The French Revolution
The American Revolution ended in 1782 when Britain signed the Treaty of Paris with the new United States.  Only six years later, the desire for change crossed the Atlantic Ocean and erupted in France.  Paris became the center of this revolutionary explosion, sending shock waves throughout Europe.
Causes of the French Revolution
1. French Social Divisions
Old Regime French society was divided into three classes or “estates”.  The First Estate was the clergy---consisting of priests and Church officials.  The Second Estate was the nobility.  The nobles held many special privileges, such as being exempt from many taxes and having the right to collect feudal dues.  Nobles also served as officers in the army and held high positions at court.  The Third Estate, the largest of the three estates, was made up of the common people.  This estate included the bourgeoisie---the middle classes of merchants, professionals, and shopkeepers.  It also included urban workers and the largest group in France---the peasantry.
2. The Impact of Enlightenment Ideas
Enlightenment ideas made many Frenchman unwilling to accept the divine right of kings and the privileged positions of the Church and nobility.  Many bourgeoisies, influenced by their rising wealth and Enlightenment ideas, resented the special privileges of the nobles.  Many liberal nobles and clergy actually shared their beliefs.  Although there was censorship, a flourishing “underground” press poked fun at the King and his unpopular queen, Marie Antoinette.
3. Financial Crisis
The financial system of France was based on tradition.  Different social classes and even different geographical regions paid different tax rates.  For example, some provinces had joined France later in history and had been given special rights.  Towns and provinces taxed each other’s goods, hurting trade.  Over time, the King had sold off rights to collect many taxes to “tax farmers” and office-holders.  By the late 1700s, many saw this whole system as outdated and unfair.  Although France was actually a wealthy country, the government did not have an efficient means for taxing this wealth.
To finance their wars with Britain, French ministers had relied heavily on borrowing.  Because of the high costs of helping the American colonists during their war for independence, the Crown now faced a severe financial crisis.  By 1786, France’s finances were in a desperate situation.  The finance minister informed the King he could no longer obtain any more loans.  To deal with the problem, the king’s ministers summoned the nobility to Paris in 1787 for a special Assembly of Nobles.  The government suggested that the nobles surrender their privileges to help the Crown pay off its debts.
The nobles said that before they could take any such step, the government must hold an Estates General---a national assembly in which each of the three social classes was represented in its own chamber.
No Estates General had met since 1614.  The nobles felt they would be able to control the Estates General, since the First and Second Estates would vote similarly.  King Louis XVI gave into their demands.  Elections were held all over France to select delegates from different estates.  People became very excited as they debated issues and drew up instructions for the delegates.
Main Events of the Revolution
What began as a contest for power between the king and the nobles quickly turned into a struggle over the future of the monarchy and the existence of hereditary privileges.  In the course of the revolution, power shifted first to the liberal nobles and moderate bourgeoisie, then to the radical shopkeepers and craftsmen, and finally back to the bourgeoisie.
Because of the greater number of people in the Third Estate, they elected twice as many delegates to the Estates General as the First and Second Estates.  When the Estates General met in May 1789, the delegates from the Third Estate quickly declared themselves to be a National Assembly.
The King sought to break up the Assembly.  When word of this attempt reached the people of Paris in July, they seized the royal prison known as the Bastille in a search for weapons.  The King, fearful of popular unrest, reluctantly recognized the new National Assembly.
In August 1789, the National Assembly abolished the privileges of the nobles.  They also confiscated Church lands to pay off the state’s debts.  The Assembly next issued a Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen, proclaiming that government rested on the consent of the people (popular sovereignty), not on the divine right of the king.  The Declaration also announced that all Frenchmen were “free and equal.”  The slogan of the Revolution became “Liberty, Equality, and Fraternity.”  A written constitution was drafted and adopted, creating a national legislature and making France a constitutional monarchy.  A constitutional monarchy is a form of government in which the monarch’s power is shared with a popular assembly and is limited by law and tradition.
The Revolution Takes a Radical Turn
Meanwhile, there was a poor harvest in 1789.  Hungry Parisians marched to the King’s palace at Versailles in October 1789, and dragged the royal family back to Paris.
For a short time, it seemed the King might accept the changes brought by the revolution.  In July 1790, Louis XVI took an oath to the Constitution.  However, in June 1791, Louis and his family tried to escape.  They were caught and returned to Paris.  Soon after, the monarchy was overthrown and France became a republic---a government without a king, in which citizens are given the right to elect their representatives.  Under a new constitution, every adult male in France could vote.  A single-chamber legislature, known as the Convention, was elected.  Louis XVI was put on trial for crimes against his people and executed in 1793.
The new French Republic was seen as a threat by other European rulers.  Since 1792, France had been at war with other European countries.  Parts of France were in open rebellion, and it seemed that France might lose the war until a Committee of Public Safety took over in 1793.  The Committee began a “Reign of Terror.”  They were directed by Robespierre and other radical leaders, who were idealistic followers of Rousseau.  They felt they needed to use force to achieve their goals.  The Committee of Public Safety used savage repression to crush the rebels.  Laws were passed allowing the government to arrest anyone.  People even lost the right to defend themselves.  Nobles, Catholic priests, and other suspected traitors were executed.  Historians estimate as many as 40,000 suspects may have been killed.
Meanwhile, France needed to raise a large army to fight against neighboring European powers.  France introduced mass conscription, requiring all males to serve in the army.  France’s large armies and other forceful measures turned the tide of the war.  Once the risk of losing the war ended, the Convention turned against its leaders.  Afraid for their own safety, Convention members seized Robespierre and his followers, who were executed.  The terror ended and power shifted back to the moderates.
Impact of the Revolution
1. The Revolution challenged the idea of the divine right of kings and the privileges of the nobility in Europe.
2. The Revolution stood for democratic government and social equality.  Political power in France shifted from the king and his nobles to the bourgeoisie class.
3. The Revolution removed feudal restrictions from France, clearing the way for the creation of a modern capitalist economy.
4. Both the American and French Revolutions served as models for citizens in other countries seeking political change.
Comparison of the American and French Revolutions
· Issues of taxation helped spark each revolution.  In each revolution, Enlightenment ideas contributed to the popular desire for more rights and liberties.  The American Revolution was based on Locke; the French Revolution on Rousseau.
· Each revolution sought to establish democratic principles of government.  The American Revolution established a limited democracy in which only property-owners could vote.  During its radical phase, the French Revolution established a democracy of all adult males.
· The American Revolution guaranteed freedom of religion; the French Revolution challenged the role of the Catholic Church.
· Both revolutions established republican governments, although the French Republic did not last.  It was replaced by the dictatorship of Napoleon and then by Louis XVIII.
· The American Revolution overthrew a distant colonial ruler.  In the French Revolution, the people overthrew their own existing social order.
· Both revolutions led to violence.  However, the French Revolution proved much more violent than the American Revolution. 


The Rise and Fall of Napoleon
Napoleon Bonaparte (1769-1821) came from the lower nobility on the island of Corsica.  As a boy, he had been sent to military school in France.  Napoleon proved to be one of the most gifted generals of all times.  He developed new tactics for mass armies in the Age of Revolution.
The Rise of Napoleon
After the fall of Robespierre, France remained at war with Britain, Austria, and Russia.  Under Napoleon's leadership, French armies invaded Italy and defeated the Austrians in 1797.  His rapid movements took his enemies by surprise
Wherever French armies went, they acted as liberators, helping local "patriots" against their former rulers.  The French set up new republics in Holland, Switzerland, and Italy.  In 1799, Napoleon seized power in France, where government had become unpopular.  He then negotiated a peace with other powers, including Britain.
Napoleon used this breathing space to introduce domestic reforms, including a new legal code combining traditional laws with the changes of the revolution.  He also reached a settlement with the Catholic Church.  Napoleon attempted to combine the social reforms of the French Revolution with his own absolute power.
Five years later, Napoleon crowned himself emperor in December 1804.  He was again at war with Europe.  By the end of 1805, Napoleon had defeated all of the other powers except Britain.  He created a new French empire covering much of Europe.  Napoleon put his relatives and friends in power in Italy, Germany, Holland, Poland, and Spain.
The Fall of Napoleon
Napoleon's mighty ambitions united most of Europe against him.  Hi inability to invade England, economic problems in Europe caused by his attempted boycott of British goods, and the unpopularity of French rule throughout Europe created increasing strains on his empire.  His conquests and wars awakened nationalist feelings in Britain, Spain, Germany, Italy, and Russia.
In 1809, the people of Spain rebelled against Napoleon's brother, whom Napoleon had put on the throne.  In 1812, Napoleon invaded Russia with his "Grand Army" of more than 600,000 men, the largest army ever assembled up to that time.  He defeated the Russians, but Tsar Alexander I refused to surrender.  As winter approached, the Russians burned Moscow to the ground rather than provide shelter and supplies to the French army.  Napoleon's forces were defeated on their retreat by the bitter Russian winter.  Faced with typhus, hunger, and suicide few survived the long march back to France.
Napoleon himself returned to Paris to prevent rising discontent.  After his failure in Russia, the other European powers combined to overthrow him.  Britain, Russia, Prussia and Austria formed a coalition, which was also joined by smaller states.  The allies invaded France early in 1814.  When Napoleon would not make concessions, the allied powers brought back the old French royal family.  The new king Louis XVIII granted his subjects a charter that guaranteed the people their basic civil rights and a national legislature.
Napoleon was sent into exile.  He suddenly reappeared in March 1815 and took over France for a brief time.  He was defeated at the Battle of Waterloo in June 1815.  This time, the allies imprisoned him on a distant island in the Atlantic, where he died in 1821.
The Impact of Napoleon
Although Napoleon ruled France for only fifteen years, he had a tremendous impact on France, Europe and the rest of the world.
· France – Napoleon created stability by establishing the Code of Napoleon, a law code that consolidated such achievements of the Revolution as social equality, religious toleration, and trial by jury.
· Europe – Napoleon seized a large portion of Europe, introducing the ideas of the French Revolution and ending feudal restrictions and serfdom wherever he conquered.  For example, his conquests in Germany led to the liberation of Jewish citizens from traditional restrictions.
· The World – French rule stimulated the growth of nationalism.  Napoleon weakened Spain, causing it to lose its colonial empire in Latin America.  He sold the Louisiana Territory to the United States in 1803.
The Congress of Vienna
After the defeat of Napoleon, the chief European rulers met in Paris and then at the Congress of Vienna to redraw the boundaries of Europe.  Their main objective was to settle the many issues arising from the French Revolution and the Napoleonic Wars.  They invited all the other states of Europe to participate.
The allies restored many former rulers and borders, bringing Europe back in some measure to the way it had been before the French Revolution.  At one level, this gathering of crowned heads was a triumphant celebration of the defeat of Napoleon.  Against a brilliant backdrop of balls, concerts, and festivities, the allied leaders of Britain, Russia, Austria and Prussia met privately, keeping all of the major decisions in their own hands.
The allies sought to establish a balance of power – a system in which no single power like France could become so powerful that it could threaten to dominate the other countries in the system.  To accomplish this purpose, Belgium was given to the Netherlands, the Rhineland to Prussia, Genoa to Savoy, and Northern Italy to Austria. The lading powers disagreed about Poland and Germany.  The Tsar wanted to take all of Poland and give Saxony to Prussia as compensation.  Britain and Austria feared the growth of Russian power and signed a secret treaty with their old enemy, France, to resist some of these demands.
Fortunately for the allies, they reached a compromise just before Napoleon reappeared.  The Congress also dealt with many other issues, including steps to abolish the slave trade and the rights of German Jews.  Later in 1895, the allied statesman agreed to hold further meetings and to cooperate to resist revolutionary change.
