Revolution and Politics

Themes

· In the French Revolution, the upper middle class or ‘bourgeoisie’ did not have a 

fundamental difference with the nobility. The upper middle class were not exceptionally wealthy. Rather their occupations were more intellectual than that of peasants. Many members of this class sought to become nobles. 

· Many nobles initially supported the Revolution as they saw it as a way to remove an incompetent king and increase their power. The Revolution began because France was still using a medieval social order in an education and wealth based society.

· After Louis XIV, absolutist political control was lost as Louis XV was appointed a regent to rule for him until he was of age. This regent was the Duke of Orleans who reinstated councils to participate in decision making. In addition, he reinstated the right of Parliament to review royal decrees in public before they became law. Since Henry IV had allowed positions in government to be purchased (he needed cash) those positions became hereditary and thus created a counterbalance to absolutism when they received their right to evaluate royal decrees which had been removed by Louis XIV. 

· After becoming involved in many expensive wars the government applied new universal taxes to the estates. The estates challenged it every time and the monarchy withdrew the tax, caving in to public pressure. The Parliament of Paris even challenged the basis of the kings royal authority saying it should be limited to protect liberty. The oppositions showed the king could not act without the consent of Parliament which was serving as a representative of the entire nation. 

· The monarchy was being eroded slightly as Louis XV was the subject of much slander and defemation due to the mistresses he kept. This changed the public opinion of the monarch who was appointed by God to that of a degenerate. 

· The erosion of monarchial power was further increased by Louis XVI who said ‘What I should like most is to be loved.’ He repealed the Maupeou Parliaments. This allowed a belligerent judicial opposition to return which weakened but did not reform the monarchy. This lead to a political stalemate. 

· After the American Revolution France had a massive debt, with 50% of the yearly income went to interest payments. In the end only 20% was available for actually running the state. France could have declared partial bankruptcy and reduce payments on the debt (France and Spain had done this earlier.) However, the monarchy was too weak to take that drastic of an action. 

· England and the Dutch actually had a larger debt per capita but they had a central bank, paper currency, and ways to create credit. France had none of that because their economy was based on gold coins, many of which left the country to pay for debts leaving little options for credit.

· After France became a Constitutional Monarchy, the National Assembly reorganized France. Women actually received less freedoms as it was believed that immoral women at the French court caused the fall of the monarchy. The NA (National Assembly) also abolished guilds and reorganized tax collection. Most importantly, they abolished the Catholic Church and made it state run, which brought it into conflict with the Pope. This failed since the majority of the peasants were devout Catholics. This sharpened the divide between the upper class and the peasants. 

· Social tensions were confined not to France, but also to its colonial holdings, primarily Saint-Domingue. Adding to the social tensions of the three estates, race entered the mix with African nobles all the way to white peasants. After freed Africans were granted legal rights if they were free, those rights started to be taken away which enraged the African populance. Both parties expected the NA to support its arguments, but instead the NA decided that the Rights of Man did not extend to the colonies and each colonies could make their own rules. 

· After Louis signed the NA’s constitution in September of 1791, the ‘Second Revolution’ began which was the bloodiest phase of the Revolution. Later Louis tried to flee France but was caught and brought back to Paris.

· Initialy the French Revolution was viewed relatively neutraly around Europe with the other Monarchs appreciating the weakening of France while the philosophes around Europe debated about the Rights of Man and the National Assembly.

· When the National Assembly disbanded to form the Legislative Assembly, it became  much more radical and revolutionary, saying that they should take the ‘spirit of the Revolution’ to other countries. As a result, in April of 1792 France declared war on Austria and lost the first battle badly. (France only survived because the monarchs were occupied with dividing Poland.) In addition, due to the patriotic fervor, Louis was forced to flee to the Legislative assembly for his life and protection. In September of 92, France was declared a Republic and the National Assembly became the National Convention. 

· The National Convention became sharply divided over whether to put Louis to death, but eventually he was.

· Later in the year France began winning its battles against its enemies but the French armies were often seen as foreign invaders due to their tendancy for ‘living of the land’ which basically was pillaging and taking all they wanted. In February 1793 declared war on Britain, Holland, Spain, in addition to its previous enemies, Austria and Prussia. These countries became known as the ‘First Coalition’.

· The ‘Reign of Terror’ instituted by Robespierre used revolutionary fervor to crush opposition. Most of Europe and most of france saw it as destroying the principles of the revolution replacing a weak king with a bloody dictatorship. 

· As a result of the reign of terror, France was saved, but this was also due to the First Coalition breaking down. A side effect of the Reign of terror was that it produced an intense sense of nationalism. France also used a mass mobilization of its army to ensure victory. At one point the French army numbered 800,000 soldiers which was more than 4 times larger than their enemies. By 1794 France was saved.

· Despite the success of the Reign of Terror, Robespierre continued it, persecuting many outspoken members of the Convention, including many of his initial collaborators. The other members of the Convention decided to overthrow Robespierre because they feared he might be next on his list to kill. 
