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Causes of the French Revolution DBQ Answer Key is a topic that delves into the multifaceted
reasons leading to one of the most significant events in world history. The French Revolution, which
began in 1789, was not just a spontaneous uprising but rather the culmination of several social,
economic, and political factors that had been brewing for decades. Understanding these causes is
essential for analyzing the revolution's impact and the subsequent development of modern
democratic principles. This article will explore the primary causes of the French Revolution,
highlighting the social inequalities, economic hardships, political issues, and the influence of
Enlightenment ideas.

Social Inequalities

The social structure of France in the late 18th century was characterized by a rigid class system
known as the Estates System. This system divided society into three distinct groups:

The First Estate: Comprised of the clergy, this group enjoyed numerous privileges, including1.
exemption from many taxes and significant influence in social and political matters.

The Second Estate: Consisting of the nobility, this class also held considerable power and2.
wealth but paid little in taxes, further exacerbating the burden on the lower classes.

The Third Estate: Made up of the common people, this group included peasants, urban3.
workers, and the bourgeoisie (middle class). They constituted about 97% of the population but
had little political power and were heavily taxed.

The stark contrast between the privileges of the First and Second Estates and the struggles of the
Third Estate created deep resentment. The Third Estate sought equality and representation, leading
to increasing calls for reform. This social inequity was a driving factor in the Revolution, as the
common people grew increasingly discontented with their lack of voice in governance.

The Role of the Bourgeoisie

The bourgeoisie, the educated and wealthy middle class, played a critical role in the revolutionary
movement. They were influenced by Enlightenment ideas and sought to challenge the existing social
hierarchy. Their demands for political power and social reform became a rallying point for the
broader Third Estate, culminating in the formation of the National Assembly in 1789.



Economic Hardships

France faced severe economic difficulties in the years leading up to the Revolution. Several factors
contributed to this economic turmoil:

Debt: France's involvement in the American Revolutionary War and extravagant spending by
King Louis XVI had left the country deeply in debt.

Taxation: The tax burden fell disproportionately on the Third Estate, leading to widespread
discontent. The nobility and clergy were largely exempt from taxes, adding to the financial
strain on the common people.

Food Scarcity: Poor harvests in the late 1780s led to food shortages and skyrocketing bread
prices. As bread was a staple in the French diet, this created widespread hunger and unrest
among the populace.

These economic challenges intensified the frustrations of the Third Estate, making them more
receptive to revolutionary ideas and actions.

The Impact of Inflation

Inflation further exacerbated the economic crisis, eroding the purchasing power of the common
people. As prices rose, wages stagnated, leading to increased poverty and desperation among the
working classes. This economic instability acted as a catalyst for revolutionary sentiment, as people
began to demand not only bread but also their rights and a say in governance.

Political Issues

The political climate in France during the late 18th century was fraught with challenges. The
monarchy, led by King Louis XVI, faced criticism for its inability to address the grievances of the
populace. Key political issues included:

Absolute Monarchy: The King held absolute power, which many viewed as outdated and1.
oppressive. The lack of political representation for the Third Estate fueled demands for a
constitutional government.

Estates-General: In 1789, Louis XVI called the Estates-General to address the financial crisis,2.
but the assembly quickly became a platform for the Third Estate to voice their discontent and
push for reform.

Resistance to Reform: Attempts at reform often met with resistance from the privileged3.
classes, further alienating the common people and leading to increased friction between the



classes.

These political issues created an atmosphere ripe for revolution, as the people sought to challenge
the monarchy and establish a more equitable system of governance.

The Formation of the National Assembly

The turning point in the political landscape came with the formation of the National Assembly in
June 1789. Recognizing their lack of representation in the existing political structure, the Third
Estate declared itself the National Assembly, vowing to draft a new constitution. This act of defiance
marked the beginning of the revolutionary movement and signaled a shift in power dynamics.

Influence of Enlightenment Ideas

The Enlightenment era brought forth new ideas about governance, human rights, and individual
liberty. Philosophers such as John Locke, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, and Voltaire inspired revolutionary
thought, advocating for concepts such as:

Liberty: The notion that individuals should have freedom from oppressive systems of
governance.

Equality: The belief that all men are created equal and deserve equal treatment under the
law.

Fraternity: The idea of brotherhood among citizens, promoting unity and collective action
against tyranny.

These Enlightenment principles resonated deeply with the discontented masses, providing them with
a philosophical foundation to challenge the status quo. As revolutionary leaders began to adopt
these ideas, they called for a society based on reason, justice, and equality.

The Spread of Revolutionary Ideas

The spread of pamphlets, newspapers, and salons facilitated the dissemination of Enlightenment
ideas, allowing revolutionary sentiments to gain traction among the populace. As people began to
question traditional authority and demand change, the stage was set for the outbreak of revolution.



The Outbreak of Revolution

As the tensions between the monarchy and the Third Estate escalated, the Revolution erupted in July
1789 with the storming of the Bastille, a symbolic act of defiance against tyranny. The events that
followed saw the establishment of a constitutional monarchy, the Declaration of the Rights of Man
and of the Citizen, and eventually the rise of radical factions that led to the Reign of Terror.

Conclusion

The causes of the French Revolution were complex and interconnected, encompassing social,
economic, political, and intellectual dimensions. The rigid social hierarchy, economic hardships,
political disenfranchisement, and the influence of Enlightenment ideas collectively galvanized the
common people into action. Understanding these causes is crucial for recognizing the Revolution's
significance in shaping modern democratic ideals and the ongoing struggle for equality and rights
throughout history. As we reflect on the events of 1789, it is essential to appreciate the lessons
learned and the enduring legacy of the French Revolution in contemporary society.

Frequently Asked Questions

What were the primary social causes of the French
Revolution?
The primary social causes included the rigid class structure of French society, which was divided
into the First Estate (clergy), Second Estate (nobility), and Third Estate (commoners). The Third
Estate was burdened with heavy taxes and had little political power, leading to widespread
discontent and demands for equality.

How did Enlightenment ideas contribute to the French
Revolution?
Enlightenment ideas emphasized reason, individual rights, and the questioning of traditional
authority. Philosophers like Rousseau and Voltaire inspired revolutionaries to challenge the
monarchy and advocate for democracy and equality, fueling the revolutionary spirit.

What economic factors played a role in triggering the French
Revolution?
Economic factors included France's financial crisis due to costly wars, including the American
Revolution, rising debt, and poor harvests leading to food shortages. The government's inability to
reform the tax system and manage finances intensified public unrest.



In what ways did the American Revolution influence the
French Revolution?
The American Revolution provided a successful example of a rebellion against monarchy and the
establishment of a republic. French soldiers who fought in America returned home inspired by
Enlightenment principles and the idea that liberty and democracy were achievable.

What role did the Estates-General play in the lead-up to the
French Revolution?
The convening of the Estates-General in 1789 was a pivotal moment that highlighted the inequalities
among the estates. The Third Estate's frustration with their lack of representation and their
subsequent formation of the National Assembly marked the beginning of a power struggle that led to
the revolution.
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