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Chapter 5 How France’s financial crisis became a political crisis, 1774–1789

Analysis activity 5.1: Reading a primary resource
The Book of Grievances of the Third Estate of the city of Paris
We order our representatives to firmly refuse anything that might offend the dignity of free citizens, who are coming to exercise the sovereign rights of the nation.

Public opinion appears to have recognised the necessity of voting by head, to correct the problems caused by the distinctions between the orders, to allow public spirit to triumph, to better enable the adoption of good laws.

[The representatives] are specifically asked to not agree to any tax until the declaration of the rights of the nation is made into law, and that the first principles of the constitution are agreed and guaranteed.

All power comes from the nation, and may only be exercised for its wellbeing.

The general will makes the law; the public force ensures that it is put into action.

The nation alone can vote a tax; it has the right to determine its size, to limit its duration, to decide its distribution, to determine its use, to demand to see accounts and to have them published.

Every citizen has a right to be admitted to all employments, professions and honours.

The judicial power must be carried out in France in the name of the King, by courts made up of individuals who are absolutely independent of any executive influence. 
(Translated from the French by Michael Adcock)
1 Why is the first instruction in this document a challenge to the old culture of deference in France? 
2 Why do these deputies believe voting by head rather than by order is necessary?
3 According to these deputies, where does sovereignty (political authority and power) come from?
4 What did these deputies understand by the term ‘the general will’?
5 How do these deputies intend to control taxation and to ensure that it is fair?
6 How do these deputies try to ensure that, in future, it will be personal merit rather than noble birth that will secure employment?
7 How have the writings of Montesquieu influenced the deputies’ thoughts about the legal system (or judiciary)?
Cambridge University Press
1
© Adcock 2015

