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The Third Estate comprised the bourgeoisie, peasants, and laborers. The Bourgeoisie consisted of people who were neither peasants nor nobility. They had wealth but not prestige. The bourgeoisie sough to erase the stigma of common birth and to rise socially by becoming landowners. By 1789, they owned 20% of the land. Some members rose by buying jobs or by gaining admission to them. Access to the nobility remained open in the 18th century. Still, the best positions were only for the nobles because of the high cost of the office, the limited number of them, and the hostility of nobles toward the bourgeoisie. By 1789, they wanted all positions regardless of birth. They sought a parliament for the nation and a constitution that would grant freedom and rights. There were 21 million peasants. They were better off than in eastern Europe, some were even prosperous. Most lived in poverty, which got worse in the last years of the Old Regime. Peasants owned 30-40% of the land, which was barely enough. Without primogeniture, the land kept getting divided. Many peasants didn’t own their land but rented it or worked as sharecroppers on it. Peasants hired themselves out for whatever employment for money. The increasing birthrate resulted in too many field workers, so the landless became beggars. Taxation weighed heavily on the peasantry. Louis XIV financed his wars by taxing the peasants, which continued throughout the 18th century. In addition to those taxes, the peasants paid taxes to the church and their lords. Although serfdom was gone, peasants still had to do things that they did in the Middle Ages. Besides working the land, they had to do their work on his property and machinery, and give him part of their produce as payment. (their fees were called banalities) The lord collected rent, and exercised hunting rights on lands tilled by peasants. When he hunted, his parties would destroy crops. Lords held onto these privileges because it gave them income, authority, and social esteem. The peasants hated it. Inefficient farming methods didn’t help. France didn’t experience agricultural improvements like England. A rise in prices during the end of the Old Regime hurt the peasants, and a poor harvest in 1788-89 worsened it. Hatred of the manorial order sparked a revolution in 1789. The urban laboring class consisted of craftsmen, factory workers, and handymen. From 1785-1789, the cost of living increased by 62%, while wages only rose 22%. 





18th century France was an absolute monarchy. The bureaucracy was ineffective. The practice of buying jobs brought in incompetent office holders. Tariffs hampered trade. No single law code applied to all of the French provinces. The wars placed an immense burden on the treasury, and the king’s lavish lifestyle didn’t help either. Finances were in shambles because France had an inefficient tax system. Few wealthy Frenchmen paid their taxes. Some taxes were pocketed by tax collectors. The financial crisis could have been solved if everyone paid their taxes. The nobles were able to thwart the king through the parlements. Many parlementaires were originally bourgeoisie who bought the office. The parlements reviewed the judgments of the courts and registered royal edicts. They had to the right to remonstrate, to pass judgment on royal edicts. The king could revise the edicts in accordance with the parlements’ instructions, or force their registration. If they stood firm in their resistance, the king might arrest their leaders. Their opposition damaged royal prestige.
