CBSE Class 9 History

THE FRENCH REVOLUTION

COMPLETE CBSE CLASS 9 SOCIAL SCIENCE NOTES

1. Introduction & Learning Objectives

The French Revolution, beginning in 1789, stands as one of history's most significant turning points. It was a period of
profound social and political upheaval that transformed France and inspired democratic movements globally. Before the
revolution, French society was characterized by deep inequality, an inefficient feudal system, and an absolute monarchy
indifferent to the suffering of its people. The revolution ended centuries of monarchical rule and introduced revolutionary

ideas of liberty, equality, and fraternity that continue to shape modern political thought.

Learning Objectives:

* Describe France's social, economic, and political conditions before 1789.

* Explain the structural and immediate causes that led to the French Revolution.
* Trace the major historical events chronologically from 1789 to 1815.

« Identify key personalities and evaluate their specific historical contributions.

* Understand the role of women and the structural abolition of slavery.

* Analyse the revolution's long-term global impact and modern constitutional legacy.

2. Background of French Society: The Old Regime

Before 1789, France was governed under the Old Regime—a system of absolute monarchy and rigid social hierarchies
inherited from the Middle Ages. The King claimed power through Divine Right, while society was strictly segregated

into three distinct Estates.
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The Three Estates Matrix

ESTATE COMPOSITION POPULATION | PRIVILEGES & FISCAL BURDENS

Owned 10% of land, completely exempt
First Estate Clergy (Church Officials) ~1% from state taxes, collected Tithes

(religious tax).

Owned 20-25% of land, tax-exempt,
Second Estate Nobility (Aristocracy) ~2% held top administrative/military

positions, collected feudal dues.

Bore the entire tax burden of the state.
. Commoners (Peasants, artisans, S o
Third Estate ~97% Had no institutional privileges or
merchants, lawyers, bourgeoisie) o )
political representation.

Privileges and Feudal Institutional Burdens

* Privileges of the First Estate: The clergy operated autonomous institutional courts, held absolute influence over

public education, and extracted heavy religious contributions from the lower estate.

* Privileges of the Second Estate: The nobility exercised complete monopolies over regional government positions

and extracted mandatory feudal dues from peasants living on or near their designated lands.
* Burdens on the Third Estate: Peasants (comprising 90% of the aggregate population) were legally required to pay:
o Taille: A direct tax levied by the state.
o Tithe: An agricultural tax equivalent to one-tenth of the harvest, paid directly to the Church.

o Feudal Dues: Arbitrary monetary or physical payments to regional lords for utilizing infrastructure (mills, ovens,

winepresses).

o Corvée: Mandatory, completely unpaid labor enforced upon peasants for public or aristocratic infrastructure.

3. Structural Causes of the Revolution

* Social Inequality: The birthright privileges of the First and Second Estates contrasted sharply against the complete

systemic subjugation of the Third Estate, creating profound internal class resentment.

* Economic Crisis & War Debt: French financial backing of the American Revolution against Britain completely
drained the royal treasury. This was severely compounded by the lavish, unchecked expenditures of King Louis XVI

and Queen Marie Antoinette at Versailles.

* Subsistence Crisis: Accelerated population growth (shifting from 23 million to 28 million) drastically outpaced
domestic grain production. Poor harvests caused bread prices to skyrocket, prompting widespread urban famine while

wages remained entirely stagnant.

* Political Paralysis: King Louis XVI ruled as an absolute monarch, consistently refusing institutional transparency or

power-sharing arrangements, while operating an erratic and completely inefficient fiscal administrative model.
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* Intellectual Catalyst (The Enlightenment):

o Jean-Jacques Rousseau: Advanced the principle of popular sovereignty based on an implicit democratic social

contract between citizens and rulers (The Social Contract).

o Baron de Montesquieu: Formulated the doctrine of the separation of government powers to completely eradicate

autocracy (The Spirit of the Laws).

o Voltaire: Strongly advocated for structural freedom of speech, institutional secularism, and strict religious

tolerance.

Immediate Trigger: In May 1789, Louis XVI was forced to convene the Estates-General to approve emergency
tax increases. When the Third Estate's demand for democratic voting parity ("one member, one vote') was rejected

by the Crown, they broke away to form the sovereign National Assembly.
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4. Chronology of Major Revolutionary Events
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EXACT DATE / YEAR HISTORICAL EVENT STRATEGIC SIGNIFICANCE

1774

5 May 1789

20 June 1789

14 July 1789

4 August 1789

1791

April 1792

21 Sept 1792

21 Jan 1793

1793-1794

July 1794

1795-1799

1804

Ascension of Louis XVI

Estates-General Convened

The Tennis Court Oath

Storming of the Bastille

Abolition of Feudalism

Constitution of 1791

Outbreak of Revolutionary War

Abolition of Monarchy

Execution of Louis XVI

The Reign of Terror

Thermidorian Reaction

The Directory Executive

Napoleon Crowned Emperor
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Inherits an deeply indebted state; structural

financial crisis begins to worsen.

First assembly session called since 1614; deep
political deadlock occurs over voting

procedures.

The Third Estate vows not to disband until an

egalitarian constitution is drafted.

Armed citizens capture the royal fortress;

marks the violent collapse of royal despotism.

The National Assembly officially strips the
nobility and clergy of all tax exemptions and

legal privileges.

Establishes a Constitutional Monarchy,
limiting the King's authority through a
Legislative Assembly.

France declares war against alliance of Prussia
and Austria to safeguard revolutionary

borders.

The Monarchy is completely dissolved; France

is proclaimed a democratic Republic.

The King is convicted of high treason against

the state and publicly executed via guillotine.

Maximilien Robespierre coordinates mass
executions of real or perceived anti-

revolutionary elements.

Robespierre is overthrown and executed;
radical Jacobin political control is brought to

an end.

A highly volatile five-member executive
council rules France amidst widespread

institutional corruption.
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EXACT DATE / YEAR HISTORICAL EVENT STRATEGIC SIGNIFICANCE

Napoleon Bonaparte completely consolidates
absolute power, ending the initial First

Republic.

Napoleon is decisively defeated by a European
1815 Battle of Waterloo
coalition, leading to the Bourbon Restoration.

5. Core Conceptual Highlights & Key Developments

* The Tennis Court Oath: Excluded from the official meeting hall, representatives of the Third Estate congregated on
a nearby indoor tennis court. Led by figures like Mirabeau and Abbé Sieyeés, they declared themselves the National

Assembly and pledged to dismantle royal absolutism.

* Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen (1789): A foundational constitutional text proclaiming that all
citizens are born completely free and remain equal in rights. It firmly established universal liberties: freedom of

speech, freedom of the press, religious freedom, and equality before a unified court system.

* The Reign of Terror (1793-1794): Driven by the radical Jacobin faction under Robespierre. The state utilized the
newly engineered guillotine to eliminate thousands of citizens accused of treason. While highly dictatorial, this

administration implemented strict maximum price caps on staple foods and rationed bread to curb inflation.

* Rise and Fall of Napoleon Bonaparte: Capitalizing on the political instability of the Directory, General Napoleon
executed a military coup in 1799. As Emperor, he modernised Europe by establishing the Napoleonic Code, which

institutionalized legal equality, standardized weights and measures, and protected private property rights.
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PERSONALITY INSTITUTIONAL ROLE CORE HISTORICAL CONTRIBUTION

CBSE Class 9 History

Louis XVI

Marie Antoinette

Maximilien Robespierre

Napoleon Bonaparte

Jean-Jacques Rousseau

Montesquieu

Voltaire

Bourbon Monarch

Habsburg Queen Consort

Jacobin Radical Leader

Military General / Emperor

Enlightenment Philosopher

Enlightenment Thinker

Enlightenment Writer

Weak and deeply indecisive absolute ruler; resisted
structural fiscal reform, resulting in state bankruptcy.
Executed in 1793.

Her highly extravagant lifestyle alienated the starving
public; widely accused of conspiring with foreign

adversaries.

Headed the Committee of Public Safety; used total state

violence to protect the republic during the Reign of Terror.

Stabilized post-revolutionary France; enacted wide-ranging

legal and administrative modernizations across Europe.

Formulated theories of popular democratic rule and direct

citizens' sovereignty within The Social Contract.

Authored The Spirit of the Laws, which established the
principle of separation of executive, legislative, and

judicial powers.

Critiqued ecclesiastical corruption, fiercely promoting the

baseline concepts of free expression and individual liberty.

7. Social Dynamics: Women and the Abolition of Slavery

The Role and Status of Women

Women were highly active agents at every stage of the revolution. They led the famous bread marches to the Palace of

Versailles and established independent political organizations, such as the prominent Society of Revolutionary and

Republican Women. They actively petitioned for universal voting rights, equal employment opportunities, and complete

gender parity in state education.

Legislative Milestones: Early revolutionary governments made primary schooling mandatory for girls, decriminalized

and legalized divorce, and permitted women to independently own small businesses and hold property. However, full

political rights and voting privileges were completely stripped away during the Reign of Terror and were not re-

established until 1946.
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The Transatlantic Slave Trade and Abolition Process

French Caribbean colonies (such as San Domingo) relied heavily on the brutal exploitation of enslaved African laborers

to produce globally demanded cash crops like sugar, coffee, and indigo. This formed a key part of the highly lucrative

Triangular Trade Route:

PHASE 1: EUROPE TO AFRICA

Manufactured industrial goods,
weapons, and textiles were
exported from European ports to
Africa in exchange for captured
individuals.

PHASE 3: AMERICAS TO
EUROPE

PHASE 2: THE MIDDLE PASSAGE

Enslaved Africans were shackled
Raw goods (sugar, tobacco,
coffee, indigo) produced by slave
labor were shipped back to
Europe for massive commercial

in inhumane conditions across the
Atlantic to work on plantation
colonies.

profit.

Chronology of Abolition: In 1794, the radical National Convention officially abolished slavery across all French

territories. However, in 1804, Napoleon Bonaparte explicitly reinstated slavery to safeguard colonial plantation revenues.

It was not until the democratic revolution of 1848 that slavery was permanently and unconditionally abolished in all

French colonies.
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| 8. Political Symbols and Their Meanings

REVOLUTIONARY SYMBOL CORE IDEOLOGICAL MEANING

The Broken Chain

The Bundle of Rods
(Fasces)

The Eye within a Radiant
Triangle

Represents structural freedom from chattel slavery, royal bondage, and systemic

social oppression.

Symbolizes that political strength lies in collective unity; individual rods are fragile,

but a bundle is unbreakable.

The eye signifies the light of knowledge and reason breaking through the clouds of

traditional ignorance and superstition.

Represents traditional royal power; its appropriation or modification symbolized the
The Sceptre g et —— v

transition of sovereignty to the people.

Snake Biting its Tail
(Ouroboros)

A classic symbol of eternity, representing a continuous cycle of renewal and the

timelessness of human liberty.

Historically worn by emancipated slaves in ancient Rome; became the definitive

The Red Phrygian Cap

symbol of freedom and citizenship.

The Blue-White-Red Tricolor The newly adopted national colors of France, replacing the royal white standard with

the colors of revolutionary Paris.

. The personification of the Law, emphasizing its majestic authority and divine role in
The Winged Woman g g s : J

protecting human rights.

The Law Tablet Symbolizes that the law is universal and identical for all citizens, completely

eliminating historic aristocratic exceptions.

9. High-Yield Glossary & Vocabulary

Old Regime: The socio-political model dominant in France before 1789, defined by feudal privilege and absolute royal
rule.

Estate: The legal segregation of social classes into the Clergy (1st), Nobility (2nd), and Commoners (3rd).

Subsistence Crisis: An extreme economic situation where an entire population is unable to access baseline food and
security necessities.

National Assembly: The sovereign legislative body established by the Third Estate to represent the true citizenry of
France.

Guillotine: A heavy, blade-dropping apparatus designed to execute prisoners uniformly, regardless of social status.
Jacobins: A radical left-wing political club that advocated for egalitarian policies and centralized state violence during
the revolution.

Sans-culottes: Literally meaning "those without knee-breeches"; the working-class urban partisans who drove the

radical phase of the revolution.
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Marseillaise: A patriotic war song composed during the border conflicts of 1792, later adopted as France's official

national anthem.

| 10. Common Student Mistakes & Exam Insights

COMMON STUDENT MISCONCEPTION CORRECT HISTORICAL REALITY

Believing the revolution was caused solely by bread

shortages and urban famine.

Assuming the Constitution of 1791 granted equal voting

rights to all French citizens.

Viewing Napoleon Bonaparte as a pure, democratic

defender of the initial revolution.

Believing women played no major role due to being

denied the right to vote.

Famine was an immediate trigger, but the deep
underlying causes were structural social inequality and

Enlightenment philosophies.

It only granted voting rights to "Active Citizens"—men
over 25 who paid a specific threshold of taxes. Women

and poor men were completely excluded.

While he preserved key administrative reforms like the
Napoleonic Code, he was an autocrat who crowned

himself Emperor and reinstated slavery.

Women were central to the revolution, leading major
political clubs and forcing key legislative changes

regarding marriage and property.

11. Most Important CBSE Questions & Answers

Very Short Answer Questions (1 Mark Each)

m What political system structure defined the "Old Regime™"?

The Old Regime was defined by an absolute monarchy exercising unchecked power, underpinned by feudal

privileges and a rigid division of society into three unequal estates.

@ Define the term "Taille".

The Taille was a direct land tax levied by the French crown that had to be paid entirely by members of the

Third Estate.

ﬂ What major philosophical text did Jean-Jacques Rousseau author?

He authored The Social Contract, which argued that legitimate political authority rests solely on the

collective will of the people.
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m What specific event is celebrated as France's National Day?

The Storming of the Bastille on 14 July 1789, which symbolized the collapse of royal tyranny.

Short Answer Questions (3 Marks Each)

@ Explain how the Enlightenment thinkers directly undermined the authority of the Old Regime.

Enlightenment thinkers used rational criticism to challenge the status quo. Rousseau popularized the concept
of popular sovereignty, Montesquieu proposed a system of checks and balances through the separation of powers,
and Voltaire attacked religious intolerance and royal absolutism. These ideas spread rapidly among the literate

public, providing a clear intellectual framework to challenge the King's divine right to rule.

m Describe the criteria used to differentiate between 'Active’ and 'Passive’ citizens under the
Constitution of 1791.

The Constitution of 1791 divided French society based on property and taxation. Active Citizens were men
over 25 years of age who paid direct taxes equal to at least three days of unskilled labor; they held the exclusive
right to vote. Passive Citizens included all women, children, and men who fell below this tax threshold; they were

guaranteed civil rights but were completely denied any political voting power.

Long Answer Questions (5 Marks Each)

Provide a detailed, multidimensional analysis of the long-term global impact of the French
Revolution on modern history.

The French Revolution fundamentally redrew the political landscape of the modern world. First, it
permanently popularized the core ideals of liberty, equality, and fraternity, which became the foundational
principles of modern democratic constitutions. Second, it accelerated the collapse of feudalism across Europe, as
Napoleon's armies spread administrative reforms and legal equality. Third, it gave rise to the modern concept of
nationalism, transforming populations from passive subjects of a monarch into active citizens of a nation-state.
Finally, its emphasis on universal human rights inspired anti-colonial liberation movements globally, providing a

powerful revolutionary template for subsequent struggles across Latin America, Asia, and Africa.

Page 11 of 12



CBSE Class 9 History

Assertion & Reason Questions

Assertion (A): The Third Estate demanded that voting in the Estates-General be conducted by the
assembly as a whole, with each member having one vote.
Reason (R): King Louis XVI immediately accepted this proposal to avoid a violent revolution.

(A) is true, but (R) is false. While the Third Estate fiercely demanded individual voting rights to ensure fair
representation, Louis XVI flatly rejected the proposal, directly triggering the Tennis Court Oath and the subsequent

formation of the National Assembly.
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