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The Old Regime (AncienRegime)

ÅOld Regime ðsocio-political system which 

existed in most of Europe during the 18th century

ÅCountries were ruled by absolutism ðthe 

monarch had absolute control over the 

government

ÅClasses of people ðprivileged and unprivileged

ïUnprivileged people ðpaid taxes and treated badly

ïPrivileged people ðdid not pay taxes and treated 

well







Society under the Old Regime

ÅIn France, people were divided into three estates

ïFirst Estate

ÅHigh-ranking members of the Church

ÅPrivileged class

ïSecond Estate

ÅNobility

ÅPrivileged class

ïThird Estate
ÅEveryone else ðfrom peasants in the countryside to wealthy 

bourgeoisie merchants in the cities

ÅUnprivileged class



The Three Estates
Estate Population Privileges Exemptions Burdens

First ÅCirca 130,000

ÅHigh-ranking 

clergy

ÅCollected the tithe

ÅCensorship of the press

ÅControl of education

ÅKept records of births, deaths, 

marriages, etc.

ÅCatholic faith held honored 

position of being the state religion 

(practiced by monarch and 

nobility)

ÅOwned 20% of the land

ÅPaid no taxes

ÅSubject to Church 

law rather than civil 

law

ÅMoral obligation (rather than legal 

obligation) to assist the poor and 

needy

ÅSupport the monarchy and Old

Regime

Second ÅCirca 110,000

ÅNobles

ÅCollected taxes in the form of 

feudal dues

ÅMonopolized military and state 

appointments

ÅOwned 20% of the land

ÅPaid no taxes ÅSupport the monarchy and Old 

Regime

Third ÅCirca 25,000,000

ÅEveryone else:

artisans, 

bourgeoisie, city 

workers, 

merchants, 

peasants, etc., 

along with many 

parish priests

ÅNone ÅNone ÅPaid all taxes

ÅTithe (Church tax)

ÅOctrot(tax on goods brought into 

cities)

ÅCorvée(forced road work)
ÅCapitation(poll tax)
ÅVingtiéme(income tax)
ÅGabelle(salt tax)
ÅTaille(land tax)
ÅFeudal dues for useƻŦ ƭƻŎŀƭ ƳŀƴƻǊΩǎ 
winepress, oven, etc.



What does this contemporary political cartoon say about conditions 

in France under the Old Regime?



Government under the Old Regime:

The Divine Right of Kings

ÅMonarch ruled by divine right

ïGod put the world in motion

ïGod put some people in positions of power

ïPower is given by God

ïNo one can question God

ïNo one can question someone put in power by 

God

ïQuestioning the monarchy was blasphemy because 

it meant questioning God



What the King Did

Appointed the 
Intendants, the òpetty 
tyrantsó who governed 
Franceõs 30 districts

Appointed the people 
who would collect his 
taxes and carry out his 

laws

Controlled justice by 
appointing judges

Controlled the military

Could imprison anyone 
at any time for any 

reason (blank warrants 
of arrest were called 

lettresde cachet)

Levied all taxes and 
decided how to spend 

the money

Made all laws
Made decisions 

regarding war and 
peace



Economic Conditions under the

Old Regime

ÅFranceõs economy was based primarily on 
agriculture

ÅPeasant farmers of France bore the burden of 
taxation

ÅPoor harvests meant that peasants had trouble 
paying their regular taxes

ïCertainly could not afford to have their taxes raised

ÅBourgeoisie often managed to gather wealth

ïBut were upset that they paid taxes while nobles did 
not



France Is Bankrupt

ÅThe king (Louis XVI) lavished money on himself 
and residences like Versailles

ÅQueen Marie Antoinette was seen as a wasteful 
spender

ÅGovernment found its funds depleted as a result 
of wars
ïIncluding the funding of the American Revolution

ÅDeficit spending ða government spending 
more money than it takes in from tax revenues

ÅPrivileged classes would not submit to being 
taxed 




