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The National Constituent Assembly
and the Future of France

he deputies faced the enormous task

of trying to develop a new constitution
while governing a country torn by unrest and
fear. They began working long days. New city
governments were formed throughout the
country and support for the National Constitu-
ent Assembly increased. Some deputies felt
overwhelmed by the size of their task.

€61 am far from sharing the optimism of
some of our colleagues. The masses
of starving people, the numbers of
discontented, the difficulties of every
sort imaginable...all combine to
discourage me.”

—]Jean-Frangois Campmas, member of the
National Constituent Assembly,
August 13, 1789

As stories of the Great
Fear spread, the assembly
made a radical decision.
Swept up by the spirit of
reform and working late into
the night on August 4, 1789
the assembly decided to

A#Men are born and
remain free and
equal in rights.”

Declaration of the Rights
of Man and Citizen

abolished. The deputies ended the payment
of tithes and the purchase of public offices. In
theory, positions would be obtained based on
ability.

€6In the future, only wealth, talent,
and virtue will distinguish one man
from another.... We are a nation of
brothers. The king is our father and
France is our mother.”

—Claude Gantheret, member of the
National Constituent Assembly, letters of
August 5 and 11, 1789

A few voices in the assembly of more
than a thousand also called to end slavery
in France’s colonies, to give Protestants full
religious freedom, and to ban nobility outright.
These issues were not acted
on, but would become issues
for debate in the coming
months. After the assem-
bly’s action, unrest in the
countryside slowly began to
decrease.

end many of the privileges
of the nobility. The depu-
ties hoped that this would calm the peasants
and decrease unrest. Some also hoped that it
would reduce the power of the nobility, par-
ticularly those they worried were out to end
the revolution. In a single evening, the assem-
bly upended the centuries-old social hierarchy
of France. Some historians believe that this
was the most significant result of the French
Revolution.

Many of the rights and privileges of the
nobility were eliminated. For example, the
assembly (which included nobles) ended
the system of dues and taxes that peasants
had to make to the nobility. These had been
deeply resented and had appeared often in
the “lists of grievances.” The nobility’s exclu-
sive hunting rights and private tolls also were

Why did the deputies
write the Declaration
of the Rights of Man and Citizen?

On the afternoon of August 4, the deputies
had agreed to write a preface to the new con-
stitution as quickly as possible. After several
weeks of discussion, prolonged by members of
the clergy reluctant to allow complete freedom
of worship, the assembly voted to approve
this preface, now called the Declaration of
the Rights of Man and Citizen. The document
was influenced by the Virginia Declaration
of Rights written in 1776 by George Mason.
The Declaration of Rights of Man and Citi-
zen promised liberty and equality to citizens
and emphasized the need for constitutional
protections for these rights. It also said that
sovereignty (the right to rule) rested in the
people of the nation and not just the king.
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a1l meant, three factions began
to emerge. The differences
that had been temporarily
put aside in the revolu-
tionary fervor of July had
resurfaced.

The first group made up
the majority of the assembly
and were considered mod-
erates. This group believed
the revolution was over and
imagined that France would
become a constitutional
monarchy, perhaps like
Great Britain.

A second and much
smaller group of conserva-
tive nobility and clergy
thought that maybe the
revolution had gone too far.
They believed that the king
should retain his author-
ity and that the privileges

“Quick, quick, quick

Hit it while it's hot

quick, quick, quick
Keep at it!

Our hearts must be in the work.”

This print shows the Three Estates working cooperatively to forge the new

constitution.

The approval of the Declaration of the
Rights of Man and Citizen raised many im-
portant questions and issues about how to
interpret and enact this document. What was
the role of the king? Did he have the final say
(or veto power) over new laws? What exactly
was a citizen? Who would be eligible to vote?
Were women citizens? Did they have equal
rights? Should there be a bicameral legis-
lature? Should there be religious freedom
in France? If men are born and remain free,
should slavery be abolished?

What were the divisions in the assembly?
As the assembly began to consider just

what the principles laid out in the Declaration

/ renounced on August 4th by
nobility and clergy should
be reclaimed.

The third group was
also a small minority of the
assembly. These were the
radical “patriot” deputies,
who wanted more rights
for all. For example, they
wanted political rights and
legal equality for Protestants. It is important
to note that they did not argue for ending the
monarchy.

The seating of the assembly was arranged
in an oval with the president sitting on one
side. The conservatives sat to the right of the
president, the radical patriots to the left. The
moderates, in the middle. This is the origin
of the political terms we use today: conserva-
tives are referred as the “right”; moderates are
called “the center”; liberals are referred to as
the “left.”
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In the coming days, you will recreate the
debate among these three groups as they tried
to write a new constitution for France.

You will consider whether the king should
have a veto over laws and who is eligible to
vote. You will consider questions of religious
freedom, the role of women in politics, the
role of the Catholic Church and religion in
society, and whether slavery should be ended
in the colonies.

The actual debates took place over a pe-
riod of months and were complicated by the
fact that the assembly needed to govern France
as well as write a constitution.

6 60verwhelmed with responsibilities
and distracted by endless
contingencies, we must work now on
one question, now another, despite
our strong desire to concentrate on
one issue at a time.”

—Jacques-Athanase de Lombard-Taradeau,
member of the National Constituent
Assembly, October 15, 1789
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The people of France followed the argu-
ments in the assembly closely. The number of
newspapers had increased from one daily pa-
per in 1777 to more than thirty by end of 1789.
Those who could not read could go hear the
news read aloud in public. All over France,
people formed political clubs where they ar-
gued about the issues in front of the assembly.

While the members of the assembly, most
of whom were well-off, began to debate the
future of French government, the people of
France followed events closely. As you will
see, they would find ways to make their opin-
ions known.
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Options in Brief

Option 1: Conserve the
Power of the King

France is one of the world’s great powers.
We have achieved this through the greatness
of our kings and their leadership. Our system
is based on the will of God. We have followed
this system since the eleventh century. How
dare we consider replacing it? While our views
are not popular, we must work to conserve the
power of the king. It is only this way that we
can conserve France’s greatness. The king is
the source of all authority and we must remind
all the French people that they are his sub-
jects. Let us band together to protect the power
of the king, the sanctity of the church, and the
future of France.

Option 2: Create a

Constitutional Monarchy

We continue to love our king with all of
our hearts. But the world is changing. We need
only to look across the water to our eternal foe
Great Britain for a model of what kind of gov-
ernment works well. Here in France we should
create a constitutional monarchy and a repre-
sentative assembly. Rationality and reason can
help us create a new constitution for France. It
is time to cast away the ancient traditions that
prevent France from moving forward, but let
us be cautious. We must be careful so that we
do not discard what makes us great and what
has unified us. Let us all join together and cel-
ebrate the beginning of a new glorious era for
France. Long live the king!

Option 3: Liberate France
from the Old Regime

Men are born free, but everywhere they are
in chains. So began the Enlightenment writer
Rousseau’s famous work, The Social Contract.
Like Rousseau, we wonder: why must this be
so? Now it is time for us to begin to break the
chains. We must work to create a new, just,
and fair society. The social distinctions of
the past too often are used to tyrannize and
preserve the privileges and wealth of a few.
We must use all of our rational abilities and
reason to improve conditions in France, to end
hunger, and to create a society based upon the
principles of liberty and equality.
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