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The causes and course of the French Revolution:

THE KEY REVOLUTIONARY IDEAS:
• The three key revolutionary ideas were liberty, equality and fraternity.
• The call for liberty was a call for individual human rights: freedom of choice, freedom of
choice, freedom of speech, and freedom of religion. People wanted a say in how they
were governed.
• The call for equality was a call for identical rights for all and the removal of privileges. It
was a call for equal opportunity.
• The call for fraternity (brotherhood) was a call to people to work together towards the
same ideals.

The significant
events during
the revolution:
-The calling of
the Estate –
General:

• The Estate-General was an elected
assembly that was organized into the
three estates: clergy, nobility and the
rest of France, called the Third Estate.
It had last met in 1614.
• Louis XVI called for Estate-General to
meet on the advice of Necker, who was
hoping it would support tax reform in
which the Church and the nobles
would be obliged to pay taxes.
• Elections for the Estate-General were
held on 5 May 1789.

Significant events
during the
revolution: The
calling of the
Estates-general:

• Representative of the Third Estate
could only be voted in by men who
were at least 25years of age, resident
in a voting constituency, and who paid
taxes and had property. Thus the
chosen representatives of the Third
Estate were mainly lawyers, middleclass officials and writers. They were
also all male.
• The Church and nobility elected their
own representatives.
• There were 1 021 delegates at the
Estates-General – 300 Clergy, 291
Nobles and 610 members of the Third
Estate.
• Books of grievances were compiled to
list problems.

Significant events
during the
revolution: The
calling of the
Estate-General:

• On 5 May 1789 the Estate-General
convened in Versailles. The conference
was opened by Louis XVI then began a
3-hour speech by Necker.
• The delegates from the Third Estate
were disappointed that each delegate
did not have a vote. Instead they were
told that each estate had one vote,
Making the vote of the Third or Second
Estate. The Third Estate complained
about that.
• The Third Estate took a radical step on
17 June 1789. The members called
themselves the National Assembly, an
assembly of the people. They invited
the other two estates to join them.

Significant event
during the
revolution: the
calling of the
Estate-General:

• Many members of the clergy did join
this National Assembly, as well as some
of the noble.
• The National Assembly met in an
indoor tennis court on 20 June 1789,
and in the Tennis Court Oath they
swore that they would not separate
until they had given France a
constitution.
• The king made some concessions to
the National Assembly, but he also
called the military to Paris and
Versailles.

Maximilien Robespierre was a young
idealistic lawyer and a deputy of the Third
Estate at the Estates-General.

The Storming of the
Bastille:

• In 1788/89 France had suffered both floods and drought.
• Owing to crop failure as a result of inclement weather, the price of bread
escalated.
• The king dismissed Necker because he published inaccurate accounting of the
governments debts. The people in Paris presumed this dismissal was a move
against the National Assembly because the king also summoned more soldiers
– mostly mercenaries.
• Open rebellion began on 11 July 1789. Looting, rioting and chaos ensued,
spurred on by agitators against the king.
• Some of the French Guard joined the Paris Mob. They were armed and trained.
• The Paris Mob set their eyes on the large weapons stash at the Invalides
complex and the Bastille.
• The Bastille, a jail that was a symbol of the king’s power and authority, fell after
several hours of combat.

• Governor Bernard de Launey ordered a ceasefire to prevent a massacre and
he let the mob inside in exchange for a promise that he and his unit could
leave the building safely. In spite of this, the Paris Mob killed and decapitated
him, parading his head through Paris.
• Although the Paris Mob had believed that the Bastille was holding many
political prisoners, at the time it was found to hold just seven minor
prisoners.
• The mob then went to the city hall and butchered the mayor.
• The king briefly recalled Necker. He also appointed General Marquis MarieJoseph Lafayette as commander-in-chief of the National Guard of Paris.
• Civil authority rapidly deteriorated, random acts of violence and theft broke
out country-wide.
• Nobles fled the country in fear of their lives, becoming emigres in
neighboring countries.

• This spirit of popular sovereignty(the right to vote for your representative to
govern you) spread through France.
• Armed militias were formed and there was unrest in the countryside in
response to grain shortages, called the Great Fear.
• Rumors gave rise to paranoia, which contributed to the collapse of law and
order.
• By November most of the Bastille had been destroyed.

The National
Constituent
Assembly:

• The National Constituent Assembly was formed on 9 July 1789 from the ranks
of the National Assembly. It started a draft a constitution, and after the
storming of the Bastille in July it was this body that was governing France.
• On 4 August 1789 the National Constituent Assembly abolished feudalism.
• The tithes of the First Estate (Church) and the seigniorial rights of the Second
Estate (nobles) were swept away. All special privileges were abolished.
• On 26 August 1789 the National Constituent Assembly published the
Declaration of the Rights of Mand and of the Citizen which defined people’s
rights. However this was a statement of principles and not a constituent with
legal effect.
• Honoré Mirabeau, head of the National Constituent Assembly, led the move
to address the continuing financial crisis and gave Necker complete financial
authority.

The Women’s March on Versailles:

• On 1 October 1789 the women of Paris, inflamed by rumours of the tricolour
revolutionary cockade being trampled by the king’s bodyguards, as well as the
harsh economic situations they faced, started to gather in the marketplace.
• The women of Paris then marched to the city hall demanding these concerns
be addressed. They demanded an end to apparent royal effort to block the
National Constitution Assembly, and for the king and his administration to
move to Paris as a sign of good faith in addressing widespread poverty.
• Unsatisfactory responses saw as many as 7 000 women join the March on
Versailles with canons and rifles.
• Lafayette headed 20 000 National Guardsmen at Versailles to keep order and
protect the monarchy.
• Members of the mob stormed the palace, killing several guards.
• Lafayette convinced the king to move to the Tuileries Palace in Paris on 6
October 1789 under the ‘protection’ of the National Guard.

Changes to the Church:

• The property of the Church was deemed by the National Constituent Assembly
to be at the disposal of the nation.
• Thus the nation took on the responsibility for paying the clergy, and caring for
the poor, the sick and the orphaned.
• The National Constituent started to sell off church property according to a new
law called the Civil Constitution. This led to a schism between those who chose
the pope and those who sided with the nation.
• An attempt was made to replace the Roman Catholic Church with the Cult of
Reason and civic festivals – a radical de-Christianisation.
• This perceived persecution of the church led to a counter – revolution known
as the Revolt of the Vendee.

Factions in the National
Constituent Assembly:

• Factions in the National Constituent Assembly began to become clear.
• The extreme right wing was led by Jacques Cazales and Abbe Maury and opposed
the revolution.
• The Royalist Democrats were centre-right and wanted a two level parliament like the
British House of Lords and House of Commons.
• The National Party, Containing Mirabeau, were centre-left and wanted France to be
a republic.
• The extreme left wing was led by Maximillian Robespierre, a lawyer from Arras.
• The National Constituent Assembly abolished the ancient regime and all its symbolic
paraphernalia, which further alienated the conservative nobles.
• Despite pressure and criticism, Mirabeau would not allow a new election until the
constitution was complete. This was because of the Tennis Court Oath.
• Jean-Paul Marat was a left-wing political writer who ran various newspapers
criticising those in power.
• Political clubs emerged. The Jacobin Club was the foremost, with 152 members by
10 August 1790.

Change to the political, judicial and
economic system:

• The National Constituent Assembly continued to work on developing the
constitution.
• The legislators abolished all hereditary offices other than the monarchy.
• A new judicial organisation made all magistrates temporary and independent
of the throne.
• Jury trails were put in place.
• All trails were put in place.
• All internal trade barriers were abolished.
• Strikes were made illegal.
• Guilds were abolished, and individuals had the right to practise a trade by
purchasing a government licence.
• In the beginning of 1791 the National Constituent Assembly considered
legislation against the emigres. The debate was about the safety of the
revolution against the liberty of an individual to leave France. Mirabeau
managed to hold off legislation against emigres temporarily.

The royal
family tries to
escape:

• Louis XVI, encouraged by Marie Antoinette and his younger brother, Comte de
Artois, opposed the course of the revolution.
• The royal family decided to take refuge at General Boulle’s military camp at
Montmedy. They fled dressed as servants, with their servants dressed as
nobles, on the night of 20 June 1791.
• But the king was arrested at Verennes on 21 June 1791. The royal family
returned to Paris and were placed under guard.
• The National Constituent Assembly provisionally suspended the king.

Completion of the
constitution:

• The National Constituent Assembly supported the idea of a constitutional
monarchy and not a republic; with the monarch as little more than a
figurehead.
• The Assembly finally produced the constitution of 1791. This allowed for a
limited monarchy with new legislative assembly that had the power to make
laws, collect taxes and to decide on the issues of war and peace.
• Men got the vote, but not women.
• Louis XVI swore an oath to this constitution.
• A petition was created by Jacques Brissot, which aimed to reject this new
constitution. This was meant to be signed by the people. In support of this
petition, George Danton and Camille Desmoulins gave militant speeches to a
large crowd in the Champs de Mars.
• The Assembly called for the National Guard under Lafayette to preserve the
order.

• A massacre followed. The people hurled paving stones and the military
responded by opening fire and killing close to 50 people.
• Authorities closed many political clubs and Danton fled to England while Marat
went into hiding in France.
• Meanwhile on the suggestion of Maxmilliem Robespierre the members of the
National Constituent Assembly debarred themselves from the Legislative
Assembly, which would succeed them.
• They compiled the constitutional laws they had passed into a document
without revisions. It was accepted and signed by Louis XVI before the National
Constituent. Assembly, which promptly adjourned on 30 September, 1791.

Failure of the
constitutional
monarchy:

• France was now a constitutional monarchy.
• Louis XVI shared power with the Legislative Assembly.
• This Legislative Assembly was made up at relatively inexperienced politicians.
• It consisted of Fuedallants (constitutional monarchists) on the right, and
Girondists (liberal republicans) and Jacobins (radicals) on the left, as well as
other deputies who were not affiliated to any club or political party.
• The Legislative Assembly lasted for nearly a year but degenerated into chaos,
falling in its attempt to govern.
• There were disagreements between the king and the various factions about
the position of the clergy and the status of emigres. The law regarding emigres
stated that they would lose their estates. This led to a constitutional crisis.
• The military was unorganised.
• The treasury was empty.
• The ordinary people still did not own land and were still poor.

Constitutional
crisis:

• The Paris Commune controlled Paris and it was able to mobilise whole
neighbourhoods for protests or violent action to further the revolution, and it
spawned radical republican political clubs.
• On the night of 10 August 1792, a crowed under the auspices of the Paris Commune
attacked the Tuileries Palace.
• The Swiss Guard, the palace security unit, was massacred.
• At this time just over one third of the members of the Legislative Assembly were
present, of whom the vast majority were the left-wing republican Jacobins.
• The Paris Commune sent mobs into the Paris prisons, where they massacred 1400
prisoners, mostly nobles and priests, as they saw them as a threat to the new
government. The Paris Commune sent messages to other cities in France to follow
their lead. The result became known as the September Massacres.
• The Legislation Assembly offered little resistance and decided that a new body, the
National Convention, needed to be voted for and should then draw up a new
constitution.
• On 20 September 1792 there was a meeting of the radical National Convention,
which became the de facto government of France.

Foreign
invasion:

• European depots were afraid of losing their power like Louis XVI had.
• In the 1791 Declaration of Pillnitz, Austria, under the rule of Marie
Antoinette’s brother, Leopold II, as well as Prussia, declared that the crisis of
the monarch in France was concern to all European monarchs.
• France declared war on Austria on 20 April 1792, which began the War of the
First Coalition (1792-1797).
• Despite declaring war, Louis XVI hoped that the international coalition would
defeat the French army and restore him to the throne.
• The Girondins and Feuillants wanted to wage war in order to protect the
revolution at home, while Robespierre wanted to consolidate the revolution at
home first.
• Austria and Prussia invaded France.
• The French army initially in disarray after much of the officer corps had fled as
emigres.

• It faced a number of defeats before winning the Battle of Valmy against
Prussia on 20 September 1792. Prussia withdrew.
• The French defeated the Austrians at the Battle of Jemappes on 6 November,
1792 and they took over most of the Austrian Netherlands (present day
Belgium and Luxembourg, which were Austrian possessions at the time).
• This brought Britain and the Dutch Republic into the war.
• The British-led coalition invaded France in 1793 in an attempt to assist in the
restoration of the monarchy.
• The French army suffered a number of deaths.
• Under Lazare Carnot conscription was introduced and the army enlarged.
• The army managed to quell rebellions in the western and southern regions of
France.

• The French then won against the Coalition Army(Britain, Dutch Republic,
Hanover and the Habsburg monarchy) on 26 June 1794 at the Battle of
Fleurus.
• Under Carnot, the ‘Organiser of Victory’, the French armies took Holland on
19 January 1795 and declared it the Batavian Republic.

The National
Convention:

• The National Convention was an assembly that was more radical than earlier
assemblies. It first met on 20 September 1792.
• The Jacobins were in control of this body.
• It abolished the monarchy of this republic.
• The coalition armies threatened to retaliate if the French population resisted
reinstatement of the monarchy. They declared their position in the Brunswick
manifesto.
• Louis XVI appeared to be conspiring with the enemies of the Republic of
France.
• On 17 January 1793, after a trail by the National Convention, Louis XVI was
found guilty of ‘conspiring against the public liberty and the general safety’, as
well as treason, by trying to escape France and trying to get the support of
the well as treason, by trying to escape France and tying to get the support of
the queen’s brother, the Emperor of Austria, to overwhelm the Revolution.

• He was condemned to death by a vote of 361 to 288, with 72 others wanting a
delay of the execution.
• Louis XVI was guillotined on 21 January 1793 as Citizen Louis Capet in the
Place de la Revolution (now the Place de la Concorde).
• European royalty was horrified. Many previously neutral countries joined the
coalition against the Republic of France.

The reign of
terror:

• The invasion of France made the republicans become even more radical as
they were determined to protect the republic.
• The National Convention delegated power to two bodies:
The Committee of Public Safety, which then governed France, and
The Revolutionary Tribunal, which was to put on trail all ‘enemies of the state.

• Jacobins gained control of the Committee of Public Safety and used terror
against perceived counter-revolutionaries.
• Robespierre, ‘the Incorruptible’, became the most influential member of this
committee.
• Marat was another of the Jacobin leaders, a journalist who promoted the idea
of revolution. He was an extremist voice of this revolution, and was
assassinated by the Girondist Gorday on 13 July 1793.
• Conscription was introduced.
• Promotion was based on merit, not heredity.
• Women and children had to work in factories making military hardware.

• The state used violent repression to crush resistance.
• The reign of terror saw many thousands of people guillotined, shot, drowned
an cannonaded. Many were innocent.
• People were accused of desertion, evading the draft, hoarding, rebellion, and
for not actively supporting the revolution, or other minor crimes.
• Of the people executed, 6% came from the clergy, 8% had come from the
nobility, 14% from the middle class, and 72% from other parts of the Third
Estate. Not only those who had been privileged in the ancien regime were
persecuted.
• Marie Antoinette was also guillotined.
• The Jacobins disagreed with each other over the Reign of Terror. Danton, who
had been a leader in the 1791 uprising against the king, was guillotined by
Robespierre and his radicals.

• Robespierre intensified the reign of terror, but moderate members of the
National Convention united against the radical Jacobins.
• Robespierre was then executed by guillotine.
• The Terror ended when the laws making it possible were revoked.
• Edmund Burke, a member of the British parliament, had warned ‘When
ancient opinions and rules of life are taken away, we have no compass to
govern us.

The
directorate:

• In 1795 the National Convention drew up a new constitution.
• Executive power in the new Republic of France was placed in the hands of five
directors (the Directorate), who were backed by two councils.
• The Directorate was given five aims to accomplish:
•
•
•
•
•

Restore internal order.
Secure peace on the borders of the nation.
Rectify the finances of the nation.
Raise the standard of living, and
Ensure freedom of religion.

• The right to vote was given only to those who owned fixed property and paid
taxes.
• The Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen(1789) was replaced by
The Declaration of Rights and Duties (1795).

• The statement that ‘men are born free and with equal rights’ was an
important piece of wording that was left out of the new declaration.
• The five directions were challenged by the remaining radical Jacobins.
• The people of Paris were angered by the Declaration of Rights and Duties.
• The challenges from the Jacobins and the people were quelled by a young
artillery officer and war hero, Napoleon Bonaparte. He was promoted to the
position of commander-in-chief of the army and called the ‘Saviour of the
Revolution’.

The role of the ordinary people in the
revolution:

• The poor harvest of 1787-1789 led to food shortages, which pushed up the price of
bread.
• Riots broke out owing to the hard times and hunger.
• Rumours arose that Louis XVI had sold off the food reserves to help pay the national
debt, and that royal troops were going to occupy Paris.
• About 800 people afraid of the situation sought arms to defend themselves by
breaking into the armoury of the Paris regiment in the Invalides complex.
• These people, the Paris Mob, took to the Bastille, the ancient fortress of Paris.
• All around France people attracted royal officials, as well as raiding farms and the
homes of noble in search of food.
• On 5 October 1789 a crowd of about 6 000 women marched on Versailles armed
with rudimentary weapons. They protested about the troops in Paris and the lack of
bread and high prices. The women rioters broke into Versailles, stealing flour stocks
and threatening the royal family.
• On 6 October 1789, Louis and his family were escorted to the Tuileries Palace where
they remained as virtual prisoners under the watch of ‘the people’.

• The National Assembly, afraid of the violence of the mob, abolished feudal
rights and dues. Right of the mill and oven, tithes and forced labour on public
works were abolished to quell the violence of mobs around France.
• The law had now started to express ‘the will of the people’. On 26 August
1789 the Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen cemented that.
• More attacks on the followed, such as the Storming of the Tuileries on 10
August 1792, when about 20 000 armed citizens marched on the palace
determined to dethrone Louis XVI. The Swiss Guard were massacred and the
palace was wrecked. Louis XVI was suspended from office and the royal family
were imprisoned.
• The action of the people had dethroned the king by 21 September 1792.
• Louis XVI was beheaded on 21 January 1793. Ordinary people had mobilised
themselves and changed the course of history.

