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Introduction


This book has been written to support your study of the:





•  Non-British Period Study units Y213 and Y243, The French Revolution and the rule of Napoleon, 1774–1815





This introduction gives you an overview of:





•  the OCR AS and A Level course



•  how you will be assessed on this unit



•  the different features of this book and how these will aid your learning.





1 The OCR AS and A Level course


This study will form part of your overall History course for the OCR specification, of which there are three unit groups and a topic-based essay.




The unit groups comprise:



1  a British Period Study and Enquiry, which follow chronologically on from each other (Unit group 1 – AS and A Level)



2  a Non-British Period Study (Unit group 2 – AS and A Level)



3  a Thematic Study and Historical Interpretations (Unit group 3 – A Level only).





This book covers the non-British period study topic ‘The French Revolution and the rule of Napoleon 1774–1815’ from Unit group 2 of the OCR History A specification.


The period from 1774 to 1815 saw one of the greatest events in the history of Europe and perhaps the world, the French Revolution. The book deals with both its origins and immediate causes, and explains how the King’s mismanagement combined with a variety of grievances to cause a wave of popular violence and political change. It goes on to explain why the attempt at constitutional monarchy failed to work and how this led to the creation of a republic dominated by extreme revolutionaries, that resulted in the overthrow of the monarchy and horrific massacres of people suspected of betraying the Revolution. But this democracy coupled with terror went too far, and its leaders were overthrown and killed in 1794, to be replaced by a more conservative regime known as the Directory.


It is difficult to overstate the shock of these dramatic events in contemporary Europe. The execution of the King, and later the Queen, was seen as a threat to the existing social order. The emergence of new ideas of Liberty, Fraternity and Equality; the creation of a new state-controlled Church; the extreme violence with which the Revolution was defended, all profoundly affected Europe. The Revolution gave Europe a new political vocabulary and new radical ideas. The emergence of the people as a political force was a major change. The directors faced ongoing war as the other monarchs opposed the Revolution.


The wars threw up a major military leader in France – Napoleon Bonaparte. This book examines the early life and the initial military successes of Bonaparte. It deals with his rise to power in 1799 and the remarkable series of reforms he made during his time as Consul of France until 1804. The issue of whether these were focused on establishing his own power or extending the Revolution will be addressed. In 1804, he made himself Emperor and fought some of the most successful military campaigns in European history. The book discusses how far his own abilities as a general explain his victories. The over-extension of his empire in attempts to dominate Spain and to defeat Russia led to his downfall in 1814 – this, his attempt to return from imposed exile in 1815 and his final defeat at Waterloo will be explained.


The chapters in the book correspond to the key topics in the specification.


2 How you will be assessed


A Level


Each of the three unit groups has an examination paper, whereas the topic-based essay is marked internally, but externally moderated.





•  Unit group 1: British Period Study and Enquiry



The period study is assessed through two essays, from which you answer one, and the enquiry is assessed through a source-based question. This counts for 25 per cent of your overall marks.



•  Unit group 2: Non-British Period Study



This is assessed through a two-part question: a shorter-answer essay and one essay. This counts for 15 per cent of your overall marks.



•  Unit group 3: Thematic Study and Historical Interpretations



This unit is assessed through two essays that cover at least 100 years, and one in-depth question based on two interpretations of a key event, individual or issue that forms a major part of the theme. This counts for 40 per cent of your overall marks.





For the topic-based essay you will complete a 3000–4000 word essay on a topic of your choice. This counts for 20 per cent of your overall marks.


AS Level


Each of the two unit groups has an examination paper:





•  Unit group 1: British Period Study and Enquiry



The period study is assessed through two essays, from which you answer one, and the enquiry is assessed through two source-based questions. This counts for 50 per cent of your overall marks.



•  Unit group 2: Non-British Period Study



This is assessed through an essay and an interpretation question. The interpretation question will come from one of two specified key topics. This counts for 50 per cent of your overall marks.





Examination questions for Unit group 2


For both the AS and A Level you will have been entered for a specific unit, and your examination paper will contain only the questions relating to that unit. In the AS examination there will be two sections in the examination paper. Section A is the period study section and Section B is the interpretation section.


In the A Level examination there is just one section with two short-answer essays and two period-study essays.


In the A Level examination, two questions will be set and you must answer one. There will be two parts to the question; the short-answer essay that carries 10 marks and the period study essay that carries 20 marks. You must answer both parts from the same question.


In the AS examination, Section A will contain two essay questions, both worth 30 marks and you will have to answer one of them. Each essay will be drawn from a different key topic, although the questions could be drawn from more than one key topic.


In Section B, there will be one interpretation question, which will be drawn from one of the two key topics named in the AS specification.


Questions on the period study


For AS and A Level Section B questions on the period studies, the types of questions set will be the same. Examples of questions using some of the more common command terms and specific requirements for each can be found at the end of each chapter. The command terms are important and a key to success is understanding what these terms mean and what you need to do to write a high-scoring essay answer.






	Command term

	Description

	Example in the book






	Assess

	Weigh up the relative importance of a range of factors and reach a supported judgement as to which is the most important.

	Page 39

Page 101








	To what extent

	Consider the relative importance of the named issue by comparing it with other issues and reach a balanced judgement as to its relative importance.

	Page 31







	How far

	Consider the relative importance of the named issue and weigh up its role by comparing it with other issues to reach a balanced judgement as to its relative importance.

	Page 102







	How successful

	Consider a range of issues and make a judgement as to how successful each was before reaching an overall judgement about success.

	Page 71








Questions for A Level short-answer essay


The questions will be based on two key events, people or issues and you will be asked to explain which you consider to be of greater importance, impact or significance for a particular issue. Questions will be structured in the following way:


Which of the following had the greater impact on the authority of the monarchy in 1789?




    (i)  The storming of the Bastille



    (ii) The October Days






Explain your answer with reference to both (i) and (ii).


Questions on the AS interpretation


These questions will be based around a short quotation from a historian. You will not need to know anything about the historian, but must apply your knowledge of the issues raised by the quotation to evaluate the strengths and limitations of the quotation. Questions will be worded as follows:


‘Napoleon introduced features [into government] which would have been more commonly associated with the ancient regime.’


From: Stephen Lee, Aspects of Modern European History, 1789–1980 (1982)


Evaluate the strengths and limitations of this interpretation, making reference to other interpretations that you have studied.


Answering the questions


The AS examination is one and a half hours in length. Section A carries more marks than Section B and, therefore, it would be sensible to spend about 50 minutes on Section A and 40 minutes on Section B.


The A Level examination is one hour. The period study essay, question (b), carries more marks than the short essay, question (a), and therefore it would be sensible to spend more time on the period study essay. Before you start any of the questions, make a brief plan. Advice on planning essays is given on pages 39–41.


The answers you write will be marked against the relevant mark scheme. It would be useful to familiarise yourself with this before the examination so that you are aware of the criteria against which your work will be marked. Mark schemes offer guidance, but they cannot cover everything and if you write something that is relevant and accurate, but not in the mark scheme, you will gain credit for it. You will be rewarded for well-argued and supported responses. Marks will not be deducted for information that is incorrect, but you should remember that incorrect knowledge may undermine your argument.


What will the examination paper look like?


The cover of the examination paper will tell you the level for which you have been entered, either AS or A Level. It will tell you the unit number, which for the AS is Y243 and for the A Level is Y213. It will also tell you the title of the unit, the date of the examination and the time allowed for the examination. The cover will also give you instructions about the answer booklet and the marks available.


3 About this book


At the start of the period study covered in this book there is a section called ‘Gateway’. This provides a one-page summary of background material to the period you are about to study.


Each chapter in the book then covers one of the key topics listed in the OCR specification for the unit. Chapters start with a brief introduction and a series of key questions. An overview of the period or theme of the chapter provides a brief introductory narrative along with a timeline that outlines the key events.


Key questions


The chapters are divided into sections, each addressing one of the key questions listed in the chapter introduction. The key questions may be broken down into sub-questions to help your understanding of the topic. By the end of the section you should be able to answer the key questions.


Key terms


The key terms that you need to understand in order to grasp the important concepts surrounding the topic are emboldened in the main text of the chapter the first time they are used and defined in the glossary on pages 133–35.


Activities


There are a series of activities throughout the book that will help you to develop the analytical skills you will need to do well in the examination at the end of the course. These will focus on explaining factors or issues and making supported judgements, all of which are vital in reaching the higher levels in the mark bands.



AS Level


There are some elements of the AS examination in Unit 2 that are different from the A Level. The types of question for AS Level are identified by an icon and the skills needed for these questions are explained at the end of the book.


Historical debates


As historians often disagree about the causes or significance of historical events or personalities, each chapter has contrasting extracts from the writings of two historians. Not only will this introduce you to some of the key historical debates about the period you are studying, but by using your historical knowledge and the information in the chapter, you will be able to test the views of the historians in order to determine which view you find more convincing. There will also be a list of books for further reading on the issue. Knowledge of the debate is not necessary for the examination in Unit 2, but it will enrich your knowledge and help to develop a valuable skill, which is further tested in Unit 3 of the A Level.


Summary of the chapter


At the end of each chapter there is a bullet-point list of the key points covered that will help with your revision.


Study skills


Each chapter has a Study skills section. These gradually help you to build up the skills you need for the period studies examination papers, providing examples of parts of strong and weak responses and further questions and activities in which you can practise the skills.


Revise, Reflect, Review


At the end of the book there is a section which will help you to consolidate your understanding of the whole topic. It encourages you to think about the period as a whole and to question many of your earlier views. There will also be further activities to help you prepare for the examination.





Gateway to France in 1774
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Society


French society was divided officially into different classes or estates. The clergy of the Catholic Church, which was the state religion, were the First Estate. The nobles were the Second Estate. The vast majority of French people were the Third Estate. The first two estates had some special tax privileges. The nobles also had the right to receive payments, called feudal dues, from those who lived on their lands. The Church took payments from each parish, called tithes. The nobility dominated both local and national government, and also high offices in the Church and the armed forces.
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Monarchy and government


France was ruled by hereditary monarchs of the Bourbon family. The Kings lived in the Palace of Versailles near Paris, built by the most powerful of the dynasty, Louis XIV, in the seventeenth century. The main offices of state were located there. Some of the provinces they ruled had a long history of royal rule and were called the Pays d’états. Some of them had been acquired more recently and were called the Pays d’élection; these provinces had more privileges and different systems of taxation. The provinces of France were ruled from Paris through local royal officials called intendants.


There was no French parliament. France was ruled by royal edicts, which had to be registered by high courts of law, called parlements, consisting of small numbers of aristocratic judges. The King could make laws, but was bound by the laws that had been registered. However, kings could override the parlements in a special ceremony called a lit de justice. The King could also order arbitrary imprisonment by special warrants, known as lettres de cachet.
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Town and country


The overwhelming majority of people lived in the countryside. The conditions of peasant life varied considerably, but there was a great deal of poverty. Also, many areas were remote and continued old traditions, for example, in the 1700s many areas did not have French as their first language.


The greatest city was Paris. There had been a growth of population generally in the eighteenth century and Paris had a population of around 620,000 by 1789, making it one of the largest European cities. Its crowded poorer districts were often difficult to control.
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Finance


Royal finances were a major problem. The King relied on private tax collectors who were contracted to collect taxes. The nobility and clergy were also exempt from some direct taxes. Wars had meant greater borrowing and high interest rates. To reform finance meant tackling well-established privileges.
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France as a great power


In the eighteenth century, France had a rich maritime trade and a colonial empire, including land in India, America and the West Indies. Its merchants benefited from slave labour on Caribbean plantations. It had fought long wars against England in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries and these continued with the War of the Austrian Succession (1740-48) and the Seven Years’ War (1756-63). Both countries had large navies, but the French also had a powerful army, and waged war on the continent of Europe. The outcomes were disappointing and the wars increased the debts of the French monarchy. However, in 1774, France was still seen as a great European diplomatic and military power. It was a major cultural centre and the Monarchy was seen as powerful.
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Religion


France had had major religious wars in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries between Protestants and Catholics. However, after the 1680s Catholicism was the only official religion. There were also divisions within the Catholic Church itself. Most rural areas were strongly Catholic, but in the towns there was more challenging of traditional religious beliefs and opposition to the power of the Church.
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Chapter 1



The causes of the French Revolution from 1774 and the events of 1789
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This chapter deals with the social structure of France before the Revolution. It looks at the Government and the character of Louis XVI to establish the background to the causes of the Revolution. As the financial problems were so central to bringing about the Revolution, their importance and why the different finance ministers failed to solve them are analysed. The role of the new ideas of the Enlightenment and the social and economic grievances that helped to bring about the Revolution are assessed. The chapter looks at the political crisis from 1787, to the calling of the Estates General and also at the events of 1789, showing how the Revolution became more radical.


The key questions to be considered are:





•  What were the main features of the Ancien Régime in France?



•  Why was it so difficult to solve the financial problems of France?



•  How important were new ideas in bringing about the Revolution?



•  How important was long- and short-term social and economic discontent in bringing about Revolution?



•  How important were political developments between 1787 and May 1789 in bringing about the Revolution?



•  Why did the Revolution become more radical and widespread between June and October 1789?





This chapter also explains how to understand the wording of an essay question through identifying the key words within it and how to plan a response.


[image: ]







[image: ]


Timeline






	1774

	10 May

	Louis XVI inherited the throne






	
1774–76


	 

	Turgot’s financial reforms






	
1777–81


	 

	Necker becomes Chief Financial Minister






	
1778–83


	 

	France fought Britain in the American War of Independence






	
1783–87


	 

	Calonne’s financial reforms






	1787

	February

	Meeting of the Assembly of Notables






	1788

	7 June

	Day of Tiles at Grenoble






	1789

	 

	
Cahiers drawn up throughout the spring






	 

	May

	Estates General met






	 

	20 June

	Tennis Court Oath






	 

	14 July

	Storming of the Bastille






	 

	summer

	The Great Fear






	 

	August

	National Assembly declared an end to feudalism






	 

	 

	Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen






	 

	5–6 October

	October Days
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Overview


In 1789, a series of dramatic events led to the reduction of the King’s power in France and effectively ended the Ancien Régime. In 1774, when Louis XVI came to the throne, royal authority was widely accepted. The Crown was at the head of a nation where there were all sorts of special privileges. The social classes or estates were official divisions. Nobles and clergy enjoyed exemption from certain direct taxes. Nobles also had historic rights called feudal dues, and their tenants in the countryside had to pay not only their state taxes but also make payments to the lords of the manors.


France was changing. Paris was growing. French trade was expanding. New ideas were spreading and more people were reading books, journals and newspapers. There was also the influence of the American Revolution. In 1776, Britain’s American colonies issued a declaration of independence. In the war between the colonists and Britain, which ended in 1783, France allied with the colonists, and Britain was defeated. Events in America inspired discussion of political freedom and representative government in France. The growing middle class resented the privileges of the Church and the nobles. Also, the peasants resented what they saw as the growth of aristocratic dues and the loss of their common grazing rights.


The wars of the eighteenth century had produced a large national debt. There were also calls for modernisation of the state. Louis appointed some forward-looking ministers but did not give them enough support to reform the taxation system. The King accepted that he needed agreement among the privileged classes for change. However, he failed to achieve this. Thus, he accepted advice to hold a meeting of representatives from all three estates – the meeting of the Estates General, a consultative body that had not met since 1614. This was preceded by an extraordinary series of meetings at local level for all the classes to draw up cahiers – lists of grievances. Thus, when the Estates General met in May 1789, France was in a state of great excitement and expectation about possible change.


The King failed. He did not permit the three Estates to vote in one national assembly, but wanted them to meet as they had in 1614 and vote in their separate houses. This allowed the two privileged classes to outvote the Third Estate, who represented the greatest number of French people.


This led to protest and the creation of a national assembly. Dithering between accepting this and using military force to dismiss it, the King angered the people without taking decisive action. Fearing a royal coup, the people of Paris searched for arms to resist and stormed the Bastille fortress on 14 July. The King accepted the National Assembly.


The momentum of change was accelerated by large-scale peasant disturbances in the summer of 1789. This led the Assembly to abolish feudalism, at least in theory, and to issue a Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen. The King might still have stopped the Revolution, but in October 1789 a march by the women of Paris and the new National Guard on Versailles forced the King and the Assembly into the centre of Paris, where they were subject to the power of the crowds.
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What were the main features of the Ancien Régime in France?


The ‘Ancien Régime’ is the name given to France before the Revolution of 1789. Its main characteristics were that it was an absolute monarchy, ruled by an hereditary monarch who did not share power with any representative assembly and who was personally responsible for the government of France. The other main feature of the Ancien Régime was that there were distinct classes – or ‘estates’. These were precise divisions, as the three estates had different legal status and were taxed differently. Put simply, the clergy prayed; the nobles fought and ruled; the rest of society worked. The First Estate, in a country which did not officially tolerate other religions, was the Catholic clergy. The nobles were the Second Estate. The mass of the population, from the wealthiest merchant, the most brilliant scholar, the most skilful servant to the lowest and poorest-educated peasant, had the same official class – the Third Estate.
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Absolute monarchy


A kingdom where the hereditary monarch rules without the requirement to consult an elected parliament is an absolute monarchy. Royal ministers are not responsible to anyone but the monarch. The right to rule belongs entirely to the monarch and there are few limits to his or her power.
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The First Estate


The clergy of the Roman Catholic Church made up 0.5 per cent of the population, but the Church owned around 6 per cent of the land of France. As well as taking services in the parish churches and administering the great cathedrals, the Church had an important social role. It controlled almost all education, most of the hospitals and looked after the relief of the poor. The monks and nuns looked after abbeys and priories. The friars preached. There were Church courts with a body of officials dealing with matters of matrimonial and paternity disputes, censorship of immorality, heresy or atheism, disputes over lands involving the Church as well as non-payment of tithes. The Church courts also maintained discipline within the Church itself.


Since the late seventeenth century, Protestants had not been tolerated. The Catholic Church was the official religion and had the support of the King. The Church, in turn, was a major supporter of the Monarchy, spreading the messages of the Government and helping to maintain order. The Church had wide powers of censorship and was highly influential in rural areas. The leading positions – the greater abbots, the bishops and archbishops, and the cardinals – were largely held by men of aristocratic origin. The lower clergy, the parish priests, were often as poor as the communities they lived in. The clergy were exempt from direct taxation and contributed a specially agreed sum to the Crown instead. They also received taxes (tithes) and payments (for example, fees for weddings and burials and fees for using Church courts) from their parishioners.
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Protestantism


In the Reformation period in the sixteenth century, France had been divided by religious wars between Catholics and the followers of the new reformed religion as established by Luther and Calvin. The Protestant claimant to the throne, Henri of Navarre, became King as Henri IV. He renounced his Protestant faith, but promised toleration of Protestants who dominated many areas of France in the Edict of Nantes (1598). This edict was ended by Louis XIV in 1685 and a period of persecution followed. The official state religion was Catholicism and other forms of religion were not officially recognised. In practice, there was little actual persecution and the Revolution brought about official toleration.
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The Second Estate


There were only around 140,000 nobles in a population of over 28 million, but they owned between a quarter and a third of French land. Originally the protectors of the realm, through their fighting qualities and remaining the monarch’s close advisers, they continued to dominate higher posts in government, the armed forces and the Church. The most noble were the Noblesse d’Epée (Nobles of the Sword) – hereditary nobles close to the monarch. They were favoured at court and attended the King at Versailles as courtiers. They often received royal patronage and were seen as the King’s natural advisers. They included members of the royal family and lords whose lineage went back to the early Middle Ages. Other nobles – the Noblesse de Robe (Nobles of the Robe) – had risen in royal service and gained titles that they passed on to their heirs. They dominated office holding and saw it as a form of property. Out of the 70,000 so called venal offices, the 4,000 richest were owned by this class. But not all were great nobles living close to the King or noble office holders. Many nobles lived away from Paris in local chateaux on their estates. Some were poor and poorly educated. Many depended not on royal favour but on the profits from their lands and feudal dues. All nobles enjoyed key privileges – the right to impose payments on the peasants on their estates, to hold courts and the freedom from certain direct taxation.


The Third Estate


The town-dwelling bourgeoisie who made up the Third Estate ranged from wealthy merchants who benefited from the considerable expansion of French overseas trade, wealthy financiers, manufacturers and professional men – doctors, lawyers, intellectuals. Many were richer than the nobles, and owned property, but did not share in the privileges of the Second Estate. They had no more rights than the masses of France, who lived and worked in the countryside.


Though Paris was a great city and there were other important urban centres, the mass of French people – 80 per cent – was paysans (peasants), country dwellers. They ranged from prosperous farmers, to tenants and sharecroppers, to landless labourers or those who lived on the edge of rural societies, scraping a living as casual workers or looking after animals. The great variety of land-owning in France at this time makes it impossible to generalise about the peasantry, but there were a great many very poor people in the countryside.


Some drifted to towns, where again there were wide variations. Urban workers could be master craftsmen who employed workers and apprentices. They could be small traders, shopkeepers, casual workers, servants, criminals, prostitutes, entertainers. The urban masses were subject to fluctuations in trade and in the price of bread – the staple diet. The urban population had grown in the eighteenth century and overcrowding, especially in Paris, was common in the working-class districts. The expansion of Paris was a major feature of the eighteenth century and was to have a major effect on the course of the Revolution.
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Sharecroppers


These were poorer peasants who could not afford tools, seeds or animals of their own or to pay rent, so they farmed with equipment supplied by their landlords, who then took most of the crop in lieu of rent. The system tended to perpetuate rural poverty.


Louis XIV


(Born 1638, reigned 1643–1715)


Louis’s minority prior to his taking control in 1661 was marked by noble revolts. When his minority ended, Louis kept close control of the nobles and over religious affairs. He revoked toleration for the French Protestants (Huguenots) who suffered persecution. He built the Palace of Versailles, which was a symbol of the power of his monarchy. Louis XIV waged a series of wars to expand French territory and influence in Europe.


Louis XV


(Born 1710, reigned 1715–74)


Louis XV was too young to rule in 1715 and for 20 years France was largely run by Cardinal Fleury. Louis XV’s reign saw defeats by Britain and the loss of colonies. There were religious feuds and clashes between the King and the parlements. Though known as ‘the well beloved’, his reign saw respect for monarchy decline due to his active, extra-marital activities and also military failures. His mistress, Madame de Pompadour, was a major patron of the arts; ‘Louis Quinze’ is the name given to the distinctive artistic style of his reign. There was also a big rise in debt during his time on the throne. The King died of smallpox in 1774.
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The inheritance of Louis XVI


Ruling over this diverse society were the Bourbon kings. The most powerful of the seventeenth-century French kings, Louis XIV, had built up a vision of the Monarchy as being all-powerful. The middle years of the seventeenth century had seen a considerable amount of political unrest, with nobles conspiring against the Crown to gain power. The ‘Sun King’ kept the nobles under control. He established the Palace of Versailles as a symbol of monarchical power. By the time of his death, France was a great European power, with overseas possessions, international trade and the most feared army in Europe. The legacy was not helpful for his successor. Wars to extend French power ended badly and cost millions of livres. Financial weaknesses made the Monarchy more vulnerable to the demands of the parlements – the courts made up of the privileged nobles that had, in theory, to register royal edicts. Louis XV left a legacy of debts for his grandson, Louis XVI, who came to the throne in 1774.


The King


Government consisted of Louis, his advisers and ministers. In the provinces, the King’s authority was represented by officials called intendants. Central government was based in the Palace of Versailles, twelve miles south-west of Paris. Ministers did not meet to make decisions collectively. Instead, Louis met each one individually to discuss the work of their department. So Louis decided the overall direction of government policy. This created the problem of ministers and court factions working against each other, rather than co-operating.


A second problem of government was the wide variation in laws and customs across France. France had no single representative body that could pass laws covering the whole country. All royal legislation had to be ratified by one of the thirteen regional parlements. France was a patchwork of different forms of administration, different legal systems, different taxes and different rules on who paid them. So there was no single solution to any problem.


Louis XVI was born in Versailles in 1754. He became dauphin following the early deaths of his older brother and father. He succeeded his grandfather in 1774. Louis XVI was not a dynamic person. He was well educated and fluent in English and Italian. He took the responsibility of being an absolute ruler very seriously, as well as his duty to the Church and his own Catholic faith.


Louis XVI had been married early to Marie Antoinette of Austria. The marriage was unpopular, as Austria was blamed for France’s defeat in the Seven Years’ War (1756–63). Louis had failed to consummate the marriage for years and no male heirs resulted until 1781. This apparent lack of manly vigour added little to his reputation. He was happier in pursuing his interests in watches and locks, and his fascination with all things connected with boats and the sea than in politics, government or diplomacy. Personally kind and affable and an affectionate family man, he lacked real intellectual ability and was not a powerful royal presence. Often shy and uncommunicative, he was stubborn but inconsistent.
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Marie Antoinette (1755–93)


Marie Antoinette was an Austrian archduchess, the daughter of Empress Maria Theresa. For diplomatic reasons, she was betrothed to the heir to the French throne in 1770 and became Queen of France in 1774. She gained a bad reputation for excessive spending. A low point was the complex Diamond Necklace Scandal of 1785. To gain the Queen’s favour, the noble Cardinal de Rohan purchased a famous diamond necklace made for Louis XV’s mistress, Madame du Barry. He was deceived into believing he was buying it on her behalf, to avoid a public outcry. However, he was the victim of a scam. The command to buy the necklace was a forgery and the necklace was not delivered to her – instead it was taken to London and broken up for resale. Du Barry was left with the bill. The Queen was furious when she found out. The plot was lurid and it made the Queen look ridiculous; there were rumours that she had arranged it all to ruin de Rohan. She was seen as a major reason for the lack of trust in the Crown after 1789. Eventually she suffered humiliating imprisonment and execution in 1793.
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Seven Years’ War, 1756–63


A war between Austria and France on one side, and Britain and Prussia on the other. The French suffered naval losses and also the loss of their colonial territories in America. The war contributed to the growing debt of the French state.
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The situation in 1774


However, when Louis inherited the throne in 1774, there did not seem to be problems which threatened revolution. True, France had many privileged elements, but privilege was widespread and not just enjoyed by the upper classes. Trade guilds, master craftsmen, regions, the Church and cities were part of a whole network of privilege that not all wanted to end. In addition, most eighteenth-century monarchs faced financial problems. Debts from dynastic wars were common and only Britain, and possibly the Netherlands, had a very developed system of public finance. France was not unique. Many rulers in Europe were affected by the growth of new ideas and rising middle classes. Most eighteenth-century cities experienced urban discontent and rioting when prices rose. Indeed, France had the benefit of trading expansion, improvements in the armed forces, intellectual distinction by French writers and a reputation for being a wealthy, civilised and well-governed country in comparison with many European lands.
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Activity


Make a list of the problems that Louis XVI inherited when he came to the throne in 1774. Explain which you think was most important and why.
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Why was it so difficult to solve the financial problems of France?


The financial problems of the Crown came to dominate the reign of Louis XVI. They led to the momentous decision to call the old parliament of France, the Estates General, in 1789, which was a key cause of the Revolution. The growing financial deficit came to be a symbol of both the regime’s failure to modernise and the inadequacy of the King and his government. As the nobles were exempt from certain taxes and the clergy paid only a limited amount, the burden of taxation fell on the Third Estate (see page 13). Thus the financial problems were bound up with issues of privilege and unfairness in society.


Louis XVI had inherited a tax system that was inefficient. There were tax exemptions based on privilege. There were also regional variations in the collection of taxes, which made the process chaotic and incomplete. Also, the King relied on a system of tax farming, where the Farmers-General paid an agreed sum to the Crown and collected taxes on the King’s behalf, keeping any surplus beyond their agreement as profit.


Regular income had been severely strained by the cost of war. France had fought two major conflicts, the War of the Austrian Succession between 1740 and 1748, which had cost 1 billion livres, and the Seven Years’ War, which had cost about 1.3 billion livres. Even in peacetime, the expenses of government could not be met by taxation alone and so there was a large deficit. This had meant extensive borrowing. The interest on the debt came to be the major drain on the money raised in taxation. This reached 50 per cent by 1764 and it remained at this high level until the Revolution, even when government income went up.
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Turgot


Anne-Robert-Jacques Turgot was an intellectual and administrator who had been Intendant of Limoges. His positive reputation led Louis XVI to appoint him Controller General of Finances in 1774. His policy was to increase wealth by freeing trade and reducing waste. His six edicts proposed far reaching reforms, including ending restrictions on the trade in corn, abolishing trade guilds and ending the corvée. However, opposition to ending controls on corn prices led to popular unrest and he also had enemies at court. Most of his reforms were not implemented, but he did introduce a fleet of fast carriages for the post. He was dismissed in 1776.


How much was the deficit in modern terms?


It has been calculated that in terms of commodity prices, a livre would be equivalent to about £188 in today’s money. If it is measured against income, then it could be as high as £19,000. There were about 13 livres to the eighteenth-century pound. So, an annual deficit of £37 million livres could be either £6,000,000,000 or £7,030,000,000,000. In comparison, in 2015–16 the UK budget deficit was £47 billion.
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In the 1720s, the revenue of the Crown was 160 million livres, the equivalent of £6,400,000 in the currency of the day. By the 1740s, this large sum had reached 300 million livres, but the deficit had reached 25 million livres. The wars made matters worse. The responsibility for finance lay with the minister called the Controller General of Finances. When the economist, Turgot, took over as Controller General in 1774, he found a mass of problems.





•  There was no system of accounts for the finances as a whole. Various officials and departments handled their finances and were allocated money independently.



•  Balance sheets were years out of date.



•  The Crown had defaulted on its debtors to save money.



•  There had been little attempt to economise – summed up by Louis XV’s view ‘après moi le deluge’, that is ‘it will be someone else’s problem when I die’.



•  The annual deficit was 37,000,000 livres and the total debt was 235,000,000 livres.
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