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Travels in France:
Signs of Revolution

Arthur Young

In one sense, the Frepch Revolution came as a g.wat surprise. One of the last places people might
have expected a revolution o oceur was in a country so advenced and with such a stable monar-
shy as France. Yet to some sensitive observers of the time, the signs of revolution were at hand
during the late 178Us. One of these tbseruers wis Arthur Young (1741-1820), a British farmer
and diarist, best known for kit writings on agricultiral subjects. Between 1787 and 1789 he trav-
eled extensively throughaut France, keeping a diary of his experiences. In the following selection
from that diary, Young notes deep dissatisfactions among the French,

Consider: The problems and dissatisfactions that gave the French a sense of impending
revolution; the specific problems that seemed most likely to lead to a revolutionary erisis
and the steps that might have been taken to avoid such a crisis; how Young felt about these
prablems and dissatisfactions.

PARIS, OCTOBER L7, 1787

One opinion pervaded the whole company, that they are on the eve of some great revo-
lution in the government: that every thing points to it: the confusion in the finances great;
with a deficit impossible to provide for without the states-general of the kingdom, yet no
ideas formed of what would be the consequence of their meeting: no minister existing, or
to be looked to in or out of power, with such decisive talents as to promise any other rem-
edy than palliative ones: a prince on the throne, with excellent dispositions, but without
the vesources of a mind that could govern in such a moment without ministers: a court
buried in pleasure and dissipation; and adding to the distress, instead of endeavouring to
be placed in a more independent situation: a great ferment amongst all ranks of men, who
are eager for some change, without knowing what to look fo, or to hope for: and a strong
jeaven of liberty, increasing every hour sir:ce the American revolution; altogether form a
combination of circumstances that promise e'er long to ferment into motion, if some mas-
ter hand, of very superior talents, and inflexil le =ourage, is not found at the helm to gu%de
events, instead of being driven by them. It is very remarkable, that such conversation
never oceurs, but a bankruptey is a topic: the curious question on which is, would @ bank-
ruptey occasion a civil war, and a total overthrow of the government? These answers that
I have received to this question, appear to be just: such a measure, conducted by a man

Sousce: Arthur Young, Arthur Yeung’s Travels in France During the Years 1787, 1788, 1759, 4th ed., ed. Miss
Betham-Edwards (London: Beil, 18§2), pp. 97-98, 124, 134.
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of ahilities, vigour, and firmness, would certainly not oceasion either one or the other. But
the same measure, attempted by a man of a different character, might possibly do both.
All agree, that the states of the kingdom cannot assemble without more liberty being the
consequence; but I meet with so few men that have any just ideas of freedom, that I ques-
tion much the species of this new liberty that is to arise. They know not how to value the
privileges of THE PEOFLE: as to the nobility and the clergy, if a revolution added any thing
to their scale, I think it would do more mischief than good. . . .

RENNES, SEPTEMBER 2, 1788

The discontents of the people have been double, first on account of the high price of
bread, and secondly for the banishment of the parliament. The former cause is natural
enough, but why the people should love their parliament was what [ could not under-
stand, since the members, as well as of the states, are all noble, and the distinction be-
tween the noblesse and roturiers no where stronger, more offensive, or more abominable
than in Bretagne. They assured me, however, that the populace have been blown up to
violence by every art of deception, and even by money distributed for that purpose. The
commotions rose to such a height before the camp was established, that the troops here
were utterly unable to keep the peace. . . .

NANTES, SEPTEMBER 22, 1788

Nantes is as enflammé in the cause of liberty, as any town in France can be; the conver-
sations T witnessed here, prove how great a change is effected in the minds of the
French, nor do 1 believe it wili be possibie for the present government to last half a cen-
tury longer, unless the clearest and most decided talents are at the helm. The American
revolution has laid the foundation of another in France, if government does not take care
of itself.

The Cahiers: Discontents
of the Third Estate

Pressured by discontent and financial problems, Louis XVI called for a meeting of the Estates
General in I789. This representative instituiton, which had not met for 175 years, reflected the
traditional formal divisions in French society: the First Estate, the clergy; the Second Estate, the
nobility; and the Third Estate, all the vest from banker and lawyer to peasant. In anticipation of
the meeting of the Estates Generol, the king requested and received cabiers, lists of gricvances
drawn up by local groups of each of the three Estates. These cahiers have provided historians
with an unusually rich source of materials revealing what was bothering people just before the
outbreck of the revolution in 1789. The following is an excerpt from a cahier from the Third
Estate in Carcassonne.

50uRCE: “Cabier of the Grievances, Complaints, and Protests of the Electoral District of Carcassonne. . .. "
From james Harvey Robinson, ed., Readings in Enropean History, vol. 11 {Boston: Ginn, 1904), jpp. 399-400.



a

30 CHAPTERT Y

Consider: How these grievances of the Third Estate compare to the grievances noted by
Young; whiy these grievances might be revolutionary; the ways in which these grievances
are peculiar to the Third Estate and not shared by the First and Second Estates.

8. Among these rights the fol_]owing should be especially noted: the nation should
hereafter be subject only to such laws ard txes as it shall itgelf freely ratify.

g, The meetings of the Estates General of he idagdom should be fixed for definite
periods, and the subsidies judged necessary for the support of the state and the
public service should be nated for no lenger a period than to the close of the
year in which the next meeting of the Extetes General is to uctur.

10. in order to assure to the third estate the intluence to which it is entitled in view
of the number of its members, the amount of its contributions to the public trea-
sury, and the manifold interests which it has to defend or promote in the national
sssemblies, its votes in the assembly shoald be taken and counted by head.

11. No order, corporation, or individual citizen may lay claim to any pecuniary ex-
emptions. . . . All tases should be assessed on the same system throughout the
nation.

12, The due exacted from commoners holding fiefs should be abolished, and also
the general or particular regulations which exclude members of the third estate
from certain positions, offices, and ranks which have hitherto been bestowed on
nobles either for life or hereditarily. A law should be passed declaring members
of the third estate qualified to fill 2}l such cffices for which they are judged to be
personally fitted. >

13. Since individual liberty is intimately associated with national liberty, his M.ajesty ~

is hereby petitioned not to permit that it be hereafter interfered with by arbi-
trary orders for imprisonment. . ..

14. TFreedom should be granted also to the press, which should however be sub-
jected, by means of strict regulations, to the principles of religion, morality, and
public decercy. . ..

What Is the Third Estate?
Emmanuel Joseph Sieyes

Before the Estates General met, issues arose among L ‘states. particularly over whether the
combined First and Second Estates should be able tc how the preponderance of power when the
Estotes General met. One of the most wide-ranging attacks on the privileged orders and assertion
of Third Estate rights came from Emmanuel Joseph Sieyés (1748-1836). A clergyman strongly
influenced by Enlightenment ideas, Sieyés wos evantually elected as a representative of the Thir
Estate and played an active role in events throughout the revolutionary and Napoleanic periods.
The following is « selection from his pamphlet, What 1s the Third Estaie?. which was published
in Januery 1789 and gained quick popularity,

Souncs: From Mer—~< Vhitcomb, ed., “French Philosopha-s of the Eighteenth Century,” in Translations and
Beprints from the al Sonrces of Ewropean History, -ol. V1, ne. 1, ed, Department of History of the
University of Penny,  ia (Philadeiphia: Universicy of Pen svivania Fress, 1398}, pp. 34-35.
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Consider: The basis for the attack by Sieyés on the nebility; why members of the bour-

geoisie might find this pamphiet very appesling; how the tone and content of this paphlet
compare with the cahier.

It suffices here to have made it clear that the pretended utility of 2 privileged order for
the public service is nothing more than a chimera; that with it all that which is burden-
some in this service is performed by the Third Estate; that without it the superior places
would be infinitely better filled; that they naturaily ought to be the lot and the rgcom—
pense of ability and recognized services, and that if privileged persons have come to
usurp all the [ucrative and honorable posts, it is a hateful injustice to the rank and file of
citizens and at the same time a treason {o the public weal.

Wha then shali dare to say that the Third Estate has not within itself all that is neces-
sary for the formation of a complete nation? It is the strong and robust man who has one
arm still shackled. if the privileged order should be abolished, the natior would be noth-
ing less, but something more. Therefore, what is the Third Estate? Everything; but an
everything shackled and oppressed. What would it be without the pn‘\rileged, order?
Everything, but an everything free and flourishing. Nothing can succeed without it
everything would be infinitely better without the others. . .. ,

What is a nation? A body of asscoiates, living under a common law, and represented
by the same legislature, etc.

Is it not evident that the noble order has privileges and expenditures which it dares to
call its rights, but which are apart from the rights of the great body of citizens? It departs
there from the common order, from the common law. So its civil rights make of it an iso-
lated people in the midst of the great nation. This is truly imperium in imperio.

In regard to its political rights, these also it exercises apart. It has its special represen-
tatives, which are not charged with securing the interests of the people. The body of its
deputies sit apart; and when it is assembled in the same hall with the deputies of simple
citj;zens, it is none the less true that its representation is essentially distinet and separate;
it is a stranger to the nation, in the first place, by its origin, since its commission is not de-
rived from the people; then by its object, which consists of defending not the general,
but the particular inferest.

The Third Estate embraces then all that whick belongs to the nation; and all that
which is not the Third Estate, cannot be regarded as being of the nation. What is the
Third Estate? It is the whole.



