#47
THE REVOLUTION BEGINS!

As we discussed in our last class, there were many causes of the French Revolution, the largest of which was the unequal distribution of wealth.  The 3rd estate paid 100% of the taxes, while the 1st and 2nd estate enjoyed the advantages of this economic system.  Eventually, the 3rd estate got fed up with these injustices, and thus began the French Revolution.  However, the French Revolution, unlike the American revolution less than a decade earlier, did not go smoothly.  During the course of the revolution, the people in power changed, and the ideas of those in power changed.  Decisions made by individuals during this time, and the consequences of their decisions, changed the course of history for France, and Europe as a whole.  While we’re reading, pay attention to the choices people are making and the affect they are having on society.  There are 3 stages to the revolution:
PART ONE – PISSED OFF.
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By 1788 the French people were a bit pissed off. Ok, they were very pissed off. The economy was in the dumper, the monarchy was broke and squeezing money out of the poor people (but not the nobility or the clergy), and there were a series of poor harvests. The people were broke, hungry and grumpy – sort of like some 11th grade students on Monday mornings. (
As conditions grew worse in France, demands for reform increased. In September 1788 Louis got fed up and summoned Parliament. This was a law court where they passed opinions on the laws of the land but a) couldn't permanently prevent anything the monarch really wanted, because b) they could be exiled, dismissed, recalled and generally abused by the monarch. Not a hugely useful state of affairs. Also they weren't elected like British Parliament.  But by September 1788 they were in a powerful position because Louis was desperate. The people didn't like paying taxes while the nobility didn't pay. 

PART TWO – THE ESTATES GENERAL

The Parliament’s solution was to ask for an Estates General. This was a meeting of the three estates, the clergy (first estate), the nobility (second estate), and everyone else (third estate). This wasn't very popular with the people because they thought this meant that the first and second estates (i.e. not the people) would dominate the Estates General. They got angry at Parliament. The people of France got angry a lot in those days.  In 1789, King Louis XVI finally called the Estates General, a body made up of representatives of all three estates, into session.  After this, change came swiftly.

The 3rd Estate, in its attempt to gain power, came to the meeting place of the Estates General, only to find themselves locked out and soldiers guarding the door.  Afraid that the King was attempting to get rid of them, they met on his [image: image2.jpg]


indoor tennis court and promised to one another that they would continue to meet until a Constitution had been written.  This revolutionary act, known as the “Tennis Court Oath” forced Louis XVI to order the clergy and nobility to join with the 3rd Estate and form the National Assembly.  The National Assembly then vowed to write a new constitution for France.

PART THREE – CHAOS IN PARIS
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Storming of the Bastille – working-class people, already rioting over the price of bread, stormed a prison called the Bastille on July 14, 1789.  Fighting broke out through city and countryside.  Peasants attacked nobles and destroyed their homes.  This event, more than any other, is considered the starting point of the French Revolution.
Declaration of the Rights of Man – The new National Assembly abolished the privileges of the 1st and 2nd Estates and adopted the “Declaration of the Rights of Man and the Citizen.”  Based partly on the Declaration of Independence, it contained many Enlightenment ideas.  It declared that:

· All men have natural rights and are equal under the law

· The job of government is to protect the natural rights of the people

· People are free to practice any religion they choose

· Promises to tax people according to how much they can afford
A Limited Monarchy


By 1791, the Assembly had written a constitution.  The Constitution of 1791 defined the role and purpose of a new government:

· It set up a limited monarchy and a representative assembly.

· It declared that people had natural rights and that it was the job of the government to protect those rights.

· It put the Church under state control.

News about the French Revolution spread quickly across Europe.  Many European rulers and nobles feared that revolutionary ideas would spread to their own countries.  They threatened to intervene – with military force, if necessary – to save the French monarchy.  In 1792, to fight tyranny and spread the revolution, France declared war on Austria, Prussia, Britain, and several other states.
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THE REIGN OF TERROR!

The war with the other European nations went badly for France.  In 1792, radicals took control of the Assembly, ended the monarchy, and declared France a republic.  Their slogan was “Liberty, Equality, Fraternity.”  In 1793, the king was executed for treason.  What is “treason”?  This event was followed by a period in France called the “Reign of Terror”, led in part by Maximilien Robespierre, a radical revolutionary.  During this time, radicals (called “Jacobins”) took over the government and tens of thousands of people were executed.  Thousands more were put into prison.  Within a year, however, the violence turned back on itself.  Robespierre himself was executed, and the Reign of Terror ended.

Moderates Return
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Beginning in 1795, a 5-man “Directory” supported by a legislature held power in France.  This government, however, was weak and inefficient.  Massive inflation set in – does anyone know what “inflation” is?  Inflation is when prices rise, which is exactly what happened in this case.  This causes people’s money to be worth less.  Think about it – what would you do if the price of a loaf of bread went to $300 per loaf?  Could you even afford to eat?  Well, this is what happened in France under this weak government.  This inflation brought the threat of riots (again).  Into this chaos stepped an ambitious military leader – Napoleon Bonaparte. 












PAGE  

