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Chapter 6 How the political crisis became a revolution, 1789

Chapter review
Developing clear definitions

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

· voting by order

· voting by head

· the doubling of the Third
· the Tennis Court Oath
Practising paragraph answers

1 What was the content of the Tennis Court Oath, and what was its significance to the development of the revolution?
2 What was now meant by the terms ‘constitution’ and ‘national assembly’?
3 For what reason could one single estate claim that it could represent the whole nation?
4 Using three or four main points, explain the strategic and symbolic importance of the capture of the Bastille to the development of the revolution.
5 Why should the events of May and June 1789 be known as a ‘bourgeois’ revolution? How did the Third Estate redefine itself during this time?
Analysing historical interpretations
Historian Gwynne Lewis offers this interpretation of the events of 1789:
The fourteenth of July supplied the [death blow] to absolute monarchy in France. Its significance, however, goes far deeper than this. It provoked, or rather it strengthened, a whole series of mini-revolutions throughout France, as a result of which effective power, administrative and police, passed, in a very messy way, from the supporters of the [old regime] to the ‘patriots of 1789’ … However, the corridors of revolutionary power were frequented … by the propertied and educated classes, amongst whom one could find a good sprinkling of liberal nobles and clerics. Central to an understanding of the French Revolution … is the fact that those deputies … were as frightened of the millions of poor, hungry and unemployed [people] as they were of the king. Indeed, if the defence of property and ‘law and order’ were to be the central issues, as they rapidly became, they needed Louis XVI far more than they needed the propertyless masses. (The French Revolution: Rethinking the Debate, 1993, p. 26)
1 According to Lewis, what was the first and most obvious effect of the capture of the Bastille?
2 What sorts of people came to power in 1789?
3 The revolutionaries of 1789 certainly had good reason to fear counter-revolution from the King and the nobles. According to Lewis, who else did they have reason to fear?
4 The slogans stated that the revolution was about liberty and equality. According to Lewis, what were two other major themes of the revolution?
5 From what you know of the events of 1789, is it correct to say that the French Revolution included a struggle between a ‘bourgeois’ revolution and a popular revolution?
6 Although bourgeois deputies might have feared the popular revolutionary movement, they also knew that they could not survive without its support. Why was this so?
Practice essay question
‘In the dramatic events of 1789, the most important advances were made in the way people thought about the political system, rather than in the revolutionary action of the crowd, which merely confirmed political developments.’ To what extent do you agree with this evaluation of 1789?
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