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◦ Topic 3: THE FRENCH REVOLUTION

◦ INTRODUCTION:

◦ In 1789 a major revolution occurred in France where the people rose 

up and overthrew the king. They replaced a very unfair social system 

with a republic. However the bloodshed continued long after the 

monarchy was overthrown and the king and queen executed.

◦ The French revolution can be seen as a hinge point in European 

history, and was a very influential events that encourages the 

revolutionary aspiration of oppressed people around the world. The 

French Revolution spawned the idea that the common people of a 

country could overthrow the old monarchies and this inspired 

revolutions across Europe and beyond.



What is a revolution?

◦ A revolution occurs when one system of government is overthrow 

and is replaced with a different system.

◦ A revolution often entails a complete change of political, 

economic and social life.



Conditions that made a revolution 
probable in France:

◦Revolutions happened for a variety of reasons, and can 

be a result of a complex set of circumstances. This was 

certainly the case with the French Revolution of 1789, 

which stemmed from both long-term causes and short-

term causes.



Long-term causes:

◦ Some of the causes could be economic, influenced by the 

manner in which the wealth of a society is produced and shared 

out. Some could be political, influenced by the way the monarch 

or government wields its power. There are also intellectual 

causes, which creates an atmosphere for events to happen.



Short-term causes:

◦Are those that occur just before the revolution and help 

to ignite it. For example, sudden food shortages could 

spark off a revolution that had been brewing for 

decades.



The causes of the French Revolution:

◦ The causes of the French Revolution are commonly 

viewed as the political, social and economic conditions 

in France at the time, the failure of the reforms to this 

system, the influence of the French philosophers, and 

the influence of the American War of Independence.



The political conditions in France in the 
18th century:

⮚Three kings of the 18th century: Louis XIV – 14th, Louis XV – 15th, 

Louis XVI 16th.

⮚The reigning French king enjoyed absolute power.

⮚Louis 16th proclaimed – “I am the state.” & “This is legal because I 

wish it”

⮚The monarch claimed to rule by divine right, the so-called God-

given power to do as he pleases. His authority came with the 

blessing of the Roman Catholic pope.



⮚The king could also wield the “letter de cachet” by which he could 

have anyone arrested, imprisoned, exiled or even executed without 

a trail.



Louis XIV(14th ) also called himself the Sun King. Ruled end of 17th

century and beginning of 18th. He was a strong ruler but spend all 
the states money on wars and construction of the Palace of 
Versailles.



Louis XV:

◦ Was a weak ruler and lost much prestige. He forced his 15 year 

old son into an early marriage with a princess, Marie Antoinette, 

for political reasons.



Louis XVI:
⮚The reluctant king.

⮚Quiet and shy person.

⮚Happier hunting, building immaculate furniture and becoming a 

highly talented clock smith.

⮚Inherited a France already in dire financial state.

⮚He was an indecisive ruler.

⮚The monarchy was already unpopular when he became king.

⮚He was known as the “absent king” – he hid away in Versailles.

⮚He had a reputation for being influenced to much by his wife.

⮚The king could summons the Estates-Generals to advise him. The 

Estates-Generals was an assembly of 600 members: 200 from the 

Church,200 from the nobility and 200 from the Third Estate. The Estates-

General had not been summoned since 1614.



The Social conditions in France in the 18th century:

⮚There is three sections of French society, called the First, Second 

and Third Estates.



The First Estate: The clergy

⮚ The First Estate was made up of the clergy,

who were members of the church such as 

cardinals, abbots, bishops and priests.

⮚ The upper clergy was open to members of the nobility.

⮚ The members of the upper clergy numbered around 60 000.

⮚ The members of the clergy were corrupt and worldly. They lived in 
luxury and splendour.

⮚ Church revenue sustained them, some of them lived off the state 
in the palace of Versailles.

⮚ The church owned 10% of land in France.

⮚ There was no freedom of worship.

⮚ Peasants paid a 10 % tithe to the church every year.

⮚ The clergy paid no taxes.

⮚ The lower clergy were paid poorly and supported the Third Estate.



The Second Estate: The nobility

⮚Titles of land were given to men who gave excep-

tional military support and service to the king, 

making them noble of the sword.

⮚Nobles of the cloth payed huge amount of money for their title.

⮚Titles were hereditary.

⮚Nobles leased land to the peasants.

⮚They levied heavy feudal dues on the peasants. 

⮚The nobles also claimed a portion of the peasants crops.

⮚The nobles were exempt from direct taxes and military service.

⮚They could not be sentenced to death or corporal punishment.

⮚They held all the chief positions in the army, navy, state and church.



The Third Estate: peasants, serfs and the bourgeoisie:

⮚This Estate encompassed 92% of the population of

France, and was made up of the bourgeoisie and

serfs.

⮚The bourgeoisie (middle class) was made up of

relatively well-educated and well-trained people. This class 

included businessmen, traders, bankers, teachers, lawyers, doctors 

and writers.

⮚They resented the restrictions of the ancient regime, by which 

they were excluded from all key positions in the army, navy, state 

and Church – not because of lack of ability but by their birth.

⮚They had no say in how France was administered.



⮚ The peasants also resented the heavy burden of 

excessive taxation. They had to pay the church tithes, 

feudal dues, property tax and salt tax. Up to 80% of their 
earnings were spent on taxation. 

⮚The peasants had to do forced unpaid labour for the Church, state 
and the nobles.

⮚The peasants had no rights, but they were not so much concerned 
about their freedom, just about fairness.

⮚The serfs were the lowest of the three groups in the Third Estate.

⮚They were almost like slaves living on the estates of the nobles.

⮚They owed military and agricultural services to the noble.

⮚With the noble’s permission they could cultivates small plots of land.

⮚Serfs had to obtain permission to leave the estate.





The economic conditions in France in 
the 18th century:
◦ Irresponsible state expenditure:

◦ Throughout the 18th century the 
French monarchs spent money 
irresponsibility in order to maintain 
France’s prestige as Europe’s leading 
nation, and also as a sign of their 
personal power.

◦ Louis XIV spent a lot of money on 
protracted wars, specially against 
Britain. This was a long-standing feud. 
He also built the palace of Versailles. 
He became known as the “Sun King’ 
due to his excessive extravagance 
and the splendor of his court.



⮚Louis XV also wages wars, but was less 

successful. The wars were massively 

expensive, like the Seven-Years War 

versus Britain. He also awarded huge 

sums to attract support both inside 

France and from neighboring powers. 

Huge debts had been run up by the 

end of his reign in 1774.

⮚Louis XVI eventually broke the bank 

with his involvement in the American 

War of Independence in an attempt to 

defeat Britain. France was on the verge 

of bankruptcy owing to financial loans 

from bank in Switzerland and Austria, as 

well as from other royal families.



⮚The total debt accumulated 

until it reached 4 000 million 

livres by 1788. Annual tax 

income = 560 million livres, 

total expenditure = 630 

million in 1788. This situation 

was unsustainable.



Inefficient tax system:

⮚The Third Estate suffered enormous tax 
burdens.

⮚The Church and nobles were expected to 
pay taxes voluntarily, but they did not as it 
had been common practice not to over the 
centuries.

⮚Tax collecting or tax farming was a privilege 
handed down by the king. Collectors were 
generally so corrupt and extracted such 
massive profit that only one third of taxes ever 
reached the state coffers.



Customs barriers and high trade duties:

⮚Within France, customs barriers existed 

between towns, making the movement of 

produce inside the country expensive. This 

restrictions made food more expensive. This 

seriously affected the Third Estate, particularly 

the poor.

⮚High duties on export articles also severely 

restricted trade.



Poor harvests:

⮚In the summer of 1788 there was a severe drought, 

and in the winter that followed there were floods. This 

resulted in poor harvests, which sent food prices 

soaring, especially that of bread, the staple food for 

the Third Estate.

⮚Hunger became commonplace for the peasants 

and city dwellers.

⮚Food riots inevitably occurred as people suffered 

from lack of food.

⮚The military had to keep the peace in marketplaces 

around France.



Failure of economic reforms:

⮚Louis XVI reluctantly realised that 

Reforms were the only possible way to 

solve the financial crisis. Even then, 

opposition from Marie Antoinette and 

the courtiers undermined the proposal 

for reform presented by his controllers-

general. The king remained weak and 

indecisive.



⮚Anne- Robert –Jacques 

Turgot, the controller-general 

on Louis’s accession to the 

throne, proposed to the king 

that he:

⮚Tax the Second Estate – the 

Nobles.

⮚Abolish internal customs –

Free trade inside France.

⮚Reduce royal 

expenditure.

◦ But the queen and the nobles 

prevailed upon the king to 

dismiss him.

◦ The queen was nicknamed 

‘Madame Deficit’ by people 

of the Third Estate.



⮚Jacques Necker, a Swiss banker, 
became the new controller-general. 

⮚He recommended a royal policy of 
strict supervision of income and 
expenditure for all spheres of the 
regime.

⮚He then issued a national balance 
sheet which showed how the nobles 
were wasting state income.

⮚He too was dismissed by the king 
owing to intense 

pressure from 

the court.

⮚ The next controller-general, Charles-

Alexander de Calonne, asked the king 
to approve the taxation of the nobles. 

The king was reluctant to tax the nobles 
as he was afraid that they would resist.

⮚ Calonne then advised the king to calla 

meeting of the Assembly of Notables in 

the hopes that they would support tax 

reform. Some did, such as Marie-

Joseph Lafayette, who was a noble 

who had fought during the American 
War of Independence. However most 
of the nobles resisted his 

ideals.

⮚ Calonne was also 

dismissed.



⮚Louis then re-called Necker, 

who advised the king to call the 

Estate-General and get official 

support to tax the nobles 

through this body.

⮚Initially reluctant, and despite 

major misgivings, the king 

eventually agreed. He 

acknowledged that France was 

bankrupt and a solution had to 

be found to solve the massive 

financial problems of the realm.



The influence of the French Philosophers:

⮚Up to the revolution, most French people were 

unquestioning of their unequal society and the 

manner in which it was organised.

⮚In the mid -1700s, a group of writers emerged who 

began to write criticism of the manner in which 

France was governed.

⮚These philosophers did not produce clear 

programmes for change, but rather their ideas were 

influential and underlay the demands of change 

that later emerged.

⮚All the principal philosophers had died before the 

1789 revolution broke out.



⮚The philosopher with the greatest 

influence was the so-called ‘Apostle of 

freedom’ Jean-Jacques Rousseau(1712-

1780).

⮚He firmly believe that the object of 

government was the happiness of the 

greatest number of people. He proposed 

that monarchs ruled by the will of the 

people and not by divine right.

⮚He put his faith in the ‘general will’ or ‘best 

conscience’ of the people and thought 

that the individual should be subordinate 

to the community.



⮚In this book The Social Contract he 

wrote, Man is born free, and he is 

everywhere in chains…’

⮚Rousseau’s writings had a profound 

impact on politics through France, 

and elsewhere.

⮚The revolutionary cry for 

‘Liberty,equality,fraternity’ grew out 

of Rousseau’s publications.



⮚ Jean Francois Arouet, better known as 

Voltaire (1694-1784), was a dramatist, 

historian, poet and scientist. He was 

critical of French life, particularly the 

Roman Catholic Church. He remained 

fearless in this criticism, and even spent 

time in the Bastille of Paris, which was a 
fortress used as a jail.

⮚ On one occasion he said, 'I disapproved 

of what you say, but I will defend to the 

death your right to say it.’ This summed up 
his position on freedom of speech.

⮚ In his book Candide ,Voltaire mocked the 

king, the Church and the nobles for their 
position of privilege.



◦ The Baron of Brede and 

Montesquieu, Charles-Louis 

de Secondad, normally 

called Montesquieu, (1689-

1755) was another influential 

philosopher. He praised the 

British constitution for 

separating the legislative, 

judicial and executive 

functions. He said that when 

these are combined the 

result is tyranny.



⮚Dennis Diderot(1713 – 1784) led a prominent group of philosophers, the so-

called Encyclopaedist. They wrote an account of what they thought was all 

human knowledge, and this Encyclopaedia became a criticism of every 

possible aspect of the ancient regime.

⮚This Encyclopaedia presented the ideas of the philosophers in a way that 

was accessible to the Third Estate.

⮚Turgot (Louis XVI’s minister of finance) and the National Assembly were 

influenced by Diderot.

⮚The court physician to Louis XV, Francois Quesnay, contributed to Diderot’s 

encyclopaedia and became the leader of the Economists group.

⮚They believed that natural laws should be allowed to operate without 

interference and were therefore opposed to privilege or monopolies. They 

recommended a single land tax, so that the privileged and wealthy would 

pay the most due to their vast land holdings.



⮚They wanted a benevolent monarch who would 

use absolute power for the benefit of the people.

⮚Many of the philosophers ideas were picked up by 

politically minded people in other publications.

⮚A pamphlet from 1775 stated that, ‘Man is born 

free. No man has any natural authority over his 

peers. Force alone gives no such a right. The 

power to make laws belong to the people and the 

people only.’ This pamphlet was banned by the 

king.

⮚Philosophers from outside of France were also 

influential, most notably the English writer Adam 

Smith. He wrote in the Wealth of Nations that the 

people should be free to conduct business without 

government interference – a laissez-faire 

philosophy of economics. 



American war of Independence (1775-1783):

⮚The French philosophers influenced political thought 
in the colonies of North America.

⮚Thomas Paine wrote (anonymously) a pamphlet 

called Common Sense(1776). This stated that it was 

the natural right of the American colonists to revolt 

against a tyrannical government (that of King 
George of England).

⮚Thomas Jefferson wrote the Declaration of 
Independence (1776).

⮚The French army and navy fought in the American 

War of Independence and brought back ideas of 
liberty to France in 1783.



⮚Within five years of the American 

War of Independence, the French 

state was bankrupt and forced to 

embark on reform.

⮚When a new political system was 

established in France, the ideas of 

Paine and Jefferson affected the 

thinking of the National Assembly 

and the National Constituent 

Assembly.

⮚Thomas Paine ended up going to 

Paris and being elected to serve on 

the revolutionary government.



ESSAY QUESTION:
Question 1:

The contribution of the philosophers to the French Revolution 

was fundamental – they provided the intellectual and 

philosophical ideals for the political leadership in 1789.

Does this statement really explain the causes of the French Revolution? 

Discuss what you regard as the most important causes. Use suitable 
examples as proof.



Answer to Question 1:
◦ INTRODUCTION:

◦ For centuries, the idea that rulers had been placed on their thrones by God and were protected by God had been 

widely accepted. The ‘divine right of kings’, as it was called, was convenient for the kings as it meant that whatever 

they did could be claimed to be the will of God. Anyone who opposed the monarch’s policies was thus opposing 

the will of God and was therefore sinful and disloyal. The result of this idea being widely believed was the continued 

oppression of the European population. Challenging this taken-for-granted idea was a necessary step before 

meaningful change could occur.

◦ PARAGRAPHS:

◦ The challenge came from a number of political philosophers. France had several important and influential 

philosophers during the 18th century whose work influenced the educated people. These educated people 

absorbed the ideas of the philosophers and worked out how they could use them to resolve the problems 

confronting France. As a result of the pamphlets and books written, increasing numbers of people became aware of 

the possibilities of change.

◦ Jean Francois Arouet, better known as Voltaire, was very critical of aspects of French life and especially the Church, 

which he attacked viciously. He had great influence over the ideas of Frenchmen. He insisted that everyone was 

entitled to their own opinion and should have the freedom to express it. As a result of his writings people became 

more critical of the ancient regime. 



Denis Diderot, outspoken in his criticisms of the French social system, became spokesman for a group of free 

thinkers, the Encyclopaedists. He became the editor of an enormous encyclopaedia that ended up being a 

massive criticism of the ancient regime. The many volumes made a big contribution to the spread of new ideas 

in France.

The court physician to Louis XVI, Francois Quesnay, contributed to Diderot’s encyclopaedia and became the 

leader of a group known as the Economist. They believed that natural law should be allowed to operate 

without interference and were therefore opposed to privilege or monopolies. They recommended a single land 

tax. Which would result in the privileged paying the most tax owing to their land holdings.

Montesquieu was a man whose ideas on politics and government gained great influence. He criticised the 

French state in his writings and concluded that when the same group or person has the responsibility to create, 

carry out and interpret the law, the result must be tyranny.

But the philosopher with the greatest influence was the ‘apostle of Freedom’, Jean-Jacques Rousseau. He 

believed that the object of government was the happiness of the greatest number of people. In his book, The 

Social Contract, he put forward the theory that monarchs ruled by the will of the people. This had a profound 

impact on the changes brought about in France and hence elsewhere.

CONCLUSION:

Most of these philosophers were not calling for a republic. However they initiated a new way of thinking that 

gathered momentum and eventually resulted in revolution and a republic. Their ideas also had an important 

effect on the thinking of the National Assembly and its successors in creating a new system of government in 

France.



Good day my brilliant students…

◦ Activity 1:

◦ Write your own version of essay 1. Write it on a piece of paper. Use the essay above as 

well as your textbook and other relevant sources to write our essay.

◦ Use your best academic stile.

◦ I want a impressive introduction and conclusion with 4 to 6 paragraphs content.

◦ Be well…


