
Handout1 :The Origins of the French Revolution in the Ancien Régime 

The Myth of the Ancien Régime? The classic view of the state of the nation before the French 

Revolution of 1789 – is one of opulent, corpulent aristocrats enjoying wealth, privilege and the 

finery of life, while totally divorced from the mass of the French people, who stooped in rags to pay 
for it. When this picture is painted, it is usually followed by an explanation about how a revolution – 

a massive smashing of the old by the massed ranks of the newly empowered common man – was 
necessary to destroy the institutionalised disparities. Even the name suggests a major gap: it was old, 

the replacement is new. Historians now tend to believe this is largely a myth, and that much once 
regarded as purely the result of the revolution was actually evolving before it.  

A Changing Government.  The revolution did not suddenly change France from a society 

where position and power depended on birth, custom and being obsequious to the king, and nor did 
it usher in an entirely new era of government being run by skilled professionals instead of noble 

amateurs. Before the revolution, ownership of rank and title was increasingly dependent upon 
money rather than birth, and this money was increasingly being made by dynamic, educated and 

able newcomers who bought their way into the aristocracy. 25% of the nobility - 6000 families - 
had been created in the eighteenth century. (Schama, Citizens, p. 117)  

Yes, the revolution swept away a vast number of anachronisms and legal titles, but they have 
already been evolving. The nobility were not a homogenous group of overfed and debauched 

abusers, although these existed, but a vastly varying set which included the rich and the poor, the 
lazy and the entrepreneurial, and even those determined to tear their privileges down.  

Changing Economics.  A change in land and industry is sometimes cited as happening during 

the revolution. The supposedly ‘feudal’ world of dues and homage to a master in return for land is 
supposed to have been ended by the revolution, but many arrangements – where they had existed 

at all – had already been changed into rents before the revolution, not after. Industry had also 
been growing pre-revolution, led by entrepreneurial aristocrats benefiting from capital. This growth 

wasn’t on the same scale as Britain, but it was large and the revolution halved it, not increased it. 
Foreign trade before the revolution grew so much that Bordeaux nearly doubled in size in thirty 

years. The practical size of France was shrinking too with an increase in travelers and the movement 
of goods, and the speed with which they moved.  

Lively and Evolving Society.  French society was not backward and stagnant and in need of a 

revolution to clear it out as once claimed. Interest in enlightened science had never been stronger, 
and the cult of heroes took in men like Montgolfier (who bought people to the skies), and Franklin 

(who tamed electricity). The crown, under the curious if awkward Louis XVI, took on board invention 
and innovation, and the government was reforming public health, food production and more. There 

was plenty of philanthropy, such as schools for the disabled. Arts also continued to evolve and 
developed.  

Society had been evolving in other ways. The explosion of the press which helped the revolution was 
certainly bolstered by the end of censorship during the upheaval, but began in the decade before 

1789. The idea of virtue, with an emphasis on the purity of oration over text, and sobriety and 
scientific curiosity was evolving out of the trend for ‘sensibility’ before the revolution took it to more 
extreme heights. Indeed the whole voice of the revolution – in as much as historians ever agree on a 

commonality among the revolutionaries – was developing before. The idea of the citizen, patriotic to 
the state, was also emerging in the pre revolutionary period.  

The Importance of the Ancien Régime on the Revolution.  None of this is to say that the 

ancien régime was without problems, not least of which was the management of government finances 

and the state of the harvests. But it is clear that the changes wrought by the revolution had many of 
their origins in the earlier period, and they made it possible for the revolution to take the course it 

did. Indeed, you could argue that the upheaval of the revolution – and the ensuing military empire – 
actually delayed much of the recently proclaimed ‘modernity’ from fully emerging 
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Causes of French revolution – Summary 

France in 1789 was one of the richest and most powerful nations in Europe. Only in Great Britain 
and the Netherlands did the common people have more freedom and less chance of arbitrary 

punishment.  Nonetheless, a popular rebellion would first bring the regime of King Louis XVI of 
France under control of a constitution, then depose, imprison, try, and execute the king and, later, his 

wife Marie Antoinette. 
 

Many factors led to the revolution; to some extent the old order succumbed to its own rigidity in the 
face of a changing world; to some extent, it fell to the ambitions of a rising bourgeoisie, allied with 
aggrieved peasants and wage-earners and with individuals of all classes who were influenced by 

the ideas of the Enlightenment. As the revolution proceeded and as power devolved from the 
monarchy to legislative bodies, the conflicting interests of these initially allied groups would become 

the source of conflict and bloodshed. 
 

Certainly, all of the following must be counted among the causes of the revolution: 

 Resentment of royal absolutism.   

 Resentment of the seigneurial system by peasants, wage-earners, and a rising bourgeoisie. 

  The rise of enlightenment ideals.   

 An unmanageable national debt, both caused by and exacerbating the burden of a grossly 

inequitable system of taxation. 

 Involvement in the American Revolution and admiration amongst the French elite for the new 

republic. 

 Food scarcity in the years immediately before the revolution.   

Absolutism and privilege      
France in 1789 was, at least in theory, an absolute monarchy, an increasingly unpopular form of 

government at the time. In practice, the king's ability to act on his theoretically absolute power was 

hemmed in by the (equally resented) power and prerogatives of the nobility and the clergy, the 
remnants of feudalism. Similarly, the peasants covetously eyed the relatively greater prerogatives 
of the townspeople. 

 
The large and growing middle class -- and some of the nobility and of the working class -- had 

absorbed the ideology of equality and freedom of the individual, brought about by such 
philosophers as Voltaire, Denis Diderot, Turgot, and other theorists of the Enlightenment.  

Furthermore, they had the example of the American Revolution showing that that it was plausible 
that Enlightenment ideals about governmental organization might be put into practice. They attacked 

the undemocratic nature of the government, pushed for freedom of speech, and challenged the 
Catholic Church and the prerogatives of the nobles. 

Economics 

Taxation      

Unlike the trading nations, France could not rely almost solely on tariffs to generate income. While 
average tax rates were higher in Britain, the burden on the common people was greater in France. 

Taxation relied on a system of internal tariffs separating the regions of France, which prevented a 
unified market from developing in the country.  

Taxes such as the extremely unpopular gabelle were contracted out to private collectors ("tax 
farmers") who were permitted to raise far more than the government requested. These systems led 
to an arbitrary and unequal collection of many of France's consumption taxes. Further royal and 

seigneurial taxes were collected in the form of compulsory labor (the corvée). 



 

The system also excluded the nobles and the clergy from having to pay taxes (with the exception of 
a modest quit rent). The tax burden was thus paid by the peasants, wage earners, and the 
professional and business classes. These groups were also cut off from most positions of power in the 

regime, causing unrest. 

Debt      

Since 1614, the French monarchy had operated without resort to a legislature. Kings had managed 
their fiscal affairs by increasing the burden of the ancient and unequal system of taxes, by 

borrowing money, and sometimes by selling noble titles and other privileges; however, because 
noble titles exempted the holder from future taxes, the purchasers of titles were effectively buying 

an annuity. 
 

This led to the long-running fiscal crisis of the French government. On the eve of the revolution, 
France was deeply indebted, so deeply as to be effectively bankrupt. Extravagant expenditures by 
Louis XIV on luxuries such as Versailles were compounded by heavy expenditures on the Seven 

Years War and the American War of Independence. 
 

Britain too had a great of debt from these conflicts, but Britain had a far more advanced fiscal 
structure to deal with it. There was no counterpart to the Bank of England in France in 1789 and 

there was also far less ready capital in France, as it was not nearly as much a trading nation as was 
Britain. 

 

Edmund Burke, no friend of the revolution, was to write in 1790, "...the public, whether represented 
by a monarch or by a senate, can pledge nothing but the public estate; and it can have no public 

estate except in what it derives from a just and proportioned imposition upon the citizens at large." 
Because of the successful defence by the nobles of their privileges, the king of France lacked the 

means to impose a "just and proportioned" tax. The desire to do so led directly to the decision in 
1788 to call the Estates-General into session. 

 

Other Causes 

American Influence      
France had played a deciding role in the American Revolutionary War, (1775-1783) sending its 

navy and troops to aid the rebelling colonists. During this time there was much contact between the 
Americans and the French, and revolutionary ideals spread between the groups. 

Food Scarcity      

These problems were all compounded by a great scarcity of food in the 1780s. Different crop 

failures in the 1780s caused these shortages, which of course led to high prices for bread. Perhaps 
no cause more motivated the Paris mob that was the engine of the revolution more than the shortage 
of bread.  

The poor conditions in the countryside had forced rural residents to move into Paris, and the city was 
overcrowded and filled with the hungry and disaffected. The peasants suffered doubly from the 

economic and agricultural problems.     


