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THE FRENCH REVOLUTION:
THE LONG TERM AND IMMIDIATE CAUSES

The French Revolution of 1789 was a pivotal point in the history of Western civilization. This most important event was the culmination of a number of events that preceded it. The analysis of the long term and immediate causes is crucial to the understanding of this unprecedented social uprising, resulting from the clash of the old social order, the financial crisis of the government and to the introduction of new “enlightened” ideas. 


The first cause would be the social structure of France on the eve of the revolution. The Ancient Régime was divided into three social classes, or estates. These date back from the Middle Ages, where feudal system was predominant.

  The first estate was the clergy. They could very well be considered a state within a state, collecting tithe and structure by a hierarchy of their own. They were the administrators of churches and these higher ranked clergymen would have extravagant riches, be exempt from taxes, be a prominent member of society and exert a certain political influence, among other benefits. These men would use their positions to secure wealth and sell their duties to others. This idea of selling their offices was not new, and it allowed them to indulge in their riches. The Church at the time owned only 10% of the lands in France, but they were the best. The lower clergy, monks and village priests, for example, are excluded from this class.

  The second estate was the nobility. These people would be the rich aristocrats. They were the administrators, ministers, advisors and hold any other posts of leadership and power in society and military. Since they were usually appointed by heredity or bought their positions, most of them would be incompetent leaders. The nobility was divided into two groups. The Nobility of the Sword were the descendents of the ancient lords and knights who served the King. The Nobility of the Robe were the people who were rich enough to buy an office and into nobility. For most of the former, they would be large landowners, collecting rent, goods and services from the peasants. The nobility would be exempt from most taxes, since they too exerted certain political influence within the court. Their ironic role in the revolution was their promotion of the ideas of the Enlightenment by inviting the “philosophes”, men like Voltaire and Rousseau, whose ideas would later come and haunt them.

  The third estate was the rest of the population. They constituted about 99% of the French population in the Ancient Régime. This group did not only consist of the peasantry, but also the urban workers, lower clergy and the bourgeoisie. The latter was a growing force at the time. They were the merchants and professional class of France and some of them were enormously rich. Despite their wealth, they had no political power, and since they were indoctrinated with the new ideas of the “philosophes”, they believed in the creation of a representative “parlement”. The peasantry, on the other hand, had their reasons. Although they were the poorest of the country, they were imposed the most taxes. They had to pay the King’s taxes, the Church’s tithes, the rent to their lord and so on. In addition, the harvest of 1788 was a very bad one and the people were facing starvation and soaring bread prices.

Another cause of the revolution could be the financial crisis in France in 1789. Although France was the richest nation in Europe at the time, its tax system was inefficient; the richest classes were exempt from most of the taxes, while the third estate would suffer the most from the taxman. The King was unwilling to levy taxes on the nobles or the clergy, since they have considerable political influence, even in his court. The government was also on the edge of bankruptcy, facing heavy public debts and high interests. They were still paying for Louis XIV’s wars a century ago, and the subsequent wars. Unfortunately, the conflicts were very expensive and all of them ended in defeat or with little or no valuable territorial gains and even the loss of most of the colonies. The only way the King could raise money was by selling offices, making the system more bureaucratic, corrupt and inefficient. The government raised taxes three times during the reign of Louis XVI, and used that money only as credit to borrow even more, thus increasing the public debt. Basically, since 1720 until the revolution, the French monarchy was struggling to keep their finances together and used any means possible to get the funds.

 
Since the rule of an absolute monarch meant that a whole country would revolve around one man, that man would have to be of strong character and have a strong sense of leadership, especially for a country as vast and powerful as France. Louis XIV was such a man, but not his great-grandson Louis XVI. This King was not willing to confront the nobility and the clergy to impose on them the taxes needed to save the country. He also had to convene the Estates-General, a “parlement” of representatives, to try to impose his tax and still he failed, and actually initiated the revolution against his rule. This feeble monarch at the head of an absolute monarchy contributed to the destruction of the Ancient Régime.

  On the eve of the revolution, although Louis XVI was the King of all of France, the country was divided, having thirteen different regional legal code and legal system. They would have their own judges, trials and even “parlement”. They were the result of the previous kings that had conquered these lands and were trying to appease the population by leaving their laws and rituals.


The Enlightenment was a period of new ideas in France. Great thinkers like Rousseau and Voltaire would be invited by the rich nobles to express their new revolutionary ideas of freedom and equality. Their ideas included their admiration for democratic ideas, the need for people to participate in the political system, the notion of individual freedom and the need to curb absolute power. These ideas were completely opposite from the situation of France during the Ancient Régime. None of the less, the people of Europe, especially the bourgeoisie, accepted these new ideas and would use these principles to justify their actions and their participation in the revolution.


Lastly, the role of the American Revolution cannot be understated. It was shortly after the French defeat by the British of the Seven Years’ War and the 13 British colonies in America were agitating. Louis XVI quickly sent an army to support the rebels. The bourgeois soldiers who were sent there learned some valuable lessons; they have been trained in combat, they learned that it is possible to overthrown a king, the importance of a constitution in a country is emphasized and the more efficient system of government that is the republic. The new American nation was the embodiment of the Enlightenment’s ideas. As for the King, he did not receive any gains from this war, no payment, no new land, only a more indebted country. In short, the bourgeoisie were given the example and the training needed to bring down the weakened King.


In conclusion, as is with many other events in history and in our lives, there is never only a single immediate cause, but many and some dating back thousands of years.  As for the French Revolution, the social structure of the Ancient Régime, the financial crisis causes in part by this social structure and the uprising of the oppressed class, fuelled by new, “enlightened” ideas. Since only the victor writes history, we can look back upon this most bloody uprising as a great triumph of the people against tyranny.
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