
The Three Estates of France 

The First Estate (The Clergy) 

There were enormous differences between what the various groups of the clergy earned; 

the Archbishop of Paris earned 500,000 livres per year. A parish priest earned by contrast, 

only 2% of this amount, and a village priest earned 750 livres p.a. - an equivalent of .15% of 

this amount. These salaries reflect the enormous differences in the earnings of the First 

Estate. It is also clear that the highest posts, usually the Bishops, only went to the wealthy, 

and not to real men of the church. These positions high up in the church enabled large 

displays of pomp and ceremony, solidifying their position as men to be revered and awed.  

By comparison, the earnings of the clergy were still far in excess of what a skilled craftsman 

would have earned – 200 livres p.a. The Clergy also received vast amounts of income via the 

church tax on all produce – the tithe. 100 million livres were paid this way.  

In exchange for its income, the role of the church on village life was pivotal; to supply 

education, help the poor and run the hospitals. The church bell was used on many 

occasions; to start the work day, as a siren for the police and as a fire alarm.  

The Second Estate (The Nobles) 

The lifestyle of the some of the nobles reflects how wealthy they were. Many lived indolent 

lifestyles and had many servants doing jobs which they could have done themselves; putting 

on clothes, bringing warm drinks and writing letters. They lived in enormous chateaux which 

often remained empty, as they were either away in Paris, or were full of guests. The richest 

of the nobles earned approximately 20,000 livres per year. This type of noble didn’t care 

about his workers and held on tightly to his feudal privileges. 

Not all nobles were in this position, however. Although all nobles were able to forgo the 

payment of most taxes, had the right to demand that peasants paid them taxes in produce 

or cash, had the right to hunt, would always be served on the right side of the law in a legal 

dispute, and were able to secure top jobs in government or the army, many nobles were 

actually poor. 

A renowned historian suggests that as many as 60% of the nobility found it hard to make 

ends meet, were unable to pay even the smallest tax, or repair their houses. Some were 

likely to call on the church for charity. 5000 families were too poor to own any livestock at 

all. The range of salaries of the nobility was a vast as the clergy, ranging from 20,000 to 500 

livres per annum.  

A number of nobles were successful businessmen in mining and trading, and very dissimilar 

to the indolent rich.  

 



The Third Estate (The Middle Classes) 

In the 18thC, everyone who did not belong to the clergy or noble classes belonged to the 

Third Estate. This included the: middle class, urban workers, peasants and landless workers.  

The middle classes were made up of families of bankers, ship owners, manufacturers, 

merchants, tradesmen, shop keepers and workshop masters. Some of them earned high 

wages – close enough to compare with the nobility. They indicated that France had moved 

from being a country whose wealth came from agriculture alone. It was in this set that the 

desire to have a say in the running of the country became most strident. 

The Third Estate (The Urban Workers) 

Urban workers worked for low wages. Some worked in decent surroundings, but many more 

were often in poor conditions in workshops or factories. Job security was low, as any 

downturn in the economy meant that they were likely to lose their jobs and their wage. 

Working-class living areas were often dirty, unsanitary and overcrowded. 

The Third Estate (The Peasants) 

It appears that a large percentage of people who fell into this category were extremely 

poor: tiny pieces of land on which to attempt to grow food, very little in the way of livestock 

and still having to pay heavy tailles and other taxes. This meant that in general, these people 

would be dressed in rags and starving. They ate the coarsest of food and mainly foraged in 

the wild in order to supplement their diets. It was clear that the largest part of their produce 

was paid in some form of tax, so they had very little left over for themselves. They certainly 

rarely ate meat. However, they didn’t look for charity, seeming resigned and apathetic to 

their fate.  There was a fairly affluent group of peasants in the Southern part of France, but 

not in the centre or the North.  

The Third Estate (The Landless Labourers) 

Two million people were known as the dregs of French society in the 18th C; soldiers, sailors 

and servants. However, as casual labourers, mowing, woodcutting, working in the vineyards, 

they were an important part of French economy. They were able to survive by working hard, 

especially during harvest times, but struggled to exist without paid income. These people 

also paid taxes, yet it was widely felt that they shouldn’t. 

 

The circumstances under which the various people of French society found themselves had 

existed for centuries, and there had been no revolution. However, in the 1770’s and 1780’s, 

several changes came about and made the people angry about their situation and more 

determined to do something about it. 


