What Important political and/or social transformations were brought about by the French Revolution, and what was the cultural impact of these transformations?
By Bradley Sloanes
[bookmark: _GoBack]“The French Revolution has often been perceived as the dawn of the modern era”,[footnoteRef:1]and has had a profound impact on politics and society, not just in France, but across the world. French society in 1789 was an incredibly unequal and classist place, still attached to the medieval feudal system, with the poorest agricultural workers living in serfdom under the oppression of the nobility.[footnoteRef:2] Of course, this was swept away by the dynamic French Revolution which removed the privileges of the first and second estates.  [1:  Linda S. Frey and Marsha L. Frey, The French Revolution ([n.p.]: Greenwood Press, 2004), p. xiii.]  [2:  E.Hobsbawm, The Age Of Revolution (London: Time Warner Books UK, 1962), p. 14.] 

This essay aims to explore the transformation to areas such as the everyday life of French citizens, politics, taxation, and women’s rights. Naturally, this does not mean that any other transformations brought about by the French Revolution, and neglected in this essay, are less important than those which are included.
The conquest, and subsequent destruction, of the Bastille (14th July 1789) was a very significant transformation brought about by the French Revolution. Being described as a “leaderless multitude of persons belonging to every class, workmen of all trades who, mostly ill equipped and unused to arms, boldly affronted the fire from the ramparts”.[footnoteRef:3]This is a very important quote from one of the participants in the storming of the Bastille, which highlights the extreme lengths that were taken by ordinary citizens as a result of poverty and starvation. People with no military training at all, successfully conquered a fortress which symbolised the oppression of the monarchy. It is important to note, that the Bastille had a very small garrison, and only 7 prisoners who were not really politically noteworthy. The main reason the Bastille concerned the mob, was the amount of gunpowder stored there, which, would prove invaluable to the revolution.[footnoteRef:4] The cultural impact of this event was huge, “the storming of the Bastille symbolically marked the beginning of the French Revolution, in which the monarchy was overthrown and a republic set up based on the ideas of ‘Liberté, égalité, fraternité”.[footnoteRef:5] This not only affected French culture at the time, but also today, as France still celebrates Bastille day as a national holiday. The cultural impacts of the destruction of the Bastille impacted even England at the time. “The fall of the Bastille on 14 July 1789, in particular, elicited many reactions in England in such media as print, caricature, and drama.”[footnoteRef:6]Theatre’s began displaying representations of the events that took place.[footnoteRef:7]Even in today’s world we have seen famous representations of the French Revolution, in things such as Les Miserables. [3:  Georges Pernoud Sabine Flaissier, The French Revolution, trans. by Richard Graves (New York: Capricorn Books, 1961), p. 31-37.]  [4:  British Library, Storming of the Bastille 14 July 1789 () <https://www.bl.uk/learning/timeline/item106472.html> [accessed 12 November 2019].
]  [5:  British Library, Storming of the Bastille 14 July 1789 () <https://www.bl.uk/learning/timeline/item106472.html> [accessed 12 November 2019].]  [6:  Norbert Schürer, 'The Storming of the Bastille in English Newspapers', Eighteenth-Century Life, Volume 29.1, (2005), (p. 50). ]  [7:  Gillian Russell, The Theatres of War: Performance, Politics, and Society, 1793–1815 (Oxford: Clarendon, 1995), 67.] 

Likewise, changes brought about by the National Assembly completely restructured French society, transforming politics and establishing conceptions of nationhood and citizenship. For example, the Assembly formed a decree abolishing the feudal system on 11th of August 1789. In the very first article it states, “The National Assembly herby completely abolishes the feudal system”.[footnoteRef:8]This essentially abolished many of the privileges of the ruling classes, and embodied revolutionary ideas, typical to the enlightenment period, of equality and justice. “They destroyed aristocratic society from top to bottom, along with its structure of dependencies and privileges. For this structure they substituted the modern, autonomous individual, free to do whatever was not prohibited by law.... The Revolution thus distinguished itself quite early by its radical individualism.”[footnoteRef:9] [8:  Decree of the National Assembly Abolishing the Feudal System, 11 August 1789, Liberty, Equality, Fraternity, <http://chnm.gmu.edu/revolution/d/281.> [accessed 12 November 2019].]  [9:  F. Furet, Critical Dictionary of the French Revolution, trans. by Arthur Goldhammer (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1989), p. 112.] 

Furthermore, on the 26th of August 1789, the National Assembly created the Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen. In which, “the representatives of the French people…resolved to set forth the natural, inalienable and sacred rights of man”.[footnoteRef:10]The declaration was undoubtedly inspired by the enlightenment philosophers, and had a major, far reaching impact on developing ideas of freedom and democracy.[footnoteRef:11]It therefore had a huge cultural impact on France as it established all men as equal and that distinctions were only to be made based on “common utility”. Everyone was to be judged equal in the eyes of the law, regardless of wealth and titles. Everyone had freedom of speech, equal taxation based on capacity to pay, the right to hold political representatives accountable, the right to vote.[footnoteRef:12] Moreover, this impacted more than just France as it helped to inspire the 1948 UN Universal Declaration of Human Rights.[footnoteRef:13] [10:  “Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen, 26 August 1789,” Liberty, Equality, Fraternity, <http://chnm.gmu.edu/revolution/d/295.> [accessed 12 November 2019].]  [11:  Jeffery Kopstein, Comparative Politics: Interests, Identities, and Institutions in a Changing Global Order ([n.p.]: Cambridge University Press, 2000), p. 72.]  [12:  “Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen, 26 August 1789,” Liberty, Equality, Fraternity, <http://chnm.gmu.edu/revolution/d/295.> [accessed 13 November 2019].]  [13:  Douglas K. Stevenson , American Life and Institutions (Stuttgart Germany, 1987), p. 34.] 

However, it’s core and fundamental principles were not as progressive or as democratic as we might like to think. “This document is a manifesto against the hierarchal society of noble privilege, but not one in favour of a democratic or egalitarian society”.[footnoteRef:14]Since most of the working class were poor and illiterate, the 610 men elected to represent them were mostly lawyers, capitalists, and businessmen.[footnoteRef:15]Not really mirroring the equal society promised in the declaration. A key word to note is the declaration of the rights of “man”. Women were not afforded any of these same basic rights, which further proves the case of this declaration not being as enlightened as it so often is painted as.  [14:  E.Hobsbawm, The Age Of Revolution (London: Time Warner Books UK, 1962), p. 59.
]  [15:  E, Hobsbawm, p. 60] 

Women and the French Revolution
Women, in pre-revolutionary France, were taught to be committed to their husbands and "all his interests”. A woman's education mostly consisted of learning to be a good wife and mother, serving a primarily domestic role. They were not supposed to be involved in politics, as the limit of their influence was the raising of future citizens.[footnoteRef:16]However, when the Revolution begun women took on a much more active role than the subservient one forced upon them. For example, the thousands strong women’s march on Versailles forced Louis XVI to submit to the people’s will and sparked the Revolution. While some women chose a more militant path, others gained their influence through writings. One such activist was Olympe de Gouges who wrote here very own response to the rights of man, The Declaration of the Rights of Woman. She truly embodied the spirit of the Enlightenment, and Revolution, being “a self–educated butcher’s daughter from the south of France who wrote pamphlets and plays on a variety of issues, including slavery.”[footnoteRef:17]Her declaration exposed failures in French Revolutions gender inequality. It follows the seventeen articles of the Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen, and exposes the inconstancy of treating people differently on the basis of sex, race and class. Ultimately, she was deemed an enemy to the revolution and was guillotined.  [16:  Madame de Maintenon, Dialogues and Addresses , ed. by John J Conley, S.J, trans. by John J Conley, S.J (Chicago: The University Of Chicago Press, ), p. 321.
]  [17:  Olympe de Gouges, The Declaration of the Rights of Woman () <http://chnm.gmu.edu/revolution/d/293/> [accessed 13 November 2019].] 

These actions by feminist women of the time, while not experiencing any concrete change at the time of the Revolution, have undoubtedly caused huge cultural shifts in both Revolutionary France and the wider world today. In the UK, for example, Mary Wollstonecraft was inspired by de Gouges to write A Vindication of the Rights of Woman in 1793. Wollstonecraft wrote the Rights of Woman to attack against gender based double standards.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Mary Wollstonecraft, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (France: , 1793).] 

In conclusion, there were many key political and social transformations brought about by the French Revolution. These transformations reverberated throughout French society and everyday life, and even affected the cultures of other countries. Our societies today, even, have been shaped hugely by the French Revolution with progressions and advancements in; human rights, equality, gender equality, extension of the franchise (right to vote), arts and literature, and development on ideas of democracy and citizenship. Within eighteenth century France, the abolishment of the feudal system hugely benefited those considered to be in the “third estate”, and helped to relieve the tax burden’s imposed upon them. Men within the third estate had rights and protections established for them, by the Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen 1789, which had never previously existed. Of course, it’s important to note that these same rights and equalities that were afforded to men, were not extended to the women of the Revolution. The National Assembly enacted political changes that rocked the foundations of French society, such as the Decree Abolishing The Feudal System 1789, and the Decree on the Abolition of 

the Nobility 1790. Symbols and monuments dedicated to the ancien regime were destroyed, such as the Bastille, which left more tangible marks on French society that can be seen even today. 
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