Causes of the French Revolution
STUDENT ACTIVITY
	Name:  
	Date:  
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ESSENTIAL QUESTION
How did the inequality of France's Estates system - privilege for the few and heavy taxes on the many - combine with financial crisis and Enlightenment ideas to push France toward revolution in 1789?
THE SCENARIO
You are the REVOLUTION REVIEW BOARD. Your job is to judge how the inequality of France's Estates system pushed the country toward revolution.
BY THE END, YOU CAN:
✓  Describe the Old Regime and France's three estates (First, Second, and Third).
✓  Explain the inequality of the Estates system: privilege and tax exemption for the First and Second Estates versus the tax burden on the Third Estate.
✓  Explain why King Louis XVI called the Estates-General in 1789 and why vote by order angered the Third Estate.
✓  Analyze Sieyes's argument in What Is the Third Estate? as one side's persuasive case for equality and representation.
✓  Explain how financial crisis, inequality, and Enlightenment ideas combined to push France toward revolution.
HOW IT WORKS  (do Parts 1–5 in order)
Part 1 — Causes of the French Revolution Reference Guide - Complete the Missing Terms
Part 2 — Apply the Terms - Old Regime Vocabulary in Context
Part 3 — Build the Case - Inequality and the Road to the Estates-General
Part 4 — Primary Source Spotlight
Part 5 — Revolution Verdict - Why Did Inequality Lead to Revolution?
TIME  about 45 minutes        YOU’LL NEED  the lesson slides and your Guided Notes.


PART 1
Causes of the French Revolution Reference Guide - Complete the Missing Terms
Fill in the missing term for each blank row — the definition is your clue. Your Guided Notes and the lesson slides have every term.

	Term
	Definition

	___________
	The assembly of representatives from France's three estates, called by the king in 1789 for the first time since 1614.

	First Estate
	The clergy; the smallest estate, largely exempt from taxes.

	___________
	The nobility; landowning aristocrats who held special privileges and paid few taxes.

	Third Estate
	The commoners, about 97% of France, from peasants to the middle class, who paid most of the taxes.

	___________
	The social and political system of France before the Revolution, built on the three estates and privilege.

	bourgeoisie
	The middle class of the Third Estate, such as merchants, lawyers, and professionals.

	___________
	A special right or advantage, such as tax exemption, held by the First and Second Estates.

	taille
	The main direct land tax, paid by the Third Estate but not by the nobility or clergy.

	___________
	The traditional Estates-General method in which each estate cast one vote, letting the two privileged estates outvote the Third.

	deficit
	A shortfall in which the government spends far more money than it takes in.



PART 2
Apply the Terms - Old Regime Vocabulary in Context
WORD BANK   privilege   ·   Second Estate   ·   Old Regime   ·   vote by order   ·   Estates-General
1.  The assembly of representatives from France's three estates, called by the king in 1789 for the first time since 1614, was the                 .

2.  The nobility - landowning aristocrats who held special privileges and paid few taxes - made up the                 .

3.  The whole social and political system of France before the Revolution, built on the three estates and privilege, was the                 .

4.  A special right or advantage, such as tax exemption, held by the First and Second Estates was called a                 .

5.  The traditional Estates-General method in which each estate cast one vote, letting the two privileged estates outvote the Third, was                 .

PART 3
Build the Case - Inequality and the Road to the Estates-General
Revolution Review Board's beat continues - Part 3 focus: France was divided into three estates; the First (clergy) and Second (nobility) held privileges and paid few taxes.
1.  As the Revolution Review Board, explain how France's three estates were divided and which estates held special privileges.





2.  As the Revolution Review Board, explain why the Third Estate saw vote by order in the Estates-General as unfair.





3.  As the Revolution Review Board, explain how France's financial crisis led the king to call the Estates-General in 1789.





PART 4
Primary Source Spotlight
You are the REVOLUTION REVIEW BOARD. Read this passage from Abbe Sieyes's 1789 pamphlet What Is the Third Estate? Remember that this is a persuasive pamphlet, not a neutral description - Sieyes is making the Third Estate's case. Watch for three ideas: the Third Estate does most of the nation's work, it has held no real power, and it demands to become something.

What Is the Third Estate? (Qu'est-ce que le tiers etat?) (Emmanuel-Joseph Sieyes, 1789)
Sieyes was a clergyman. He wrote this pamphlet in January 1789, just before the Estates-General met. He says the Third Estate was the common people, about 97% of France. He argues that they were the real nation, even though they had almost no power. Remember, this is a persuasive argument, not a fair or balanced report.
The plan of this work is simple. We have three questions to ask ourselves. First: What is the Third Estate? Everything. Second: What has it been until now in the political order? Nothing. Third: What does it ask? To become something.
Who would dare to say that the Third Estate does not contain within itself everything needed to form a complete nation? The Third Estate is like a strong man whose one arm is still chained. If the privileged order - the clergy and the nobles - were removed, the nation would not be smaller, but greater. For nineteen-twentieths of all the useful work of the country is done by the Third Estate. Its members plow the fields, carry on trade, and provide the daily services on which everyone depends.
What, then, has the Third Estate been until now in the political order? Nothing. It has been shut out of honor, office, and real power, which the privileged keep for themselves and pass down as if by right. The nobles claim exemptions and special favors and set themselves apart from the common law that binds everyone else.
Therefore the Third Estate asks, at last, to become something: to be counted, and to be represented as what it truly is - the nation itself.
— Adapted from: Emmanuel-Joseph Sieyes, What Is the Third Estate? (Qu'est-ce que le tiers etat?), Paris, 1789, from a pre-1929 public-domain English translation.
Sourcing
1. Who wrote this pamphlet, in what year, and which group of people was he arguing for?



Comprehension
2. According to Sieyes, what is the Third Estate, what has it been until now in the political order, and what does it ask to become?




3. According to the excerpt, how much of the country's useful work does Sieyes say the Third Estate does, and what do the privileged clergy and nobles do instead?




Analysis
4. Using the Guided Notes, explain how Sieyes's argument attacks the inequality of the Estates system. Remember this is a persuasive pamphlet, not a neutral description.







PART 5
Revolution Verdict - Why Did Inequality Lead to Revolution?
1.  For each statement, write SUPPORTED or NOT SUPPORTED and give one reason:
(a)  The First and Second Estates paid most of France's taxes.

(b)  The Third Estate made up about 97% of France's population.

(c)  Sieyes said the Third Estate had been "everything" in the political order.

(d)  Vote by order let the two privileged estates outvote the Third Estate.


REVOLUTION VERDICT
2.  REVOLUTION VERDICT. As the Revolution Review Board, write a 5-7 sentence source-based verdict answering: How did the inequality of France's Estates system push the country toward revolution? Use at least one line from the Primary Source Spotlight and one fact from the Guided Notes.
YOUR RESPONSE MUST:
☐  France was divided into three estates, with the clergy (First) and nobility (Second) holding privileges and tax exemptions
☐  The Third Estate was about 97% of France yet paid most of the taxes and had little political power
☐  Evidence from the Primary Source Spotlight that Sieyes called the Third Estate "everything" while it had been treated as "nothing"
☐  Vote by order in the Estates-General let the two privileged estates outvote the Third Estate
☐  A financial crisis (deficit, debt, bad harvests of 1788) forced the king to call the Estates-General in 1789, bringing the conflict to a head
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