the coming of the french revolution

The Coming of the French Revolution: A Descent into
Turmoil

The coming of the French Revolution was not a sudden eruption, but rather a slow-burning
inferno fueled by deep-seated social, economic, and political grievances that had festered for
generations. This seismic shift in French history, which ultimately reshaped not only France but also
the course of Western civilization, stemmed from a complex interplay of factors. Understanding the
causes of this transformative period requires examining the rigid social hierarchy of the Ancien
Régime, the crippling financial woes of the monarchy, the burgeoning influence of Enlightenment
ideals, and the widespread discontent among the common people. This article will delve into these
crucial elements, exploring the long-term pressures and immediate triggers that propelled France
towards revolution.
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Understanding the Ancien Régime: A Society Divided

At the heart of the coming of the French Revolution lay the deeply entrenched and inequitable social
structure known as the Ancien Régime. This system divided French society into three distinct orders,
or Estates, each with its own privileges and obligations, though these were far from equal. The First
Estate comprised the clergy, who enjoyed significant wealth, land ownership, and exemption from
most taxes. They held considerable spiritual and political influence, often acting as advisors to the
monarch. The Second Estate consisted of the nobility, a hereditary class that also possessed vast
landholdings, hereditary titles, and numerous feudal rights over the peasantry. Like the clergy, they
were largely exempt from direct taxation, further burdening the lower strata of society. The vast
majority of the population belonged to the Third Estate, a heterogeneous group encompassing
everyone from wealthy merchants and lawyers to urban laborers and impoverished peasants. This
estate bore the brunt of taxation and lacked the privileges and representation afforded to the other



two, leading to growing resentment and a sense of injustice.

The Privileges of the Few

The inherent unfairness of the Ancien Régime's privilege system was a primary driver of
revolutionary sentiment. The First and Second Estates, representing a tiny fraction of the
population, wielded disproportionate power and wealth while contributing little to the nation's
treasury. Their exemptions from taxes, such as the taille (a direct land tax), meant that the burden of
funding the state fell almost entirely on the shoulders of the Third Estate, many of whom struggled
to survive. This stark contrast between the opulent lifestyles of the privileged orders and the
grinding poverty of the masses created a fertile ground for discontent and a yearning for a more
equitable distribution of wealth and power.

The Burden of the Third Estate

The Third Estate, despite its diversity, shared a common grievance: the crushing weight of taxation
and the lack of political voice. Peasants were subject to a multitude of dues and obligations,
including feudal rents, tithes to the church, and various royal taxes. Urban workers faced rising
prices for essential goods, particularly bread, while their wages remained stagnant. Even the
burgeoning bourgeoisie, the educated and often wealthy middle class within the Third Estate, found
their economic ambitions stifled by the rigid social hierarchy and the arbitrary decisions of an
absolute monarchy. This widespread dissatisfaction among the common people was a crucial
element in the coming of the French Revolution.

Economic Crisis: The Monarchy's Financial Implosion

A second major contributing factor to the coming of the French Revolution was the dire financial
state of the French monarchy. Decades of extravagant spending, costly wars, and an inefficient and
corrupt tax system had plunged the royal treasury into deep debt. The costly involvement in foreign
conflicts, most notably the Seven Years' War and the support for the American Revolution, had
drained the nation's resources without yielding commensurate economic benefits. The inability of
the government to reform its financial structure and impose equitable taxation exacerbated the
crisis and further alienated the Third Estate, which was already struggling under the existing tax
burden.

The Costs of War and Extravagance

The French monarchy had a long history of involvement in international conflicts, often driven by a
desire for prestige and territorial expansion. These wars, while sometimes successful in the short
term, came at an enormous financial cost. Beyond military expenditures, the lavish lifestyle of the
royal court at Versailles, with its elaborate ceremonies, expensive furnishings, and large retinue of
courtiers, also represented a significant drain on the treasury. This ostentatious display of wealth
stood in stark contrast to the widespread poverty experienced by much of the population, fueling
public anger and resentment towards the monarchy.



An Inefficient and Unfair Tax System

The primary reason for the monarchy's perpetual financial difficulties was its inability to effectively
tax its wealthiest subjects - the clergy and the nobility. These privileged estates were largely exempt
from direct taxes, leaving the burden of funding the state to fall disproportionately on the Third
Estate. Furthermore, the tax collection system was often farmed out to private individuals, leading
to corruption and inefficiency. Attempts at financial reform, spearheaded by ministers like Turgot
and Necker, consistently met with resistance from the privileged orders, who were determined to
protect their exemptions and privileges, thus hindering any meaningful resolution to the fiscal crisis.

The Spark of Enlightenment: New Ideas in a Changing
World

The intellectual ferment of the Enlightenment played a critical role in shaping the ideological
landscape that paved the way for the coming of the French Revolution. Philosophers and thinkers of
this era challenged traditional notions of divine right monarchy, absolute authority, and the
established social order. Their ideas, emphasizing reason, individual rights, liberty, and equality,
resonated deeply with a population increasingly disillusioned with the existing system. These new
intellectual currents provided a framework for criticism and offered compelling alternatives for a
more just and rational society.

Challenging Divine Right and Absolute Power

Enlightenment thinkers like Jean-Jacques Rousseau and Montesquieu critiqued the concept of the
divine right of kings, arguing that political authority should derive from the consent of the governed,
not from God. Rousseau’s concept of the social contract, which posited that governments are formed
by the people to protect their rights, gained considerable traction. Montesquieu's advocacy for the
separation of powers, advocating for distinct legislative, executive, and judicial branches to prevent
tyranny, offered a blueprint for a more balanced and accountable government. These ideas directly
undermined the legitimacy of absolute monarchy.

The Call for Liberty and Equality

The Enlightenment’s fervent advocacy for individual liberty and equality before the law offered a
powerful counterpoint to the rigid social stratification and arbitrary rule of the Ancien Régime.
Thinkers like Voltaire championed freedom of speech and religious tolerance, while the concept of
natural rights, espoused by thinkers such as John Locke, gained widespread acceptance. The notion
that all individuals, regardless of their birth or social standing, possessed inherent rights and
deserved equal treatment before the law was a revolutionary idea that deeply challenged the
existing order and fueled the desire for fundamental societal change. The dissemination of these
ideas through salons, pamphlets, and books created a growing intellectual class that questioned the
status quo, contributing significantly to the coming of the French Revolution.



The Estates-General and the Dawn of Revolution

The escalating financial crisis forced King Louis XVI to take a momentous step: convening the
Estates-General in May 1789, an assembly that had not met since 1614. This decision, intended to
secure approval for new taxes, inadvertently opened the floodgates of political discourse and
dissatisfaction. The traditional voting system, where each Estate had one vote, immediately became
a point of contention, as the Third Estate, representing the vast majority of the population, found
itself outvoted by the combined power of the First and Second Estates. This procedural deadlock
ignited the immediate sparks of revolution.

The Dispute Over Voting Rights

From the outset, a fundamental disagreement arose over how the Estates-General would conduct its
business. The Third Estate, aware of its numerical superiority, demanded that voting be done by
head, rather than by estate. This would have given them a decisive advantage, allowing them to pass
reforms. The First and Second Estates, fearing the loss of their privileges, insisted on the traditional
system of voting by estate. This impasse paralyzed the assembly and highlighted the deep divisions
within French society, demonstrating that compromise was unlikely under the old rules.

The Tennis Court Oath and the National Assembly

Frustrated by the deadlock and locked out of their usual meeting hall, deputies of the Third Estate,
joined by some liberal clergy and nobles, reconvened on June 20, 1789, at a nearby indoor tennis
court. There, they took the historic Tennis Court Oath, vowing not to disband until a new
constitution for France had been established. This bold act of defiance marked a radical shift in
power, as the Third Estate declared itself the National Assembly, asserting its claim to represent the
true will of the French nation and signaling a direct challenge to the absolute authority of the
monarchy, setting the stage for the coming of the French Revolution.

The Storming of the Bastille: A Symbolic Uprising

The simmering tensions and political ferment reached a boiling point in Paris in July 1789. Fear of a
royalist crackdown, coupled with widespread hunger and the dismissal of the popular finance
minister Jacques Necker, led to widespread unrest. On July 14, 1789, an armed mob, seeking
gunpowder and weapons, stormed the Bastille, a medieval fortress and prison that symbolized the
arbitrary power and oppression of the monarchy. The fall of the Bastille was a pivotal moment, not
only in terms of its immediate impact but also for its profound symbolic significance, marking a
decisive turning point in the coming of the French Revolution.

A Symbol of Royal Tyranny

The Bastille, though holding only a handful of prisoners at the time of its storming, represented the
embodiment of royal absolutism and the lettres de cachet, the king's power to imprison subjects



without trial. Its capture by the Parisian populace was a powerful declaration of defiance and a
rejection of the Ancien Régime's oppressive authority. The event demonstrated that the common
people were willing to take direct action to challenge the established order and that the monarchy’s
power was no longer absolute or unassailable.

The Spread of Revolutionary Fervor

The news of the Bastille's fall spread rapidly throughout France, igniting a wave of revolutionary
fervor and peasant uprisings in the countryside. This widespread insurrection, often referred to as
the Great Fear, saw peasants attacking manor houses and destroying feudal records. The storming
of the Bastille acted as a catalyst, accelerating the dismantling of feudalism and the old order. It
irrevocably demonstrated the power of popular mobilization and underscored that the coming of the
French Revolution was now an unstoppable force, leading to a cascade of radical changes in the
months and years that followed.

Frequently Asked Questions

What were the main underlying causes that led to the French
Revolution?

The French Revolution was a complex event with multiple contributing factors, including deep-
seated social inequality between the three estates (clergy, nobility, and commoners), severe
economic hardship fueled by debt from wars and lavish royal spending, the influence of
Enlightenment ideals emphasizing liberty and equality, and widespread discontent with the absolute
monarchy and its perceived corruption and inefficiency.

How did the Estates-General play a role in igniting the
revolution?

The summoning of the Estates-General in 1789, the first time since 1614, was intended to address
the financial crisis. However, it became a catalyst for revolution when the Third Estate, representing
the vast majority of the population, demanded greater representation and voting power, leading to
their secession and the formation of the National Assembly.

What was the significance of the Storming of the Bastille?

The Storming of the Bastille on July 14, 1789, is a pivotal event symbolizing the beginning of the
French Revolution. It represented a direct challenge to royal authority and the oppressive ancien
régime, as the mob sought gunpowder and weapons from the prison, a symbol of royal tyranny.

How did Enlightenment ideas influence revolutionary
sentiment?

Enlightenment philosophers like Rousseau, Voltaire, and Montesquieu promoted concepts such as
natural rights, liberty, equality, and the separation of powers. These ideas resonated with the



educated bourgeoisie and, through pamphlets and discussions, inspired a desire for reform and a
questioning of the divine right of kings and the privileges of the aristocracy.

What was the role of economic distress and famine in fueling
the revolution?

Years of poor harvests, rising bread prices (a staple food), and burdensome taxation
disproportionately affected the Third Estate. This economic suffering created widespread hunger
and desperation, making the populace more receptive to revolutionary ideas and more willing to
revolt against a government perceived as indifferent to their plight.

How did the absolute monarchy's inefficiencies and perceived
extravagance contribute to the unrest?

The French monarchy, particularly under Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette, was perceived as out of
touch with the struggles of the common people. The lavish lifestyle of the royal court, coupled with
inefficient governance and a failure to address the nation's mounting debt, fueled public resentment
and a demand for a more accountable and representative form of government.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to the coming of the French Revolution, each with a short description:

1. The French Revolution: A Very Short Introduction by William Doyle

This concise overview provides a foundational understanding of the French Revolution's causes, key
events, and immediate aftermath. Doyle skillfully navigates the complex social, economic, and
political factors that propelled France towards radical change. It's an excellent starting point for
anyone seeking a clear and accessible introduction to this pivotal historical period.

2. The Ancien Régime and the Revolution by Alexis de Tocqueville

Tocqueville offers a profound analysis of the long-term historical forces that led to the revolution,
arguing that many of its characteristics were rooted in the preceding centuries of French history. He
explores the nature of absolute monarchy, the persistence of feudal privileges, and the intellectual
climate of the Enlightenment. This work is crucial for understanding the revolution not as a sudden
eruption but as a culmination of deep-seated societal issues.

3. Citizens: A Chronicle of the French Revolution by Simon Schama

Schama's sweeping narrative brings the drama and complexity of the French Revolution to life,
focusing on the experiences of ordinary people and the key figures who shaped its course. He
emphasizes the violence and chaos inherent in the revolutionary process, offering a visceral and
detailed account. This book is renowned for its vivid storytelling and its exploration of the
revolution's radicalization.

4. The Coming of the French Revolution by Georges Lefebvre

Lefebvre meticulously dissects the immediate causes of the revolution, paying particular attention to
the economic distress and social tensions prevalent in the late 18th century. He highlights the
crucial role of the peasantry and the bourgeoisie in instigating the upheaval. This classic study
remains essential for understanding the specific conditions that made revolution inevitable.



5. A New World Begins: The History of the French Revolution by Jeremy Popkin

Popkin offers a comprehensive and up-to-date history of the French Revolution, integrating recent
scholarship into a compelling narrative. He examines the revolution's causes, its tumultuous
unfolding, and its lasting global impact. The book provides a balanced perspective, exploring both
the aspirations and the brutal realities of the revolutionary period.

6. Liberty: The Story of France by John Merriman

While not solely focused on the revolution, Merriman's broader history of France dedicates
significant attention to the intellectual and social currents leading up to 1789. He explores the
Enlightenment's influence and the growing dissatisfaction with the monarchy and aristocracy. This
book situates the revolution within the larger, centuries-long development of French identity and
political thought.

7. The French Revolution: From Enlightenment to Tyranny by lan Davidson

Davidson traces the trajectory of the revolution from its idealistic beginnings to the Reign of Terror,
examining the interplay of political ideas and social forces. He critically assesses the Enlightenment
thinkers' contributions and how their concepts were interpreted and implemented during the
revolutionary period. The book offers a nuanced perspective on the revolution's complex legacy.

8. The French Revolution: A People's History by Michel Vovelle

Vovelle offers a perspective from within French historiography, emphasizing the revolutionary
impulse of the masses and the cultural shifts that accompanied the political upheaval. He delves into
the popular culture, religious changes, and the formation of a new national consciousness. This work
provides a rich understanding of how the revolution permeated French society at all levels.

9. The French Revolution and the Creation of Modern Political Culture edited by Keith Baker

This collection of essays explores the intellectual and ideological foundations of the French
Revolution, examining how new concepts of citizenship, sovereignty, and rights emerged. It delves
into the rhetoric, symbols, and political practices that defined the revolutionary era. The book is
essential for understanding the revolution's impact on the development of modern political thought
and discourse.
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