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Chapter 1 The political order in France before the revolution

Chapter review
Developing clear definitions

Write your own definition of each of the following key terms:

· absolutism

· rule by divine right

· despotism
· benevolence

· ‘fabrication’ of the King’s image
Practising paragraph answers
1 What was the Council of State (Council of Ministers)? How was it different from a modern government? Why did the position of ministers mean it was almost impossible for them to make unpopular recommendations to the King? 
2 How did the common belief in the King’s competence add to his authority? How did the King make use of forms of culture, such as large paintings, to strengthen this belief in his competence? 

3 What did French people understand by their belief in the King’s ‘benevolence’? How did this ‘paternal’ image reinforce his royal authority? 

Analysing historical interpretations
In his book The Myth of Absolutism, historian Nicholas Henshall reminds us that the theory of absolutism was a respectable political theory, that the King had responsibilities as well as rights, and that he could not ignore the opinions of other political bodies, such as the provincial assemblies. Henshall argues that we should not look at absolute monarchy through the eyes of nineteenth-century liberal thinkers, who hated this earlier form of political authority:
In the last days of the [old regime], French kings did act despotically, in search of shortcuts to desirable reforms for which no consent was forthcoming. But no Frenchman equated despotism with his constitution. Until quite late in 1789 the old constitution was what most wanted. Despotism was seen as its negation.
1 According to Henshall, the eighteenth-century system of ‘absolute monarchy’ made sense to contemporary people and was not as bad as the ‘absolutism’ that historians condemned in the nineteenth century. How does Henshall see the differences between the two? 

2 If the absolute monarchy was not an intrinsically bad system, why did people start to use the word ‘despotism’ in 1789? 

Practice essay question
‘While the French monarchy was strengthened by a number of forms of power, these same strengths were also potential weaknesses that might prevent the regime from responding effectively to a crisis.’ To what extent do you agree with this statement?
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