
The French Revolution –  
Liberté, Egalité, Fraternité



Guiding Questions

• What were the main 
causes of the French 
Revolution, were 
these problems 
solved?

• What was the impact 
of the French 
Revolution, what is its 
legacy today?



Underlying Causes of the Revolution

• France heavily in debt 
because its involvement 
in the Seven Years War 
and the American 
Revolution, France was 
in financial crisis, 
essentially bankrupt. 

• Most people were 
starving while royalty 
and the nobility were 
seen as living lavishly 
(Versailles -King Louis 
XVI and Marie 
Antoinette)

• Ideas of the 
Enlightenment were 
spreading, Government 
led by a rule of law with 
popular sovereignty 
instead of absolute 
monarchy. 

• Unequal tax burden, 
nobility and clergy paid 
almost no taxes. 

• In May 1789 these 
factors lead to a 
convening of the Estates 
General



The 3 Estates of France

• 1st Estate – Clergy 
• 2nd Estate – Nobility 
• 3rd Estate – Everyone 

else – 98% of French 
population



The Estates General Meets at Versailles 
• The 3rd Estate of France 

proclaims that they lack 
adequate representation, 
declare themselves the 
National Assembly of 
France, the true 
legislative body of France 
and its people.  

• King Louis XVI in fear of 
losing power, locks the 3rd 
Estate out of the 
meeting.

• In June 1789, National 
Assembly proclaims 
the Tennis Court Oath 
– a pledge to create a 
French Constitution.



Violence Begins
• Louis XVI allows 

Assembly to meet… 
but calls troops loyal 
to him to surround 
Paris

• The French people 
decide arm 
themselves  and 
Storm the Bastille on 
July 14, 1789



End of 1789
• In August, the 

National Assembly 
issue The Declarations 
of the Rights of Man

• October -Women’s 
March on Versailles 
brings Louis and Marie 
to Paris and puts them 
under house arrest



Jump to 1791 and 1792 (People still 
hungry,France still broke) 

• Meanwhile in August, The 
Jacobins, a radical segment of 
the Assembly, come to power 
and decide to declare France 
a Republic, thereby 
invalidating the 1 year old 
constitution. 

• Things turn really violent, and 
a more egalitarian way to kill 
people  is invented The 
Guillotine! 

• http://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=NTMFtLAS90Q –from 
John Green, New York Times 
best-seller author and great 
youtube channel !Crash 
Course in World History

• In August, Leopold II, brother 
of Marie, and Holy Roman 
Emperor (Austria) issues 
Declaration of Pillnitz, 
intending to bring monarchy 
back to power. 

• In September 1791, the the 
Constitution is completed 
making France a 
Constitutional Monarchy 
(hint: this doesn’t last) 

• By August 1792, Prussia has 
joined Austria and both 
countries are at war with 
France.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NTMFtLAS90Q
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NTMFtLAS90Q


The Guillotine



“The Reign of Terror” –(People still Hungry)

• The Jacobins have come to 
power under Robespierre,  
in July 1793 they create the  
Committee of Public Safety, 
Ironic title because…. 

• Over the next year they 
execute 16,000 people with 
the guillotine! 

• By July 1794 people 
realized Robespierre was 
actually pretty crazy and so 
he was executed and a new 
Constitution was created.



The End of the French Revolution
• Over the next 5 years, ‘94 to 

’99, France was run by a 
group of executives , “The 
Directors” and the military 
actually performed well in 
wars 

• Why? Their army was much 
bigger than other armies at 
the time because of the first 
ever military draft in 1793. 

• This success leads to the 
popularity and the rise of 
Napoleon Bonaparte who 
seizes power in 1799. 

• So after a decade of violence 
resulting in 100,000 deaths 
the French people ended one 
absolute monarchy only to 
institute another one. 



Discussion time

• Secularism vs. Religion 
• Idealism vs. Pragmatism 
• Oligarchy vs. 

Democracy 
• What was it like to live 

during this period in 
history? How could 
people acting rationally, 
thinking they are acting 
in the best interest of 
themselves and their 
country, kill so many 
people?

• Today, France is 
currently in its 5th 
Republic and its 21st  
version of the French 
Constitution,  

• ‘Merica still uses our 
first version 

• Issues from the French 
Revolution are still 
debated today  

   -->


