seized weapons
and marched on Versailles. The National Guard would not stop them. The commander of the
National Guard, the Marquis de Lafayette, was ordered by the Commune to follow the marchers.

At Versailles the deputies of the National Assembly had to welcome the marchers. Louis was
forced to agree to the August Decrees. Next day the crowd broke into the palace and the Queen
was threatened. The National Guard restored order but both the royal family and the deputies
were forced to agree to go to Paris.

The King had declined to use force again and returned to Paris from Versailles in a procession
accompanied by the National Assembly deputies.

The results of the October Days

Both the National Constituent Assembly and the royal family were now essentially prisoners in
the centre of Paris, where they were vulnerable to the power of the crowds. The King had
accepted the major changes of August and now was faced with making the experiment of
constitutional monarchy work, but he would be under pressure from the Paris mobs.
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