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Pre-revolutionary France, particularly in the years leading up to 1789, was characterized by stark
social stratification. The societal hierarchy was rigid, with a clear division between the privileged
aristocracy and clergy—collectively known as the "Haves"—and the oppressed commoners—referred
to as the "Have Nots." This division was deeply ingrained in the political, economic, and cultural fabric
of the nation, fueling widespread discontent and ultimately contributing to the outbreak of the French
Revolution. Understanding this societal structure is essential to grasping the complex causes behind
the revolution and the profound changes it brought about.

The Social Structure of Pre-revolutionary France

The Three Estates System

Pre-revolutionary France was organized into a hierarchical system known as the Estates-General,
comprising three distinct estates:

The First Estate: The Clergy

The Second Estate: The Nobility

The Third Estate: The Commoners

This division defined the rights, privileges, and responsibilities of each group and was foundational to
societal organization.

The Privileges of the Haves

The Haves, primarily the First and Second Estates, enjoyed numerous privileges:

Tax Exemption: Clergy and nobility were largely exempt from taxation, placing the burden of1.
revenue collection on the Third Estate.



Political Power: Both estates held disproportionate influence in government institutions,2.
including the Estates-General and the Parlement, limiting the political voice of commoners.

Land Ownership and Wealth: The aristocracy controlled vast estates, deriving income from3.
rents and feudal dues.

Legal Privileges: Nobility and clergy often enjoyed legal immunities and privileges not4.
accessible to commoners.

The Disadvantages Faced by the Have Nots

The commoners, making up the majority of the population, faced numerous hardships:

Heavy Tax Burden: They bore the brunt of taxation, including taille (land tax), capitation (poll
tax), and other levies, which strained their resources.

Limited Political Rights: The Third Estate had little influence in political decision-making,
despite representing over 98% of the population.

Economic Hardship: Widespread poverty, food shortages, and unemployment plagued the
common populace.

Legal Inequality: They were subject to the general legal system, often facing harsher
punishments and less legal protection.

The Economic Disparities and Their Role in Discontent

Unequal Wealth Distribution

The economic divide was a primary factor fueling unrest. The aristocrats and clergy accumulated
wealth and land, while the commoners struggled to meet basic needs. Key points include:

The estate system prevented upward mobility for the third estate.

Tax exemptions for the privileged class shifted the economic burden onto the lower classes.

Food shortages and poor harvests in the late 1780s exacerbated poverty among peasants and
urban workers.



The Impact of Food Shortages and Famine

Economic hardship was compounded by recurrent poor harvests, leading to:

Rising bread prices, which were a staple for the lower classes.1.

Widespread hunger and malnutrition.2.

Protests and riots, such as the famous Flour War of 1775.3.

These hardships intensified resentment against the ruling classes, perceived as indifferent or
exploitative.

Political Power and the Role of the Estates-General

Limited Representation for the Commoners

The Estates-General was convened in 1789 to address financial crises, but its structure favored the
Haves:

Each estate had one vote, giving the privileged estates a disproportionate voice.

The Third Estate, despite representing the vast majority, was often outvoted.

The Crisis and the Formation of the National Assembly

Frustrated with their lack of influence, members of the Third Estate proclaimed themselves the
National Assembly, signaling a shift towards challenge the old order. This act marked the beginning of
revolutionary change.

The Cultural and Ideological Divide

Enlightenment Ideas and the Challenge to Traditional



Hierarchies

The Enlightenment played a crucial role in questioning the legitimacy of the Haves’ privileges:

Ideas of liberty, equality, and fraternity inspired the Third Estate.

Philosophers like Voltaire, Rousseau, and Montesquieu criticized the ancien régime.

The notion that all men are born equal challenged the divine right of kings and aristocratic
privilege.

The Spread of Revolutionary Ideals

The dissemination of Enlightenment ideas via salons, pamphlets, and newspapers fostered a
collective consciousness among commoners, encouraging demands for social and political reforms.

The Lead-Up to the Revolution: Societal Tensions
Mount

Financial Crisis and Government Debt

The French monarchy faced a severe financial crisis due to:

Debt accumulated from wars and extravagant court spending.

Inability to reform the tax system to include the privileged estates.

Resentment and Uprising

The economic hardships, combined with political disenfranchisement, led to:

Peasant revolts and protests.1.

Urban unrest among artisans and workers.2.



The famous storming of the Bastille on July 14, 1789, symbolizing the uprising of the oppressed3.
against the Haves.

Conclusion: The Society Divided and the Path to
Revolution

Pre-revolutionary France exemplified a society sharply divided into the Haves and Have Nots. The
privileges enjoyed by the aristocracy and clergy created systemic inequalities that bred resentment
among the common people. The economic hardships, coupled with political exclusion and the
influence of Enlightenment ideas, created a volatile environment ripe for upheaval. The revolution
ultimately dismantled the old social order, establishing principles of equality and citizenship, but the
legacy of societal division persisted in various forms. Understanding this division provides crucial
insight into the causes of one of the most significant revolutions in modern history, shaping France
and the world in profound ways.

Frequently Asked Questions

What were the main social classes in pre-revolutionary
France?
Pre-revolutionary France was divided into three main estates: the First Estate (clergy), the Second
Estate (nobility), and the Third Estate (commoners), with the Third Estate including peasants, urban
workers, and bourgeoisie.

How did the disparities between the 'Haves' and 'Have Nots'
contribute to the French Revolution?
Widening economic inequality, high taxation on the poor, and privileges enjoyed by the nobility and
clergy led to widespread discontent, fueling revolutionary sentiments among the common people.

What privileges did the 'Haves' enjoy in pre-revolutionary
France?
They benefited from tax exemptions, exclusive access to high offices and landownership, and social
privileges that kept them apart from the struggles of the common populace.

How did the social hierarchy influence the political structure
of France before the revolution?
The societal division reinforced a political system dominated by the privileged estates, with the Third
Estate having little political power despite representing the majority of the population.



In what ways did economic hardship impact the lower classes
in pre-revolutionary France?
Lower classes faced heavy taxation, food shortages, and poor living conditions, which increased their
frustration and desire for societal change.

What role did Enlightenment ideas play in challenging the
societal divisions of pre-revolutionary France?
Enlightenment philosophies promoted ideas of equality, liberty, and fraternity, inspiring the common
people to question the legitimacy of the existing social hierarchy.

How did the Estates-General reflect the societal separation in
France before the revolution?
The Estates-General was a legislative body divided into three estates, often giving disproportionate
influence to the privileged estates, highlighting societal inequalities.

What was the significance of the Third Estate's formation of
the National Assembly?
It was a pivotal moment where commoners asserted political power, challenging the old social order
and initiating steps toward revolutionary change.

How do the social divisions of pre-revolutionary France
compare to modern societal inequalities?
While modern societies often have mechanisms for social mobility, significant disparities in wealth,
education, and privilege still exist, echoing the historical divisions of 'Haves' and 'Have Nots'.

Additional Resources
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Nots

Pre-revolutionary France, a period marked by profound social stratification and economic disparity,
provides a vivid illustration of a society divided sharply into the haves and have-nots. This division
was not merely a matter of wealth but was deeply embedded in the social and political fabric of the
Ancien Régime, shaping the lives, opportunities, and identities of millions. Understanding this
bifurcation is crucial to grasping the causes behind the French Revolution and the profound
transformations that followed.

---

The Social Hierarchy of Pre-Revolutionary France



At the heart of the societal structure was a rigid hierarchy that categorized people into distinct
estates or orders. These divisions created a clear demarcation between those who enjoyed privileges
and wealth, and those who endured hardship and marginalization.

The Three Estates

1. First Estate – The Clergy
- Comprising members of the Catholic Church, from high-ranking bishops to parish priests.
- Held significant land and wealth.
- Enjoyed numerous privileges, including exemption from many taxes.
- Played a pivotal role in cultural and spiritual life.

2. Second Estate – The Nobility
- Encompassing aristocrats, nobles, and royal family members.
- Controlled vast landholdings and enjoyed exclusive rights.
- Benefited from privileges such as tax exemptions and political influence.
- Often resistant to reforms that threatened their status.

3. Third Estate – The Commoners
- The largest and most diverse group, comprising peasants, urban workers, and the bourgeoisie
(middle class).
- Lacked privileges; bore the burden of taxation.
- Faced economic hardship, especially peasants and urban artisans.
- The bourgeoisie, though often wealthy, lacked noble titles and political power.

---

Life for the Haves: The Privileged Classes

The Haves in pre-revolutionary France were primarily the clergy and nobility. Their societal status
translated into economic advantages, legal privileges, and political influence.

Wealth and Power

- Landownership was a primary source of wealth for the privileged classes.
- Nobles and high-ranking clergy often owned multiple estates, generating substantial income.
- Wealth allowed them to lead comfortable lives, free from many of the burdens borne by commoners.

Privileges and Rights

- Exemption from certain taxes, such as the taille (a land tax).
- Exclusive rights to hunt, fish, and hold certain offices.
- The right to collect feudal dues from peasants working their land.
- Political influence through courts, regional assemblies, and the Royal Court.

Cultural and Social Influence

- Patronage of arts, education, and religious institutions.
- Maintenance of elaborate estates, fashion, and social customs that reinforced their status.
- Access to education and networks that perpetuated social dominance.



---

Life for the Have-Nots: The Oppressed Classes

The Have-Nots included peasants, urban workers, and the burgeoning bourgeoisie who, despite some
wealth, lacked political power or social status.

Economic Hardship

- Peasants labored under feudal obligations, paying rents and dues to landowners.
- Urban workers faced low wages, poor working conditions, and frequent economic downturns.
- The bourgeoisie, while often wealthy, lacked noble titles and political privileges, leading to social
frustrations.

Legal and Social Disadvantages

- The Third Estate bore the brunt of taxation, including the taille and other compulsory levies.
- Limited political representation—estates-general voting procedures favored the privileged classes.
- Restrictions on economic activities and movement.

Social and Cultural Constraints

- Limited access to higher education and elite social circles.
- Discrimination based on birth and social status.
- Marginalization reinforced by legal codes and customs.

---

The Roots of Discontent

The fundamental inequality between the haves and have-nots created simmering resentment that
fueled revolutionary sentiments.

Economic Disparities

- Persistent poverty among peasants and urban workers contrasted sharply with the wealth of the
clergy and nobility.
- Food shortages and economic crises exacerbated tensions.

Political Exclusion

- The Third Estate felt disenfranchised, especially after being underrepresented in the Estates-
General.
- Calls for political reform grew as commoners sought greater voice and rights.

Cultural Shifts and Enlightenment Ideas

- Enlightenment thinkers challenged traditional authority, advocating for equality and individual
rights.
- Ideas of liberty, fraternity, and equality gained popularity among the bourgeoisie and intellectuals.



---

The Impact of Society’s Division on the French Revolution

The stark separation of society into the haves and have-nots was a catalyst for revolutionary
upheaval.

Key Events Triggered by Social Inequality

- The convening of the Estates-General in 1789 exposed the deep divisions.
- The formation of the National Assembly by the Third Estate marked a challenge to aristocratic
privilege.
- The storming of the Bastille symbolized the uprising against tyranny and inequality.

Structural Changes Post-Revolution

- Abolition of feudal privileges.
- Redistribution of land and wealth.
- Establishment of legal equality and new political institutions.

---

Lessons from the Pre-Revolutionary Divide

The division between the privileged and the oppressed in France exemplifies how societal
stratification can destabilize a nation. It underscores the importance of social justice, economic
equity, and inclusive governance.

Summary

In conclusion, society, and in pre-revolutionary France, people were generally separated into the
haves and have-nots in a manner that was deeply ingrained and systemic. The privileged classes
enjoyed wealth, power, and social status, while the vast majority faced economic hardship, legal
restrictions, and social marginalization. This profound inequality created fertile ground for
revolutionary change, ultimately transforming France and inspiring future movements for justice and
equality worldwide.

---

Key Takeaways

- The societal hierarchy was rigid, with estate-based privileges reinforcing divisions.
- The haves controlled land, wealth, and political influence.
- The have-nots faced economic hardship, social exclusion, and political disenfranchisement.
- Economic and social disparities, combined with Enlightenment ideas, led to revolutionary upheaval.
- The French Revolution ultimately dismantled much of the old social order, advocating for equality
and rights.

Understanding the division between the haves and have-nots in pre-revolutionary France is essential
for appreciating the causes of one of history’s most significant upheavals, and serves as a reminder of
the enduring importance of social equity in shaping societies.
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