
 

		

HISTORY: REVOLUTIONS 

 

 

The French Revolution 

 

The original revolutionary ideals of liberty, equality and fraternity set out by the men of 1789 and the 

initial aims of political, economic and social change were partly achieved during the period 1789-

1795. The August 4 Decrees, the Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen and the Constitution 

of 1791 all enshrined the principles of equality and liberty in the abolition of feudalism, the system of 

privilege and the entire structure of the ancien regime. However, these original ideals were 

compromised by the revolutionary Jacobin government during the reign of Terror, in which the legal 

rights of French citizens set out in both the Constitution of 1791 and the Jacobin Constitution (1793) 

were ignored.  

 

With the Decrees of August 4, 1789, the entire financial structure of the ancien regime was 

abolished, and almost all unpopular indirect taxes were abolished soon after. With a new financial 

system, the National Assembly created the first national market within France with all internal tariffs 

abolished and seigneurial dues abolished. With the Civil Constitution of the Clergy (July 1790), the 

Church lost it’s income with the abolition of the tithe, along with it’s lands and financial privileges. 

Many peasants benefitted from the abolition of indirect taxes, however some peasants in regions 

such as La Vendee were paying more tax than under the ancien regime, and many couldn’t afford to 

buy church lands (‘biens’), which were affordable for the bourgeoisie. The counter-revolutionary war 

in the north-western region of La Vendee from March-December 1793, was intensified by the 

expansion of war and conscription in the provinces, as well as the disappointment at the sale of 

church lands and the amount of taxes they were still paying in the new society. Even though the 

entire financial structure of the ancien regime and the system of privilege was abolished, only 50% 

of taxes were collected after the Peasant Revolt and all basic commodities were in short supply, 

causing food riots in Paris (Jan 1793). Assignats fell to half their value and became worthless, 

causing a hoarding of hard currency. The popular movement petitioned the Jacobins and the 

Convention for government regulation of prices and eventually the principle of Popular Taxation was 

introduced by the sans-culottes movement in Paris. The economic and financial changes brought 

about by the August Decrees benefitted some aspects of society and at first seemed to fulfill the 

original ideals of equality and liberty set out by the Declaration of Rights of Man and the Constitution 

of 1791, with the abolition of the system of privilege and indirect taxation. Food shortages and the 

continuation of some taxes in the provinces meant that these changes did not benefit everyone.  

 

July-August 1789 brought with it the end of absolutism, privilege and corporate society in France. 

The National Assembly abolished the feudal regime in it’s entirety and reduced Louis’ power. By  



September 1789, the monarchy remained as a hereditary office but the King no longer had supreme 

power and judicial power belonged only to the courts. Revisionist historian William Doyle focuses on 

the immense changes made during this period: that the deputies ‘sought to endow France with a 

constitutional monarchy, decentralised and representative institutions, civil and fiscal equality, and 

guarantees for civil liberty’, all of which was called for in the cahiers of 1789.  

 

The 1791 Constitution was prefaced with a list of fundamental freedoms guaranteed by the 

Constitution which echoed the Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen, which fulfilled the 

original ideals of the Revolution, at least in theory. In the aftermath of the Flight to Varennes (June 

1791), the Assembly moved from legislative power to assuming full control of the government. After 

the Champ de Mars Massacre (July 17, 1791), the moderate deputies within the Convention found 

themselves helpless to restrain the sans-culottes, who were becoming increasingly radical, calling 

for a Republic. The new society was influenced into radicalism by the journees of the March to 

Versailles and the Champ de Mars. The Federalist Revolt, which affected the towns of Bordeaux, 

Lyon and Marseille, was not counter-revolutionary because it’s members were revolutionaries who 

supported the Republic and the Jacobin Constitution. They wanted to crush the popular movement 

and protect the Convention from the pressure of ‘direct democracy’ from the working-class 

movement in Paris. The Terror itself deviated from the original ideals of equality and liberty as the 

legal rights of French citizens were ignored and these revolutionary principles from the bourgeois 

men of 1789 were compromised. From 1792-94, the popular movement became more intensely 

radical, but by 1795, France had returned to a Republic, with the new, more moderate Constitution 

of 1795, which placed power back in the hands of moderate, middle-class deputies. As historian 

Albert Soboul has noted; ‘[The Revolution] thus made possible the establishment of a modern state 

under the Directory… corresponding to the need and interests of the bourgeoisie’. 

 

The social order of the old regime in France was changed enormously after July 1789, with the 

abolition of feudalism, the system of privilege and the introduction of the concept of birth vs. merit. 

The Constitution of 1791 specified such liberal ideas as a limited monarchy, full equality before the 

law, and the August Decrees stated that the venality of judicial and municipal offices would be 

abolished. The Declaration of the Rights of Man became the blueprint for the new society, including 

civil liberties, freedom of speech, freedom of worship and similar punishments for all people with 

similar offences. In reality not all citizens benefitted. The Constitution of the Year III reintroduced the 

basic rights of liberty, equality, security, property, intended to lessen the working-class movement 

and maintained the concept of birth vs. merit. The elements that had held French society together 

for centuries had been suspended; loyalty to the monarch had been replaced with loyalty to the 

nation. The third journee of the Champ de Mars Massacre marks the division of power within the 

new society, as revolutionaries fired upon other revolutionaries. The Terror contradicted many of the 

ethics and ideals of the Constitution, with legal rights ignored, and the constant state of fear and 

paranoia within France. The French still felt exploited by their rulers, and the general sense of  



resistance, emergency, and crisis were sharpened by events in Paris and Marat’s assassination; a 

statement that the Revolution had lost it’s sense of legality and justice. The Revolutionary Tribunal 

meant that traitors could be tried without a jury, and the Committees of Vigilance were created to 

keep an eye on foreigners and other suspects, which quickly became instruments of local 

oppression. Historian Simon Schama identified the execution of the Girondins with the nature of the 

Revolution itself: ‘The French Revolution had, from 1788 onward, been made possible by force of 

arms, by violence and riot.’ Revolutionary ideals were put on hold when the revolution faced serious 

threat from external war and internal counter-revolutionary activity. Harsh dictatorial measures, such 

as the executions of the Girondins, the Law of Suspects, the Law of 22 Prairial (which aimed to 

speed up executions of counter-revolutionaries without witnesses) and emergency powers given to 

the Committee of Public Safety, was contrary to the Enlightenment ideals of ‘liberte, egalite, 

fraternite’ that had inspired the Revolution.  

 

The original revolutionary ideals were put on hold as the Reign of Terror was introduced by the 

Jacobin government, as France was threatened on all borders by external war and inside its own 

borders by civil war and counter-revolutionary activity. However the Constitution of the Year III, 

brought some return to the initial aims of the propertied men of ’89; political, economic and social 

change.  

 

 

 


