French Revolution 
The storming of the Bastille in July 1789 signifies the start of revolutionary change in France. This significant event in French history leads to fast chain of events promoting social and political change in France, which ultimately lead to the ‘First Republic of France’ on September 22nd, 1792.[footnoteRef:1]  Being discussed in this essay will be some of the important political writings from the National assembly (1789-1790), mainly focusing on the Declaration of Rights of Man and Citizen and some influential social writing from enlightened scholars such as Emmanuel Sieyès, François -Marie Arouet Voltaire and Immanuel Kant. These important political writings and key social figures all had a direct impact on the cultural behaviour and ideologies of France. To begin to understand the impact and the change from the French Revolution, France prior to the revolution of 1789 needs to be addressed, along with the crises it was facing. [1:  Brown University Library Centre for Digital Scholarship, ‘Paris Capital of the 19th Century’, The First Republic 1792-1804’ (June 2011), https://library.brown.edu/cds/paris/chronology1.html [accessed 12th November].] 

Before 1789, France was facing an economic crisis. There was a breakdown of relations between crown and parlement under Louis XV, due to his ‘attempts to tax nobility’ who were exempt, this created sour tensions, which was inherited by Louis XVI.[footnoteRef:2] From 1774-6 France went through a series of financial reforms attempted by financial ministers such as Turgot and Necker to correct some debt accumulated from the 7 years’ war and lavish court expenditure. The aim of these reforms was to stop France becoming bankrupt, but they failed. France, under King Louis XVI involved itself in the American War of Independence, which led to its bankruptcy. Social historian Eric Hobsbawm highlights not only did war accumulate debt but so did the ‘extravagance of Versailles, navy and service of the existing debt’ all contributed, which led to more taxes which burdened the Third Estate.[footnoteRef:3]  [2:  John Hardman, The French Revolution: The Fall of the Ancien Regime to the Thermidorian Reaction 1785-1795 (London: Edward Arnold,1981), p. 9.]  [3:  Eric Hobsbawm, THE AGE OF REVOLUTION 1789-1848 (Great Britain: Abacus,1977), p. 78.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk529952934]Frances social crisis was profoundly voiced by members of the Third Estate. Under the Ancien regime the people of France were spilt into a system called the Three Estates; First Estate were members of the Clergy; the Second Estate were members of nobility and the Third Estate who was everyone else. The Third Estate were burdened with a huge amount of taxes they were unable to pay, poverty, poor living conditions, while the First and Second Estates were exempt from paying tax. On top of taxes and poverty, there was a bad harvest in 1788 and again in 1789, which ‘hurt the peasantry’ and added to the extreme hunger among the poorest members of French society.[footnoteRef:4] The rural communities of France petitioned against the unfair tax system and abuses they suffered under the care of their feudal lord in 1789, stating they are ‘living in misery, crushed beneath the entire weight of the most inhumane and detestable feudal system’ highlighting the burden of taxes.[footnoteRef:5] In the petition language such as slavery, cruelty and fear are used to emphasis the shared feelings of the rural poor. These abuses on taxes on the poor were also highlighted by Charles Alexandre de Calonne at the Assembly of Notables prior to their petition in 1787. One specific tax Calonne highlights, same as the rural communities is the ‘corvées [forced labour on the public highways]’ which Calonne wanted to abolish and the rural poor saw as very unfair and unjust.[footnoteRef:6] Historian Eric Hobsbawm agrees that it was the ‘economic and social crisis’ that caused the Third Estate to revolt and demand change.[footnoteRef:7] [4:  Hobsbawm, p. 81.]  [5:  Cahiers from Rural Districts, Attack on Seigneurial Dues, http://chnm.gmu.edu/revolution/exhibits/show/liberty--equality--fraternity/item/3136 [accessed 13th November 2018].]  [6:  Hardman, p. 26.]  [7:  Hobsbawm, p. 81.] 

The political system of France prior to 1789 was corrupt and crumbling. France was ruled as a ‘absolute’ monarchy, placing the king at the head of everything. Power and wealth were the kings, but also the First and Second Estates. Their power and wealth came from exploitive taxes placed on the Third Estate, but mainly from overseas trade. Louis XVI resided in the palace of Versailles and caused uproar in the political arena by wanting to move government away from Paris, the capital of France. The calling of the Estates-General in 1789 only turned bitter, all three Estates were represented, but not fairly. The representatives of the Third Estate were mainly the rich ‘middle class’ that had emerged within the Third Estate, many were doctors, lawyers and merchants.[footnoteRef:8] The Estates-General was convened so the people could petition their king about the current socio-economic crisis, but this was ignored. Overall the economic, social and political crises France faced prior to 1789 all contributed to revolution that was looming. But the main catalyst for change was the socio-economic crisis, which the members of the Third Estate had begun to identify and understand. Through the works of influential enlightenment figures and a change in politics came change, which had a direct impact on the French culture.  [8:  Hobsbawm, p. 79.] 

The failure of the General-Estates in 1789 and the lack of representation of the third estate led to a revolutionary stand, which resulted in the Tennis Court Oath. The Tennis Court Oath meeting is famously painted by Jacques-Louis David, who himself was an enlightened thinker. The outcome from the Tennis Court Oath is the ‘creation of the National Assembly in June’, this was all kinds of factions in the Third Estate working together for a constitutional monarchy, were the king is still the head of the nation but the people have control over their elected head of state.[footnoteRef:9] From the National Assembly came a series of Decrees and the Declaration of Rights of Man and Citizen, which had a direct cultural impact on the French people.  [9:  Timothy Tackett, ‘Nobles and Third Estate in the Revolutionary Dynamic of the National Assembly 1789-1790’, American Historical Review, 94 (1989), https://web-a-ebscohost-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/ehost/pdfviewer/pdfviewer?vid=1&sid=3b0794c2-99e1-4dbc-a9e3-95113cbac8dc%40sessionmgr4008 [accessed 13th November 2018].] 

One of the first political Decrees issued by the National Assembly was the ‘Decree Abolishing the Feudal System on the 11th of August 1789.’[footnoteRef:10] The feudal system was an unfair medieval system that placed the king at the top and nobility, profiting off their subjects. This document created by the revolutionaries is the beginning of a shift in power towards a strong constitutional monarchy. Many articles in the decree abolish and supress unfair taxes placed on the French people, for example ‘Tithes of every description and Pecuniary privileges’ relieving some of the heavy tax burden on the common people.[footnoteRef:11] The document also aims to give back to the people, like the ‘pigeon-houses, right to hunt and kill’ giving them more freedom over their own lands and community.[footnoteRef:12] The decree also looks into political corruption, mainly the ‘sale of judicial and municipal offices’ and promises the establishment of a new judicial system be put in place.[footnoteRef:13] This decree alone would have had a direct impact on the everyday life of members of the Third Estate, creating social cohesion between the people through fairness. One of the most important documents having a cultural impact on the French people was the Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen, late August 1789. The Declaration throughout aims to give the people their natural rights as men, under natural law. Language such a ‘free, equal and nation’ are present in the entirety of the Declaration.[footnoteRef:14] The main purpose of the Declaration was to promote equality to all, but not all, women were exempt, which prompts a female counter-revolutionary attack by Marie Gouze writing the ‘Declaration of the Rights of Woman’ in 1791.[footnoteRef:15] In the Declaration of Rights of Man and Citizen, a fair tax system is suggested with tax spread by ability to pay among all Estates, meaning some strain was removed from the Third Estate to pay all taxes. The French nation, the people, have the control and power, there is not one higher power, the king. This Declaration was the ‘formal manifesto’ of the revolution, a huge step towards liberty and equality, impacting everyone in France and for years to come, eventually inspiring the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights.[footnoteRef:16] [10:  Decree of the National Assembly Abolishing the Feudal System (11 August 1789), Liberty, Equality, Fraternity, http://chnm.gmu.edu/revolution/d/551 [accessed 13th November 2018]. ]  [11:  Decree of the National Assembly: Feudal system, http://chnm.gmu.edu/revolution/d/551 [accessed 13th November 2018].]  [12:  Decree of National Assembly: Feudal system, http://chnm.gmu.edu/revolution/d/551 [accessed 13th November 2018].]  [13:  Decree of National Assembly: Feudal system, http://chnm.gmu.edu/revolution/d/551 [accessed 13th November 2018].]  [14:  Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen (26 August 1789), Liberty, Equality, Fraternity, https://chnm.gmu.edu/revolution/d/295 [accessed 13th November 2018].]  [15:  Olympe de Gouges, The Declaration of the Rights of Woman (September 1791), Liberty, Equality, Fraternity, https://chnm.gmu.edu/revolution/d/293 [accessed 13th November 2018].]  [16:  Hobsbawm, p. 83.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk529952986][bookmark: _Hlk529953891]The Enlightenment had an extensive impact on the French Revolution, mainly enlightened scholars such as Emmanuel Sieyès, François-Marie Arouet Voltaire and Immanuel Kant. These writers had a direct cultural impact on the people of France. Their writings enabled the French to think for themselves and have freedom of speech, changing the core values and beliefs of many in the Third Estate. Emmanuel Sieyès was a French Roman Catholic Abbé, meaning he belonged to the First Estate but as an enlightened thinker he could see the unfairness of the Ancien regime. Sieyès wrote ‘What is the Third Estate?’ and in this pamphlet he voices the abuses the Third Estate endure on a day to day basis and hope with highlighting these, members of the Third Estate will come together and think freely and realise they are the nation.[footnoteRef:17] Hobsbawm quotes Sieyès ‘sovereignty resides essentially in the nation’ crediting Sieyès as an enlightened thinker.[footnoteRef:18] Emotive language such as ‘shackled and oppressed, painful, degrading to the human race’ would have a direct impact on the reader.[footnoteRef:19] The Third Estate would realise how tied down they were, the First and Second Estates would despise this piece of writing.  [17:  Emmanuel Sieyès, What Is the Third Estate? Liberty, Equality, Fraternity http://chnm.gmu.edu/revolution/d/365 [accessed 14th November 2018].]  [18:  Hobsbawm, p. 80.]  [19:  Sieyès, Third Estate, http://chnm.gmu.edu/revolution/d/365 [accessed 14th November 2018].] 

François-Marie Arouet Voltaire wrote the ‘Understanding of Inequality’ to understand if there was any justification for inequality and where it arose from.[footnoteRef:20] In his writing Voltaire rationalises inequality and puts it down to the needs of men, but Voltaire does not just blame the needs of men, but also the people at the bottom for allowing themselves to be enslaved. In the text Voltaire highlights the ‘natural’ instinct of humans to categorise ‘rich who command, and the poor who serve’ and implies the ‘natural’ instinct of men to conquer and dominate ‘all men are born rather violent’ clearly showing how socially constructed inequality was, based on the need of the rich and men specifically.[footnoteRef:21] Voltaire was one of the most influential enlightenment figures of the eighteenth century, not only did he inspire the people at the bottom of French society, but it is said he had an impact ‘among nobles of all ranks.’[footnoteRef:22] [20:  Voltaire, Understanding of Inequality, Liberty, Equality, Fraternity, http://chnm.gmu.edu/revolution/d/360 [accessed 14th November 2018].]  [21:  Voltaire, Understanding of Inequality, http://chnm.gmu.edu/revolution/d/360 [accessed 14th November 2018].]  [22:  George C. Comninel, Rethinking the French Revolution: Marxism and the Revisionist Challenge (London: Verso 1987), p. 106.] 

Another enlightenment philosopher who was highly influential during the French Revolution is Immanuel Kant. Eric Hobsbawm even wrote he was so influential that his ‘habits were so regular that the citizens of that town set their watches by him.’[footnoteRef:23] Kant wrote in 1784, ‘Answering the Question: What is Enlightenment?’ and ultimately concluded that enlightenment is the freedom to think beyond the norm and challenge social constructs and behaviours.[footnoteRef:24] Throughout Immanuel Kant’s work he distinguishes that the French people are not living in an enlightened age but are ‘living in an age of enlightenment’ that the people are France are recognising their ability to think freely and be entitled to equality.[footnoteRef:25] Kant believes a revolution will challenge thought but ultimately bring about another system of inequalities.  [23:  Hobsbawm, p. 82.]  [24:  Immanuel Kant, Practical Philosophy, ‘ed, trans. By Mary J. Gregor’ (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), pp. 17-22.]  [25:  Kant, Practical Philosophy, pp. 17-22.] 

Therefore, it could be argued that important political writings such as the Declaration of Rights of Man and Citizen and Decrees from the National Assembly, alongside important enlightenment philosophers brought about transformation that had a significant cultural impact on the French people. Philosophical ideas and ideologies by people such as, Kant, Voltaire and Sieyès shaped and transformed the behaviours and beliefs of the French people, enabling them to fight for equality. These all changed the everyday life of the people of France and ultimately led to the First Republic of France in 1792, symbolising a shift in power from monarch to the people, the nation of France. The cultural impact of these movements can still be seen today in the modern world.
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