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Causes of the French Revolution 

Thesis: 

· Will be trial run for Democratic Idealism in Europe
· Will challenge monarchial Absolutism on behalf of popular sovereignty (rule of people) 
Long Terms Causes: 
France under Ancien Regime
1. Social Causes 

· Three different Estates (classes)

· First Estate: the Clergy 

· Second Estate: the titled nobility, held most government posts 
· (2%) Both scorned enlightened ideals

· Third Estate: the Bourgeoisie, rural peasants, & urban poor (98%)  

· Embraced Enlightenment ideals (equality under law)

· The First & Second Estate both are exempt from taxes and  receive royal privileges, resented any tax reform 

· Third Estate is over taxed & overburdened.  

· Nobles still claimed feudal (seigniorial) rights over peasants: 

a. Hunt on peasant lands 

b. Tax peasants & raise rents on lands 

2. Intellectual 

· Enlightenment Ideals 

· Members of the Third Estate inspired by Enlightenment (equality, progress, mobility).  

· Print & Revolution spreads these ideas to readers who become believers in them.  

· American Revolution was inspired the Third Estate that a society based on Enlightened principles was possible

3. Political Causes up to 1789 

· Louis XVI rule is seen as lavish, tyrannical, not Absolute, was highly unpopular

· Third Estate has no political influence

· Nobles look to regain power during Louis XVI rule (1754-1793) they had lost from Louis XIV

· Nobles protected by noble law courts called Parlements:

· Oppose any changes in status quo

4. Economic Causes: 
· Crown was deficit spending 

· France in debt from Seven Year War & American Revolution

· Creditors stop loaning France money. No faith! 

· Inflation raised Grain prices, as well as bad harvest in the 1780’s.  

· Louis XVI tried to impose land taxes on all social estates without authorization by Parlements to pay for deficits. 

· Parlements adamantly oppose any new taxes 

· Nobles demand that only Estates General (legislature) had right to authorize new taxes.  

· Louis XVI had no choice, needed to solve France’s financial woes by reducing nobles privileges but without their approval

· By agreeing to demands of privileged he would be compromising his absolute rule 

· 1788 Louis finally submits, calls Estates General for May 1, 1789 (First Stage)  

