PART 1 THE CONOUEST OF LIBERTY

.

-

.

20 August: Catonne proposés financial referms to the King.

22 February: The King convenes the Assembly of Notables to discuss fiscal reform.

8 April: The King dismisses reforming finance minister Calonne and appoints Brienne in his place.

25 May: The King closes the Assembly of Notables.

August: The law courts {pariements} of Paris and Bordeaux rebef against the King's autherity and are exiled,
19 November: The King exerts authorlty upon the law courts in the ‘royal session’.

3 May: The Paris parfement states that the King has a duty to submit new laws to the parements and that
new taxes can only by imposed by agreernent with the natien, as represented by the Estates-General.

8 May: The King tries to disempower pariements by redefining their role and powers.

June--July: The first phase of the revoluticn is often referred to as the ‘aristocratic’ or nahle revolt,
referring to the fact that resistance came from the nobles in the Assembly of Notables and the
parlements. Note, however, that even at this early stage resistance came from cther soctal groups, such
a5 the Lrban crowds that supported the parfernents, These law courts defy the King; town populations
demonstrate in favour of the judges.

8 August: The King calls a meeting of Estates-General for May 1789,

16 August: The royal treasury suspends payments, a near equivalent of bankruptey.

24 hugust: Finance minister Brienne resigns; the more poputar Necker is recalled.

25 September: The King reopens parfements. The Paris parfernent demands that the Fstatas-General
meet and vete by order. : .
October—December: Assembly of Notables meets again to discuss the organisation of the Estates-General.
27 Dacember: Concession of doubling of the number of deputies for the Third Estate.

24 lapuary: Formal call for Estates-General to meet.
February: Publication of Sieyés' What /s the Third Estate?
February—May: Flection of deputies to the Estates-General at Versailles. Drafting of Books of Grievances.
27-28 April: Crowds attack and destray Reveitlon factory. Class conflict?

5 May: Opening of the Estates-General. King maintains traditional henorific distinctions between orders.
& May: Controversy aver voting by erder or by head. Third Estate demands voting by head.

20-22 May: Clergy and nobility accept principle of equality in taxation.

13 June: Some parish priests join the Third Estate.

17 June: The second stage of the revolution is often loosely referrad to as the hourgeois revolt, referring to
the fact that the deputies of the Third Estate now steppad forward and claimed a new constitutional role for
themselves. Note, however, that cther social groups, such as liberal nobles and liberal priests also supported
them. The Third Estate declares that it virtually is the nation and declares itself to be a national assembly.
50 June: The Third Estate retreats to a commercial tennis court and swears not to dishand until thera is
a constitution. .

23 June: The Naticnal Assembiy defies the royal order to retum to discussion by order.

25 June: A deputation of nobles joins the Third Estate.

27 June: The three orders unite.

30 June: The King orders troops to Paris.

2-10 July: Despite popular protests against troop presence, the King refuses to withdraw them.

11-13 July: Increasing agitation in Paris. The King dismisses Necker. The third stage of the revolution is
often called the revalt of the urban werking classes — Desmoulins exhoris the people to arm themselves.
14 July: The capture of the Bastllle. :

BEFORE THE REVOLUTION

The first and mest obvious change caused by a revolution is the transformation
of a nation's political system. It is important to understand the nature of this
system because it provides clues about the reasons for the revolution. We should
zsk what sorts of pressures were being placed on this government and why it was
gither umwilling or simply unable to make changes that might have saved it.

In France, the political system was an absolute manarchy, in which the King
ruled with almast complete personal authority; unaccountable to & parfiament.
The French monarchy had been progressively formed during the 15th and 16th
centuries, but it was forged into a pewerful regime during the reign of Louis XIV
(1643-1715), the ‘Sun King'.

Although ihe power of the monarchy dectined slightly during the period of
the Regency and the relgn cf Louis XV, this alone does not explain the sudden
crisis and collapse of this regime in 1787-1789. The King's autharity was
considerable because it was made up of a number of interwoven elements of
power. The first of these was the po cal theory of ahsolutism itself. The second
-was its religious support, the belief that the King ruled by the will of God, hence,
‘rule by divine right. The third was the dynastic authority enjoyed by a King who
belonged to a iong ling of rulers from the Bourbon royal family. The fourth was
the military authority enjoyed by the King, who was supreme commander of the
armed farces. Before a revolution can occur, all of these elements of royal pawer
would have to be seriously weakened.
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who reigned in the 17th
century, being as all-
powerful as the sun

ahsolutism

political system in which
the pawer of a ruler is
unchecked

rule hy divine right

a political helief that the
king had been placed on
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PART 1 THE CONGUEST OF LIBERTY

L.

The Speech of M de Lamaignon on Royal Authority, 19 Novemhber 1787

These principles, universally recognised by the Nation to be true, prove that sovereign [absclute £d.] power
in the kingdem belongs fo the King alone. That he has oniy to account to Ged afone for the exercise of

his supreme power. That the bond uniting the King and the Nation can never be dissolved, That muiual
Irterasts and duties between the King and his subjecis assure the perpetufty of this umion. That the Nation’s
Interasts require that th
the Nation and Is one with the Nation. Finally, that the legisiative power resides in the person of the King,
independently, and cannot be divided.*

1 How does this document explain the principle of ‘rule hy divine right'?
2 How does this document explain the relationship between the King and the subjects who form ‘the Nation'?
3 Does the writer believe that the King's legislative role {power to make laws) can ke shared with anybedy else?

e rights of its ruler should not be altered. That the King is the sovereign head of

A

TheKing exercised complete control of the executive functions of government,
such as declaring war and making peace. He ruled through a cabinet of ministers
called the Conncl of State, to whom he

.ﬂu. 1 Why was the King's authority a very personal, and
- almast abselute, form of rule?
LY 2 Inwhat way did the Catholic Church confirm and
o strengthen the power of the King?
L.

simply issued orders. Since the King could
replace minsters at will, few dared to reveal
problems or suggest unpopular policies.
The King’s personal authority was carried
into the provinces of Prance by royal
governors (intendants) chosen by him to

provincial assemhlies
established in the decade
before 1787 to meet

In the [arge towns of
regional France

implement royal policy in their appointed
area. The King’s understanding of the state of the nation was only as good as the
reports he received from these ministers and governors.

Limits to the King’s power

The French distingnished between absolute power, which gave the King ultimate
control, and arbitrary power (despotism), by which 2 King acted as he wished,
without regard to existing laws. He still had to respect the nation’s traditions
and laws. In reality, he ruled beside provincial assemhlies and other special
groups enjoying their own traditional powers.

Historian William Doyle states that, while none of these groups actually
challenged royal power between 1614 and 1789, they certainly placed some
constraints on royal power.® The most significant were the highest law courts
in the system of justice.

1 THE POLITICAL ORDER IN FRANCE S8EFORE THE REVOLUTION

—

\n France, the highest courts of appeal wera called
"parfernents’ (not to be cbnfused with the English
word 'parliament’). These 13 supreme law courts
checked and registerad royal jaws. This precess
simply ensured that all courts had recelved and
understeod copies of the laws, and was naver
intanded as 2 check upon the King's powers. The
courts were, however, given the power to make a
remonstranice — a private memo informing the King
that registration had been delayed because they had
identified some technical problem in the wording of
the law. During the reign of Louis XV, many judges
decided that they should act to’moderate the power
of the King and began to use the remenstrance to
express political opposition to the monarchy.

-

The high law courts challenge royal authority, 1771-1774

The flashpoint occurred in the 1750s and 1760s
when the parlements had the power to actually prevent
Louis XV from Increasing taxes and from creating
other law courts. In the provinces, the parlements
alse stood up to the King's governors. By 1770, the
King was prepared to fight this opposition: he ordered
his chancetlor, Maupaou, to strip the courts of many
of thelr powers, to dismiss half of the judges and to
create new law courts. From 1771 until 1774, the
flashpoint seemed to be over. In 1774, however, the
new king, Lotis XV1, made the mistake of trying to
win over the parlements by giving them back their old
powers. Although they were now mare cautious and
did not immediately resume opposition to roya! policy,
they would cause further problems at the time of the
monarchy's greatest crisis.
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Figure 1,2 This map shows cnly some of the complexities of the ald regime in France. The so-called
‘Areas of Elactior® had one system of government and taxation, the 'Areas of Estates’ had anather, and
the ‘Areas of imposition’ had yet another. To this must be added the chastic system of 13 unequal legal

20nes, as well as 18 different religious administrative zones,
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12 PART 1 THE GONAGUEST OF LIBERTY

Public belief in benevolence
The belief in royal legitimacy and competence was reinforced by a third belief,
that the King was ‘father” and protector of his people. Traditionally, pecple could
: go directly to their ruler to seek assistance in cases of misfortune or injustice. The
King enjoyed the “patriarchal authority” of
2 father over his family and was assumed
to protect his subjects’ welfare. He, there-
fore, drew upon a certain amount of
trust but, if that sense of trust should be
destroyed, public feeling could turn very
strongly against him.

1 What were the three main beliefs —
and expectations — that the French
pecpie held of thejr King?

2 How did the King ensure that these
beliefs — and public canfidence ~

were maintained?

Figure 1.6 An event that
happened in the reign of Louis
XVi, Called the Doer of Good
Deeds, 1784, The King's
respensibility to be a benevolent,
' caring ruler is shown in this
print, which depicts him visiting
a flooded area of France to help
the victims of 2 natural disaster.

m-court. When they did marry, in u._...B Maf

R
K

Eﬁa = a nmqmau_:.. of stripping off all the 22: :m th

By the heginning of the 1780s, the French monarchy was still powerful and was
supported by severa] forms of authority. The strength of absolute monarchy
was that it drew on a number of different strands of power, ranging from a
political theory, to religions authority, to common perceptions of the King’s
legitimacy, competence and benevolence. Its weakness was that only some of
these understandings were documented. I, at some stage, the opponents of
absolute royal authority were to question the origins and limits of power, then
the systemn might be weakened,

1 THE POLATICAL ORDER IN FRANCE BEFORE THE REVOLUTION dw

CHAPTER REVIEW

peveloping clear definitions

0On a separate piece of paper write your own definition of each of the fellowing key terms:

ruie by divine right despotism

‘fabrigation’ of the King's image

ahsolutism
henevolence

" Practising paragraph answers

1 What was the Council of State (Council of Ministers)? How was it differenttc a modern government?

Why did the positicn of ministers make it almost impessible for them to make unpopular

recommendations to the King?

2 How did the comman belief in the King's competence add to his authority? How did the King make
use of forms of cutture, such s large paintings, to strengthen this belief in his competence?

3 What did French people understand by their belief in the King's 'benevolence’? How did this

‘paternal’ image reinforce his royal authority?

h:mzmmam&mms:m:m, perspectives

n ‘The Myth of Absolutism’, historian Nicholas Henshall reminds us that the theory of absolutism was
a respectable political theory, that the King had responsibilities as well as rights and that he could not’
brutally repress the opinions of other political bodies, such as the provincial assemblies. He argues
that we shouid not look at absolute monarchy through the lens of 1Sth-century liberalism, which
-tended to be very hostile to this earlier form of political authority:

In the last days of tha [ald regime), French kings did act despotically, in search of short cuts to desirabie reforms for which
no consent was forthcoming. But no Frenchman equated despatism with his constitution. Until quite late in 1783 the old
constitution was what most wanted. Despotism was seen as its negation.”

1 According to Henshall, the 18th-century system of ‘absolute monarchy’ made sense to contemporary
people and was not as bad as-the 'gbsolutism’ that historians condemned in the 19th century. Hew -
does Henshall see the differences Setween the two?

2 If the absolute monarchy was not itself a bad system, why did people in 1789 start to use the word
‘despotism’?

Fractice essay guestion

£ ‘While the French monarchy was strengthenad by a numbgr of forms of power, these same strengths
were also potential weaknesses that might prevent the regime from responding effectively to a crisis.
qo what extent do you agree E_‘% this statement?

' Reading more deeply

1 EASY
* Peter Burke, 'The Fabrication of Loufs XIV', History Today, February 1992, pp. 24-30.
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PART 1 THE CONQUEST OF LIBERTY

old regime
French society hefare the
Revalution

corporate society

a society in which certain
groups can legally enjoy
different conditions and
laws that do not apply to
the rest of society

Key issues

» The corporate society and privilege
= The culture of daference — respect for your 'betters’
¢ The Three Estates

The corporate society and privilege

First, the France of the ol regime was a corporate society made up of a number
of powerful groups, each enjoying special customs, laws and privileges. We, as
citizens of a modern democratic state, expect that the laws of cur nation to apply
equally to everybody, rich and poor; people during the ald regime accepted that
inequality between them was right and natural.

Privilege — special rights for some social groups

The key concept of cld regime society was privilege, literzlly, a private set
of laws, a ‘special deal’ worked out between the King and a certain group.
Privileges could be honerific, suck as the noble’s right to wear a sword in public.
Usually, privileges entitled the owner to significant concessions. Some were
legal: nobles and priests could be tried by special law courts made up of their
own kind. The most significant concessions were fiscal: certain groups —nobles,
clergy and rich bourgeois in towns — had negotiated with the French King to
pay relatively little tax.

The result was a world in which no individual could ever expect equality of
treatment in professional, legzl or financial matters: it all depended which group
he or she belonged to and what privileges the group enjoyed. The concept of
equality of all citizens did not, therefore, exist: it would have to be invented and it
would have to be implemented by destroying these deeply entrenched privileges.

The culture of deference — respect for your *hetters’

" Second, this corporate society, which based inequality in law, was complemented

by a culture of deference. This was not a legzl but a social and psychological
quality: people accepted that the rich and the powerful were superior and
instinctively paid respect to the privileged by changing the way they spoke and
behaved in their presence. You can see this culture of deference at work in
a representation of a visit of a landlord to his tenants: they are not simply
paying money, but are behaving respectfully in 2 manner that expresses their
recognition of social difference.

French society was still structured upon an old-fashioned system of social
classification known as the ‘estate’ (£tat). We usually now use the word “class’,

2 THE SO0CIAL ORDER EN FRANGE BEFORE THE REVOLUTION

eaning people enjoying much the same wealth, education and way of life, The
stare’ was a much larger category, based upen a definition of what role people
ere supposed to fulfil in society, according to a set of categories that had made

sense in the Middle Ages, but were quite ontdated by the 1780s.

Figure 2.1 The Lapdiord’s
Visit, 1750. This engraving
iliustrates the soclal and the
psychological aspects of a
‘culture of deference’. Here, a
farming family is being vistted
by their noble landlord. Apart
from paying their rent, they
show respect by thelr modest
behaviour, ineluding restrained
gastures and downcast eyes,

What was privilege and what forms did it take
What was the culture of deference and how might
it have affected penple in their everyday [ives?

“The Three Estates

In theory, France had three ‘estates’. Fhe First Estate was made up of all clergy,
including every rank from archbishops to humble priests. In the traditional
social plan that had existed since the Middle Ages, the task of the clergy was
to pray and to keep the kingdom free of evil influences. The Second Estate
was made up of the nobility, ranging from the most powerful nobles to
impaverished minor nobles. Their traditiona! role had been to fight for the king
and to maintzin sufficient equipment and soldiers to contzibute a contingent to
the nation’s army in time of war. The Third Estate was defined negatively as
everybody whe did not belong to the first two estates. In medieval society, this
had meant primarily the peasants, whobe task had been to produce food for the
remainder of society. .

- The supporting role of the Third Estate is shown vividly in an image showing
the three estates as three representative figures: the Third Estate {represented by
the peasant in the centre) existed to ‘carry’ the First and Second Estates, Since
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PART | THE CONQUEST OF LIBERTY

the hourgeonisie

a wide range of people
from wealthy bankers,
merchants and seme
industrialists, to middling
pedple of the professional
classes, such as lawyers,
to awners of small shops
or husinesses

venal public cffice

an employment or position
in the royal government,
Cathelic Church, army apd
other organisations that
has heen purchased hy an
individual

militant
an aggressive defender of
a tause

The towns were home to a wealthy group, about 2..75 million people, whe
owned substantial property, did not earn a living by working with their hands
and possessed education and culture, A small mincrity of these were nobles or
priests, but the majority were still members of the Third Estate and were referred
to as the bourgeoisie or as a bouzgeois. There were about 2 million bourgeois,
making up about 10% of the population, living primarily in the capital, Paris,
and in large cities such as Lyon, Marseille, Bordeaux and Toulouse, but also in
smaller market towns.”

The bourgeoisie: a revelutionary class in the making?
Many bourgeois families had made their fortune in the commercial and
industrial expansion of the 18th century, often starting in humble enterprise
suck as # shop, By the 1780s, nearly all of France's commercial capital, and
much of its industry, was in bourgeois hands, although certain industries, such
as metallurgy, also involved some nobles. The ports, in particular, were the sires
of the activity of this merchant bourgeoisie. As soon as a bourgeois family had
consolidated its fortune it began to move away fram its commercial origing and
to invest its money in other forms of wealth.

“Was there an industrial, or capitalist, bourgeoisie in France? These bourgeois
lived before the development of large-scale industry in France, so most were not
‘capitalists’ in the modern sense of running large factories. The French economy
remained one of small workshops, although it had begun to develop some larger
factories, such as the iron works of Le Creusot.

The greatest aim of the bourgeois was to become noble. Their main activity
was investment in land and in finance, allowing them to become rentiers, living
completely from investments like & noble (vivre moblement). In the liberal
professions, the snecessful bourgeois could hope to purchase venal puhlic office,
a position in the royal administration, costing £50 000 to £500 000, During the
18th century, 5000-7000 bourgeois entered the nobility of the robe. By the 1780s,
merchants, industrialists and bankers were in a bidding frenzy for these positions,
sending prices soaring and dashing the hopes of many ambitious bourgeois.

Working people in non-agricultural activities -
The Third Estate also included all the working people of France, Some of these
workers — about 2 million - worked in non-agricultural jobs, such as artisan
trades and in the few industries that existed in France. Many were artisans
with real trade skills and many owned valuable tools, even workshops. The
word ‘worker’ (ouwvrier) could be simply a wage-earner or lzbourer, but it could
also mean a self-employed skilled eraftsman or even the owner and master of
a workshop, who usually worked beside his employees, These urban workers
were significant not because of their mumbers — there were abcut 500 000 in
Paris — but because of their concentration in towns. Many were literate, most
were militant and they would soon form powerful crowds in most cities.®

2 THE S0CIAL ORDER IN FRANCE GEFORE THE REVOLUTION

These skilled, literate, propertied workers in no way resembied the crowds of
=ubble? imagined by romantic historlans. There were desperately poor people
7 the cities, but they took little part in revolutionary events.

The peasa nts

he vast majority of workers lived in nvm country. There was a broad range of
Enm#_._ amorgst them: there were poor labourers, but many peasants owned
ome land — although often not sufficient to gain a living — and a few owned
rge estates. Many peasants were forced, however, to rent extra land from
ther noble, Churek or bourgeois landowners, often under terms that we
ould now consider extremely unfair. In addition, peasants were subjected, as
ne image suggests, to a crushing weight of extra payments, including the tithe
the Church and a range of feudal dues to the nobles.

The peasant shown in the painting on the following page (Figure 2.4) is
ediently working and paying the most taxes. In the background, we see a small
scene occurring in front of a storehouse: z ‘collestens’, labelled, is taking the
farmer's payment, as we see from the inscription on the building, “Taille payée’
ax paid up}: The presence of the church steeple in the background reminds us
that the peasant farmer not only paid a rumber of taxes to the government, but
so to the Church. Thus, the point of the image is indeed to convey the impression
at the peasant works very hard, but few viewers would have thought to add
thiat he was virtually ‘carrying’ the weslthy classes on his back, least of all to
reflect that there was another way of arranging society. Later, as people became
are conscious of the injustices of the old regime, this image was converted from
joke into a protest against the exploitation of the peasant.

feudal dues
extra payments of money,
food or labour
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