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On May 10, 1774, when Louis XVI ascended the throne, France was already a weary country, contradictory and fraught with accumulated tensions. To understand the life and decisions of this king, one must step back a few decades and observe the stage awaiting him: a monarchy that continued to assert its absolute character, a nobility jealous of its privileges, a powerful clergy, and a society gradually permeated by the ideas of the Enlightenment. France did not arrive at the crisis of the Revolution suddenly; rather, it drifted towards it through a series of economic, intellectual, and political shifts that, viewed together, form the backdrop to the reign of Louis XVI. This chapter precisely explores that framework: the France that preceded his accession to power, the legacies he received, and the problems already simmering beneath the surface.

Since the end of the 17th century, the French monarchy had reached its zenith with Louis XIV, the so-called Sun King. His reign, which spanned over seventy years, left an impression of grandeur and stability. Versailles became the symbol of a centralized power that radiated prestige throughout Europe. However, this magnificence came at a colossal cost: nearly constant wars, a complex administration, and an unequal tax system that placed the burden of taxation on the less privileged estates. Although Louis XIV succeeded in affirming monarchical power against the nobility and intermediary bodies, he also bequeathed to his successors a rigid structure, difficult to reform and increasingly disconnected from the needs of society.

Upon the death of Louis XIV in 1715, the throne passed to his great-grandson, the future Louis XV, who was then a child. During the regency of the Duke of Orleans, France experienced a change in political and cultural atmosphere. After decades of rigid court etiquette and political authoritarianism, a somewhat more relaxed, almost libertine era opened, in which Parisian high society displayed its taste for witty conversation, literary salons, and diversions. Nevertheless, beneath this apparent respite, the structures of the Ancien Régime remained intact: a society of estates divided into clergy, nobility, and Third Estate, with vast differences in rights, burdens, and expectations. The common people continued to bear the heaviest taxes, while the upper clergy and much of the nobility continued to benefit from exemptions and privileges.

Throughout the 18th century, French society was formally organized into three orders. The First Estate, the clergy, not only retained spiritual power but also vast economic power. It owned extensive lands, collected tithes from peasants, and enjoyed significant tax exemptions. The Second Estate, the nobility, comprised those who, by birth or royal grant, stood at the apex of the secular social order. Many nobles maintained seigneurial dues from peasants and, at the same time, monopolized high military and civil offices. Finally, the Third Estate encompassed all others: from poor peasants to the emerging urban bourgeoisie, and the common classes of the cities. This heterogeneity made the Third Estate a difficult bloc to define, but at the same time, it rendered them the great economic backbone of the kingdom, because the greater part of taxation fell upon their shoulders.

At the same time, the administration of the kingdom was complex and uneven. France was neither legally nor fiscally a homogeneous state. Some provinces, called pays d’états, retained their own representative institutions which directly negotiated their contributions with the Crown, while others, the pays d’élection, were subject to royal officials who set the tax burden. This diversity, inherited from a feudal and negotiated past, enormously complicated any attempt to rationalize or simplify the tax system. Whenever a finance minister tried to introduce reforms, he encountered a tangle of local rights, customs, and privileges that turned any change into a political battle.

The figure of Louis XV, who personally assumed the exercise of power after the regency, is essential to understanding the state of the kingdom upon Louis XVI’s arrival. At the beginning of his reign, many Frenchmen saw in him the ‘Beloved’, a young monarch who could restore grandeur and stability to France. However, over the decades, his image deteriorated. Participation in costly wars, such as the War of the Austrian Succession and the Seven Years’ War, ultimately undermined both public finances and the country’s military prestige. The most humiliating result was the loss of a large part of the colonial empire in North America to Great Britain, a blow that left a deep wound in national pride.

The lifestyle of the court did little to improve the monarch’s reputation. The presence of royal favorites, such as Madame de Pompadour and later Madame du Barry, fueled the perception that the king was surrounded by private interests and court intrigues far removed from the common good. Pamphlets and libels circulated with increasing freedom, ridiculing the court, accusing ministers of corruption, and portraying Louis XV as a king given over to pleasure rather than duty. The almost sacred respect that had once surrounded the person of the monarch began to crack. By the end of the 18th century, the monarchy remained powerful, but it was no longer untouchable.

This decline in royal prestige coincided with a cultural phenomenon of vast reach: the expansion of the Enlightenment. Philosophers, encyclopedists, and men of letters began to question the legitimacy of absolute power, religious intolerance, legal inequality, and arbitrariness in the administration of justice. Figures such as Voltaire, Montesquieu, Diderot, Rousseau, and other thinkers disseminated, through books, pamphlets, and above all, literary salons, a new way of viewing the world. Reason, experience, and debate were proposed as foundations of political and social order, in contrast to tradition, privilege, and divine right.

The salons of Paris became privileged spaces for the circulation of these ideas. There, enlightened aristocrats, prosperous bourgeois, writers, and scholars gathered. New works were discussed, government decisions were criticized, and, gradually, institutions that had been considered untouchable for centuries were examined without fear. It is important to emphasize that many of the hosts of these salons themselves belonged to the nobility or urban elites, demonstrating that criticism of the Ancien Régime came not exclusively ‘from below’, but also from within the elite itself. Consequently, the monarchy began to be questioned by a part of those very sectors which, in theory, were supposed to uphold it.

In parallel with the advance of the Enlightenment, the economic situation of the kingdom became increasingly problematic. The monarchy dragged a heavy debt, the product of successive wars and court expenditure that barely moderated. The tax system was not only unequal, but also inefficient. Many private collectors advanced money to the State and then recouped their investment, with profits, through tax collection. This system, called tax farming, generated corruption and social tensions, because taxpayers perceived that a considerable portion of what they paid did not go to the public treasury, but to enrich intermediaries.

Every attempt to adjust finances encountered the same difficulty: the privileged sectors resisted relinquishing their exemptions, and the bodies that could veto fiscal reforms, such as the parlements (high courts of justice with de facto political functions), often set themselves up as defenders of those privileges. The king, theoretically absolute, found himself, in practice, obliged to negotiate with bodies that presented themselves as guardians of the ‘liberties’ of the kingdom, but which, in many cases, looked after corporate interests. This situation created a paradox: an absolutist monarchy that nevertheless encountered significant limits when it came to carrying out profound reforms.

The peasantry, which comprised the majority of the population, bore a particularly heavy burden. They paid taxes to the king, dues to the lord, and tithes to the Church. Poor harvests, frequent in the first half of the 18th century, could rapidly lead to famine and local revolts. These revolts, known as ‘subsistence riots’, did not seek to overthrow the monarchy, but to protest against rising prices, grain hoarding, or the abuses of certain officials. However, they were a clear symptom of the fragility of the social order and the tension accumulated in the countryside. When the price of bread rose in the cities, unrest also spread among the urban popular classes.

Meanwhile, the urban bourgeoisie was gaining increasing weight. Merchants, bankers, jurists, doctors, and other professionals saw their activities and economic influence expand. Although some managed to purchase public offices or even titles of nobility, many felt excluded from the highest circles of political power and social prestige. This contradiction —wealth and education, but absence of equal prestige and participation in government— was an important factor in the gestation of criticisms against the Ancien Régime. The ideas of merit, talent, and social utility, defended by the philosophes, found an echo in these sectors, who aspired to a more open political order.

In this context, the Catholic Church occupied an ambivalent position. On one hand, it was a deeply rooted institution in daily life, responsible for sacraments, spiritual assistance, and, in many cases, education and charity. On the other hand, it formed part of the privileged estates, with significant assets and income, and generally defended the traditional order. A part of the clergy, especially the upper clergy, closely identified with the nobility, while the lower clergy, closer to the population, sometimes shared the hardships of the common people. The Enlightenment critique of religious intolerance, fanaticism, and the temporal power of the Church found fertile ground in the internal conflicts of the clergy and the growing distance between traditional religious mentality and the new values of reason and science.

The reforms attempted under Louis XV show the extent to which the system was under strain. Some ministers and royal advisors understood the need to modernize the administration and rationalize finances. Nevertheless, whenever a project threatened established privileges, strong resistance arose from the parlements, the nobility, and sometimes the court itself. The case of Chancellor Maupeou, who attempted to limit the power of the parlements in the early 1770s, is illustrative: his reform sought to subject these courts to more direct royal control, but it was highly unpopular among broad sectors of the elite, who interpreted it as an attack on the ‘liberties’ of the kingdom. The result was that, after Louis XV’s death, the reform was reversed, and the parlements recovered their former powers.

By the final years of Louis XV, the general climate was one of distrust and criticism. The king, aged and ill, had become for many a symbol of an exhausted regime. Financial crises were increasingly frequent; the State was forced to borrow under unfavorable conditions; creditors feared for the Crown’s solvency; taxes, far from being reduced, threatened to increase. In parallel, scientific academies, philosophical societies, and a more dynamic press contributed to the circulation of reformist, if not openly dissenting, ideas. Although royal censors continued to operate, the clandestine distribution of banned books and political pamphlets was a constant reality.

In this breeding ground, the figure of the king ceased to be unquestionable. For centuries, the monarchy had been presented as an institution of divine origin, necessary to maintain order and peace. However, Enlightenment discourse, influenced by Locke, Montesquieu, and later Rousseau, proposed that power should be justified by the consent of the governed, by its utility to society, and by respect for certain fundamental liberties. Obedience could no longer be taken for granted; it had to be reasoned. This transformation in the way of conceiving authority silently undermined the foundations of absolute monarchy.

Nevertheless, it would be a mistake to imagine a unanimously revolutionary France on the eve of Louis XVI’s reign. The majority of the population remained rural, deeply religious, and attached to the figure of the king as the ultimate protector. Many nobles and even part of the clergy sympathized with some reformist ideas, but they did not desire a radical transformation of the social order. The bourgeoisie itself, although critical of privilege, did not have a single, necessarily revolutionary program. Rather, the kingdom experienced a situation of ambiguity: a mixture of inertia and desire for change, respect for tradition and openness to criticism, resignation and hope.

In this contradictory scenario, the young Louis Auguste, the future Louis XVI, grew up at the court of Versailles. While the country was transforming, he received an education that combined, in a peculiar way, tradition and modernity. His preceptors insisted on the duties of the Christian sovereign: piety, justice, charity towards the poor, and respect for the established social order. But some notions of the Enlightenment also filtered through indirectly, especially regarding the need for good laws, efficient administration, and a prosperous economy. The young prince, shy and diligent, was interested in history, geography, and the technical sciences. His taste for mechanics and reading set him apart from the frivolous image many held of the aristocrats of his time.

The court of Versailles, however, was a world unto itself, with its own rules, hierarchies, and rituals. Since the time of Louis XIV, the palace had become the stage for a complex choreography of gestures, ceremonies, and etiquette that regulated the daily life of the king and his courtiers. The monarch’s awakening, his meals, his walks, and even his moments of seclusion were regulated and observed. For many nobles, residing at Versailles was a way to stay close to power and compete for offices, pensions, and royal favors. For the future Louis XVI, this environment meant, at the same time, a school of court politics and a source of discomfort. His reserved character and inclination towards introspection clashed with the exhibitionism and constant surveillance of the court.

Meanwhile, far from the gilded salons of Versailles, the life of the majority of French people passed with few comforts and many uncertainties. In the countryside, peasants were exposed to variations in the weather, plagues, and fluctuations in grain prices. In the cities, artisans depended on the stability of orders and the purchasing power of their clients. Poor harvests could translate, within months, into food shortages, tensions, and disturbances. The memory of times of famine and revolt was never too distant. This backdrop of economic vulnerability constituted a permanent element of pressure on the government, which had to guarantee, at least in appearance, the provisioning of the cities and the safety of the roads.

Within the elite, some lucid minds perceived that the kingdom needed profound changes. Discussions took place on the need to reform justice, to unify laws, to modernize infrastructure, to stimulate agriculture and industry. Some projects, inspired by physiocracy and new economic theories, defended the freedom of the grain trade, the reduction of barriers to internal commerce, and the abolition of certain monopolies. Nevertheless, these attempts clashed with established interests and with the fear that reforms might unleash more problems than solutions. The memory of riots caused by rising bread prices made any modification in provisioning policy extremely delicate.

The parlements, as bodies of magistrates belonging mostly to the nobility of the robe, played an ambiguous role in these debates. On one hand, they presented themselves as defenders of the fundamental laws of the kingdom and protectors of subjects against potential abuses of royal power. On the other hand, they often led the resistance to any measure that touched the fiscal privileges of the upper estates or sought to rationalize the administrative structure. When they opposed royal edicts, they did so invoking the idea of ‘liberties’ and the ‘historical constitution’ of France, concepts that resonated positively with a public opinion increasingly attentive to state affairs. But in practice, this defense of ‘liberties’ frequently translated into the protection of corporate interests.

The concept of ‘public opinion’ emerged forcefully in this context. Although universal suffrage was far off and institutional mechanisms for political participation were very limited, the circulation of information and judgments about the government intensified notably. Newspapers, pamphlets, books, and conversations in salons, cafes, and philosophical societies formed a relatively new network of discussion. Rulers, who previously could largely ignore what was said outside the court, began to feel the pressure of this opinion. Royal decisions were commented upon, criticized, and even ridiculed. The king’s authority remained great, but the reverential silence that surrounded it in previous centuries had cracked.

All this did not yet imply a widespread desire to overthrow the monarchy. Rather, it was expected that the king would exercise a role as supreme arbiter, unifier, and reformer. Many philosophes did not imagine a world without a king, but rather a monarchy moderated by laws, representative councils, and a more rational administration. The British model, with its balance between king, Parliament, and public opinion, exerted a certain fascination on part of the French elites. Some wondered whether France could move towards a similar system, in which the monarch retained a preeminent role but shared power with representative institutions and respected certain liberties.

In the 1760s and early 1770s, the financial situation of the State reached a critical level. The Seven Years’ War had demonstrated France’s military fragility against Great Britain and had aggravated the public debt. Finance ministers succeeded one another, each trying in their own way to contain the deficit, renegotiate debt, and find new revenues without provoking social unrest or directly confronting the privileged. Often, efforts were reduced to partial adjustments that postponed, rather than resolved, the problems. The feeling that the State was living beyond its means, without undertaking necessary structural reforms, became consolidated in certain circles.

As the economic crisis deepened, Enlightenment culture continued to expand. The monumental undertaking of the Encyclopédie, directed by Diderot and d’Alembert, had already borne fruit, disseminating not only technical and scientific knowledge, but also a spirit of inquiry and criticism. Articles questioning fanaticism, intolerance, and the abuse of power multiplied. Although the work faced censorship and resistance, its impact was considerable. The idea that knowledge should be broad, accessible, and useful, and that institutions should submit to the examination of reason, became consolidated.

Thus, towards the end of the reign of Louis XV, France found itself at a historical crossroads. On one hand, it remained a great European power, with an influential culture, a significant economy, and a powerful political tradition. On the other, it was weighed down by an unequal social structure, finances on the brink of collapse, and a monarchical legitimacy eroded by scandals, military defeats, and intellectual criticism. The Crown still retained the instruments of absolutism, but its capacity to employ them without resistance was increasingly diminished.

When Louis XV died in 1774, a victim of smallpox, he left the throne to his grandson, the young Louis XVI, who was barely nineteen years old. That young king inherited not only the crown of France, but also a complex legacy: an indebted State, a restless society, an elite divided between the desire to maintain its privileges and the awareness of the need for reforms, and a vigilant public opinion, ready to discuss, applaud, or condemn his decisions. The figure of the monarch still occupied the center of the political stage, but the scenery surrounding it had profoundly changed since the time of the Sun King.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2



[image: ]




The child who would come to be known as Louis XVI was born into a world saturated with symbols, rituals, and hierarchies. From his first breath, he was surrounded by a rigid etiquette and expectations that completely surpassed him. Before becoming king, he was Louis Auguste, Duke of Berry, a shy and serious boy who grew up in the shadow of brighter, more charismatic figures within the royal family, and under the silent weight of a dynastic history that seemed to push him in a very precise direction. To understand his adult decisions, his doubts, his sense of duty, and even his mistakes, it is essential to pause over these formative years: his childhood, education, daily life at Versailles, and the way all these experiences shaped his character.

Louis Auguste was born on August 23, 1754 at Versailles, in the very heart of the court system designed by Louis XIV. He was the grandson of Louis XV and the third son of the Dauphin Louis Ferdinand and Marie Josèphe of Saxony. Initially, his destiny was not directly linked to the throne, as he was preceded by older brothers destined to inherit the crown. The very structure of the royal family seemed to place him in the background: he was not the firstborn, not the great direct hope of the succession, and this meant that, at first, less immediate pressure weighed upon him. Nevertheless, premature deaths within the family would dramatically alter this child’s horizon.

From birth, Louis Auguste’s childhood was marked by a dual reality. On one hand, he lived in an atmosphere of luxury, surrounded by tapestries, precious furniture, solemn portraits, and ceremonies that marked every important moment of his life. On the other, he experienced a certain emotional distance, typical of the aristocratic education of the time, in which children were soon entrusted to wet nurses, preceptors, and tutors. Although his parents cared about his moral and religious formation, direct and affectionate contact between parents and children was not always as constant as in families less constrained by protocol. Versailles’ very grandeur, with its endless salons and gardens, could feel cold for a child of a withdrawn temperament.

Nevertheless, the figure of his mother, Marie Josèphe of Saxony, seems to have exerted an important influence during his early years. Deeply pious and of a character more reserved than many ladies of the court, she instilled in him a serious religiosity, a certain sense of modesty, and a very clear idea of moral duty. In contrast, the general atmosphere of Versailles, dominated by intrigues, rumors, rivalries, and often ostentatious luxury, offered a very different example. Thus, from a young age, Louis Auguste was exposed to a tension between the ideal of Christian life —made of sobriety, responsibility, and charity— and the reality of a court where appearance, ambition, and pleasure played a central role.

At the same time, the figure of his father, the Dauphin Louis Ferdinand, held important symbolic value for him, although their direct relationship was very soon cut short. The Dauphin was considered a serious, pious, relatively austere man, and had developed a critical view of certain excesses of Louis XV’s reign, especially concerning the influence of the royal favorites. Many contemporaries saw him as the great hope for a morally regenerated monarchy. However, his premature death in 1765, when Louis Auguste was barely eleven years old, left the child without that paternal figure who might have guided, restrained, and prepared him more personally for the exercise of power.

The Dauphin’s death was not only an intimate tragedy, but also a political event destined to decisively influence Louis Auguste’s life. From that moment, the line of succession inexorably drew closer to the young prince. The pressure, which had until then been diffuse, began to take shape: with his father’s disappearance, he moved to a central place in the expectations of the court and the kingdom. He was not yet the direct heir, but the circle was narrowing. This feeling of a destiny approaching without having chosen it would be a constant in his life.

A few years later, the situation worsened with further deaths within the royal family. Louis Auguste’s older brothers, who were theoretically ahead of him on the path to the throne, died one after another. These disappearances, besides increasing his future responsibility, confronted him from childhood with the fragility of life and with the idea that Providence —in the language of the time— had placed a particular burden upon him. By intimate vocation, Louis Auguste did not seem to seek power; however, circumstances were placing him at the center of the political stage, even before he was fully conscious of what that meant.
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