In 1774, Louis XVI of the Bourbon family of kings ascended the
throne of France. He was 20 years old and married to the Austrian
princess Marie Antoinette. Upon his accession the new king found
an empty treasury. Long years of war had drained the financial
resources of France. Added to this was the cost of maintaining an
extravagant court at the immense palace of Versailles. Under Louis
XVI, France helped the thirteen American colonies to gain their
independence from the common enemy, Britain. The war added more
than a billion Livres to a debt that had already risen to more than 2
billion /4vres. Lenders who gave the state credit, now began to charge
10 per cent interest on loans. So the French government was obliged
to spend an increasing percentage of its budget on interest payments
alone. To meet its regular expenses, such as the cost of maintaining
an army, the court, ranning government offices or universities, the
state was forced to increase taxes. Yet even this measure would not
have sufficed. French society in the eighteenth century was divided
~ into three estates, and only members of the third estate paid taxes.

The society of estates was part of the feudal system that dated back to
the middle ages. The term Old Regime is usually used to describe the
society and institutions of France before 1789.

Fig. 2 shows how the system of estates in French society was organised.
Peasants made up about 90 per cent of the population. However,
only a small number of them owned the land they cultivated. About
60 per cent of the land was owned By nobles, the Church and other
ticher members of the third estate. The members of the first two
‘estates, that is, the clergy and the nobility, enjoyed certain privileges by
birth. The most important of these was exemption from paying taxes to
the state. The nobles further enjoyed feudal privileges. These included
fwdélducs,whichﬁ}cyemzctedﬁomﬂlcpeamtﬁmmmeobﬁged
to render services to the lord — to work in his house and fields — to serve
in the army o to participate in building roads. -

The Church too extracted its share of taxes called tithes from the peasants,
and finally, all members of the third estate had to pay taxes to the state.
These included a direct tax, called ¢aille, and a number of indirect taxes
which were Ecvicdonarﬁcles of everyday consumption like salt or tobacco.
The burden of financing activities of the state through taxes was borne
by the third estate alone.
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s of France rose from about 23 million in 1715 to 28

= % This led to a rapid increase in the .demand for
“soduction of grains could not keep pace with the
8 sece of bread which was the staple diet of the majority
s workers were employed as labourers in workshops

M Swed cheir wages. But wages did not keep pace with
S e 5o the gap between the poor and the rich widened.

e

worse whenever drought or hail reduced the harvest.
¥ SeSsistence crisis, something that occurred frequently
e &= Old Regime.

New words

Subsistence crisis — An extreme situation where
the basic means of livelihood are endangered
Anonymous — One whose name remains
unknown

Revolution

Freneh
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IT-‘:‘gJ — The course of a subsistence crisis.

1.3 A Growing Middle Class Envisages an End to Privileges =

In the past, peasants and workers had participated in revolts against
increasing taxes and food scarcity. But they lacked the means and
programmes to carry out full-scale measures that would bring about
a cha.ngc in the social and economic order. This was left to those
groups within the third estate who had become prosperous and had
access to education and new ideas.

The eighteenth century witnessed the etiuergencc of social groups,
termed the middle class, who earned their wealth through an
expanding overseas trade and from the manufacture of goods such as
woollen and silk textiles that were either exported or bought by the
- richer members of society. In addition to merchants and
manufacturers, the third estate included professions such as lawyers
or administrative officials. All of these were educated and believed

S8l (hat no group in society should be privileged by birth. Rather, a

person’s social position must depend on his merit. These ideas
envisaging a society based on freedom and equal laws and
opportunities for all, were put forward by philosophers such as John
Locke and Jean Jacques Rousseau. In his Two Treatises of Government,
Locke sought to refute the doctrine of the divine and absolute right




# zovernment based on a social contract between people
. representatives. In The Spirit of the Laws, Montesquieu
< 2 division of power within the government between
swsiative, the executive and the judiciary. This model of
==eat was put into force in the USA, after the thirteen
e declared their independence from Britain. The American
wemon and its guarantee of individual rights was an important
for political thinkers in France.

=25 of these philosophers were discussed intensively in salons
“ufec-houses and spread among people through books and
pets. These were frequently read aloud in groups for the
of those who could not read and write. The news that
V1 planned to impose further taxes to be able to meet the

=s of the state generated anger and protest against the system
eges.

=onarch. Rousseau carried the idea forward, proposing a°
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Activity 2
History (The French Revolution)

Grade IX
Multiple choice questions. (MCQs)
1. What was the Marseillaise?
a. A slogan b. A patriotic song c. A romantic song
2. When was France declared a republic?
a. On 21 September 1792 b.On 21 may 1792 c. 21 September 1793
3. Who is the author of two treatises of government?
a. John locke b. Mirabeau c. Montesquien
Fill in the blanks with suitable words.
1. The society of estates was part of the system taht dated back to
the middle age.
2. The chuch too entracted its share of taxes called from the
peasants.
3 government was obliged to spend an increasing percentage its
budget on interest payments alone
4. helped the thirteen American colonies to gain their independence

from the common enemy Britain.

Very short answer.

What was tithe?

Who wrote the spirit of the laws?

What is a quillotine?

Who wrote the book, The social contract

Who crowned himself as Emperor of France in 1804?

Which book has proposed a division of power within government?

Name the political body to which the three estates of the French society sent their

representations.

8. In which year was slavery finally abolished in France?

9. Name the tax which was paid directly to the state of France.

10. What was the main object of National Assembly in France while drafting the
constitution in 19717
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