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THE BOURGEOIS REVOLUTIONS 
The bourgeois revolutions enabled the bourgeoisie to gain political power and a social 

status which had only been available to the nobility under the Ancien Régime. These 

revolutions took place in the late 18th and early 19th centuries. 

This process was begun by two revolutions.  

• The American Revolution: the independence of the United States was the 

bourgeoisie’s first triumph. Their achievements set an example for 

revolutionaries in other countries to follow.  

• The French Revolution: this put an end to absolute monarchy and the estates 

system of the Ancien Régime. As a result of the changes it brought about, the 

French Revolution marks the beginning of a new period of history – the Modern 

Age. 

THE AMERICAN REVOLUTION (1775–1783) 
In the American War of Independence, Great Britain fought against its 13 colonies 

located on the Atlantic Coast of North America.  

The causes of the war 

The American War of Independence was caused by a combination of factors. 

Ideological factors: the colonists were familiar with Enlightenment thinking about 

liberty and equality. These ideas became the basis for the independence movement. 

Political factors: the British Parliament made decisions about taxes and other issues 

related to the colonies. However, Great Britain refused to allow the colonies to be 

represented in Parliament.  

Economic and social factors: by this time there was a wealthy colonial bourgeoisie who 

wanted the freedom to trade without the interference of Great Britain. 

In the short term the conflict was caused by the high cost of the Seven Years’ War 

(1756–1763), in which Great Britain fought against France for control of the territory 

that today forms part of Canada. Although Great Britain won the war, George III 

increased taxes on products such as tea, sugar and lead in order to pay his war debts. 

The colonies refused to pay these taxes. There were various protests, such as the 1773 

Boston Tea Party, in which a group of colonists threw a cargo of tea into the sea in 

Boston.  

In response, the British government sent troops to Boston and closed the port. This 

event marked the beginning of the conflict. 

The War of Independence and its consequences 
The war began when some of the colonies decided to fight for independence. In 1775 

they created their own army, which was led by George Washington.  



The war developed in two stages. In the first stage, Great Britain had some military 

successes, but the colonists took actions that were politically significant. On 4 July 1776 

the Continental Congress proclaimed the Declaration of Independence. In the second 

stage, the colonists’ military victory at the Battle of Saratoga led France and Spain to 

offer them support. As a result, the two sides were more closely matched in military 

terms. This led to a ceasefire. 

Great Britain recognised American independence and the birth of the United States in 

the 1783 Treaty of Versailles. 

In 1787, the United States Constitution was adopted. This established a federal republic 

based on the Enlightenment principles of equality and liberty. The American Revolution 

had important consequences. The United States became a symbol for the struggle for 

liberty and equality in other countries. It also showed that it was possible to put 

Enlightenment ideas into practice. 

The United States Constitution included these principles. 

Type of government: federal republic  

Popular sovereignty: this was expressed through male suffrage. However, only white 

men with a certain amount of property could vote.  

Separation of powers: the president was the executive branch, Congress was the 

legislative branch and the Supreme Court was the judicial branch.  

Rights: citizens were free and equal before the law. Despite this, slavery continued to 

be legal. 

THE FRENCH REVOLUTION 
The French Revolution was a period of violent political and social change, which saw the 

abolition of the absolute monarchy and the end of the estates system of the Ancien 

Régime. The French Revolution began in 1789 and is considered to be the first European 

bourgeois revolution. 

THE CAUSES OF THE FRENCH REVOLUTION 
The influence of the Enlightenment: French intellectuals and the bourgeoisie supported 

Enlightenment ideas and wanted to put them into practice. For example, they 

demanded that all French subjects be free and equal before the law.  

The economic crisis: the French monarchy was heavily in debt. This was because of the 

court’s excessive spending on parties, palaces and other luxuries, and also because of 

France’s participation in military conflicts such as the American War of Independence.  

The social crisis: the economic crisis affected each of the three estates differently. The 

privileged estates (the clergy and the nobility) were able to maintain their income, but 

the Third Estate (the non-privileged) suffered from rising taxes, since they were the 

only estate that paid tax.  



 

 

 

 

The political crisis: to improve royal finances, Louis XVI’s ministers suggested that the 

privileged estates should pay tax. The nobility and clergy refused and demanded that 

the king call the Estates General. This was the only body that could approve new taxes.  

Louis XVI governed France as an absolute monarch. He opposed meetings of the Estates 

General so that the estates could not limit his power and present their demands. 

However, in the face of the nobility and clergy’s demands, he was forced to call the 

Estates General in 1789.  

THE ESTATES GENERAL  

The spread of Enlightenment ideas  

Pamphlets written by intellectuals who supported Enlightenment ideals contributed to 

the start of the French Revolution. One of these pamphlets was ‘What is the Third 

Estate?’ by Sieyès. He stated:  

[The Third Estate is] everything. What has it been heretofore in the political order? 

Nothing. What does it demand? To become something.  

THE CAHIERS DE DOLÉANCES  
Before they attended the Estates General, the representatives of each estate collected 

the demands of their social group in documents called cahiers de doléances. These 

showed what each estate wanted.  

Most of the clergy and nobility were opposed to losing their privileges.  

The Third Estate demanded equality before the law and an end to the clergy and 

nobility’s privileges. In addition, the enlightened bourgeoisie wanted to end absolute 

monarchy so that they would be able to participate in politics. The peasants wanted to 

abolish tithes and end feudal privileges  

Unequal representation. In the Estates General the three estates met separately. Each 

estate had one vote, even though the Third Estate had twice as many representatives as 

the other estates. 

THE EVENTS OF THE FRENCH REVOLUTION 
In the face of increasing economic and political problems, Louis XVI called a meeting of 

the Estates General in 1789 in order to increase taxes. This meeting was the beginning 

of the French Revolution.  



THE NATIONAL ASSEMBLY  
The Third Estate asked for a new voting system in which each representative would 

vote individually. When the king refused, the Third Estate declared that, as the true 

representative of the nation, it was forming a National Assembly.  

The king locked the National Assembly out of the Estates General, so they met at a 

tennis court nearby. They declared that they would not leave the tennis court until 

France had a constitution.  

DECLARATION OF THE RIGHTS OF MAN AND THE CITIZEN  
The National Assembly also wrote the Declaration of the Rights of Man and the Citizen. 

This document put Enlightenment ideas into practice.  

• Men are born and remain free and equal in rights.  

• IV. Liberty consists of the freedom to do anything which does not harm others.  

• IX. All men are innocent until proven guilty.  

• X. No man may be disturbed for his opinions, not even for his religious beliefs.  

THE CONSTITUENT ASSEMBLY  

Finally, the king agreed to the Third Estate’s demands. A new Constituent Assembly was 

formed to write a constitution. This was a triumph for the bourgeoisie because the 

monarchy was no longer absolute.  

News that troops were being sent to Versailles led to a riot in Paris on 14 July 1789, in 

which people attacked the Bastille (where political prisoners were kept).  

The popular revolt spread from Paris to other cities and also to the countryside, where 

peasants attacked the homes of the nobility, burned their archives and refused to pay 

feudal duties. The riot in the countryside is known as the Grande Peur (Great Fear).  

In response to these events, the Constituent Assembly passed a range of legal reforms 

which they hoped would satisfy the demands of the peasantry and urban masses. They 

abolished feudal privileges and the tithes paid by the peasantry to the clergy. The 

assembly also established equality in the payment of taxes.  

In order to solve the French state’s financial problems, the Constituent Assembly 

confiscated and sold church property. In 1790 the assembly passed the Civil Constitution 

of the Clergy. It subordinated the church to the French state. The clergy would now be 

paid by the state and would be elected by the people.  

All of these measures led to discontent among part of the clergy and to the emigration 

of many nobles to other European countries. These people became 

counterrevolutionaries and began a campaign to defeat the revolution.  

Louis XVI asked Austria for support against the revolution. He also tried to escape from 

France but this ended in failure. Louis XVI’s actions caused an increase in popular 

opposition to the monarchy  

In 1791 the assembly approved the constitution, which established:  



• a constitutional monarchy, in which the powers of the monarch were limited 

by the constitution.  

• limited male suffrage – only men with a certain amount of property could vote.  

• the separation of powers – the monarch had executive power, the assembly 

had legislative power, and the courts had judicial power.  

 

 

 

 

THE LEGISLATIVE ASSEMBLY 
After the Constitution of 1791 had been adopted, there were elections for the new 

Legislative Assembly.  

Two main political groups emerged.  

• The Girondins represented the interests of the wealthy bourgeoisie. They had 

moderate views and supported the constitutional monarchy and limited 

suffrage. They dominated the Legislative Assembly.  

• The Jacobins represented the petite bourgeoisie. They had more radical views. 

They wanted to abolish the monarchy, establish a republic and introduce 

universal manhood suffrage (all adult males would have the right to vote).  

During this time France was under constant threat of invasion by Austria and Prussia. In 

response, France declared war on these countries in 1792. 

THE CONVENTION 
This was the most radical phase of the revolution. A new assembly called the Convention 

was elected with universal manhood suffrage.  

In 1793 the Convention agreed to execute Louis XVI for treason and he was beheaded 

by guillotine. The Jacobins took control of the government and imposed a dictatorship 

known as the Terror. The Jacobins were led by Robespierre and supported by the sans-

culottes (radical Parisian labourers who supported the revolution and were often 

involved in popular protests and riots). 

THE TERROR 
The measures that were introduced during the Terror were intended to contribute to 

the war that France was now fighting against its European enemies: Austria, Prussia, 

Great Britain and Spain.  

They also aimed to end internal revolts led by the counterrevolutionaries.  

A popular revolutionary army was formed to fight the war against France’s European 

enemies.  



There was widespread repression of counterrevolutionaries: anyone suspected of 

opposing the revolution could be executed.  

The Constitution of 1793 was adopted. It established universal manhood suffrage.  

The Law of Maximum was adopted. It fixed maximum prices for basic products to stop 

speculation and make sure that people could buy food. 

 

THE DIRECTORY AND THE CONSULATE 
The moderate deputies overthrew the Jacobins in 1794 and in 1795 they adopted a new 

constitution. This constitution re-established limited male suffrage – a symbol of the 

bourgeoisie’s power – and it also introduced a new form of government called the 

Directory. This was a more conservative government that was made up of five members, 

or directors.  

The power and influence of the army increased as a result of the continuing foreign war, 

and of the threat that the radical revolutionaries might return to power. 

In 1799 General Napoleon Bonaparte organised a military coup. He aimed to restore 

peace at home and abroad. 

Napoleon established a new form of government called the Consulate. It was made up 

of three consuls, including Napoleon himself as First Consul. In 1802, Napoleon was 

named First Consul for Life. This allowed him to introduce reforms to end France’s 

political and economic instability.  

By 1804, Napoleon had absolute power and the French Revolution had ended. 

THE NAPOLEONIC EMPIRE 
In 1804, Napoleon proclaimed himself Emperor and resurrected the idea of a European 

empire. His military victories over the absolutist dynasties of Austria and Prussia, 

Europe’s two major powers, gave him control over Italy, the Netherlands, Poland and a 

large part of Germany. He also invaded Spain, where his brother José I ruled for several 

years, although with little stability. In 1812, Napoleon tried to conquer Russia, but his 

army was defeated and had to withdraw. 

The Napoleonic Empire’s great enemy was always Great Britain, a country it was never 
able to invade despite its geographical proximity. Napoleon had to be content with 
implementing the Continental Blockade, according to which no English ships could land 
at any European ports. The English economy was affected, but not destroyed. In 1815, 
the British and their European allies defeated Napoleon at the Battle of Waterloo. 
 


