
How can the Humanities change the world? 

What pre-Revolutionary France under Louis XVI can teach us about the current UK financial and 
economic crisis. 

Would anyone expect there to be multiple parallels between the events in pre-Revolutionary France 
and the UK cost of living crisis in 2022 / 23? The Karl Marx quote that ‘History repeats itself, first as 
tragedy, second as farce’1 seems appropriate when comparing some of the political blunders made 
by the short-lived UK governments. Without wanting to minimise the hardship caused by the 
financial crisis, we are yet to see the strikes and unrest in the UK turn into full-scale revolution as 
was seen in France after 1789, but there are lessons to be learned for the UK government as we 
move into the autumn and spring that will see a general election and probably a new government. 

Through a study of the humanities, especially history, we learn about what worked and more often 
what didn’t work in the past. Humanities can change the world and the future of society if we are 
prepared to learn the lessons from what did and didn’t work. The first lesson to be learned from pre-
Revolutionary France is the need for some form of political continuity, especially around financial 
policies. There were a series of short-lived Finance Ministers under Louis XVI; Turgot, Necker and 
Calonne and 4 Chancellors in 2022 in the UK; Sunak, Zahawi, Kwarteng, and Hunt. Louis XVI chopped 
and changed policies under 3 Finance Ministers who tried various ways to steady the royal finances 
but faced opposition as these policies threatened court interests. This is shown in the quote, ‘Facing 
severe financial crisis, Louis XVI appointed three ministers who tried progressive reforms but failed 
under the pressure of opposition from the privileged classes of the society.’2 

Turgot took steps to reduce both the Court spending and the deficit and if he had been allowed to 
remain in the role, the collapse of royal finances may have been at least postponed, if not averted. 
Calonne’s final package of 5 policies3 (cut government spending; create a revival of free trade 
methods; authorize the sale of Church property; equalize salt and tobacco taxes; and establish a 
universal land value tax) may have been able to stop the revolution if implemented. However, the 
opposition proved too strong, and the Crown lacked the power to force the changes through so 
Louis bowed to pressure and dismissed Calonne. Necker can be seen as more of a Kwarteng-like 
figure as he was in favour of France becoming further involved in the American war of 
Independence, which led to increased debt that France could not afford. Even his well-intentioned 
attempts to reduce corruption around the appointment of tax farmers led to a reduction in income 
for the government. 

In the UK, internal politics within the conservative party led to the rapid changes in Chancellors, with 
Kwarteng being the one forced out of office for failed policies. On 23 September 2022, Kwarteng 
delivered his ‘Growth Plan’ to the Commons which contained a set of ill-considered economic 
policies and tax cuts which were quickly reversed. Kwarteng’s Plan was a disaster: ‘Former close 
allies compared Britain to an “emerging market turning itself into a submerging market” amid the 
financial market implosion.’4 Hunt has steadied the ship with policies ‘including reducing corporation 
tax, increasing the point at which workers become liable for National Insurance (NICs) contributions, 
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increasing defence spending, and reducing the interest rate applied to student debt.’5 However, in 
the UK we have an election due in 2024 or early 2025. At the time of writing this looks like it will 
signal another regime change.  

The lesson we can learn from history is that policies designed to alleviate a financial crisis need to be 
given enough time and support to work. Another lesson is that these policies are going to prove 
unpopular, as the problems are difficult to resolve and will mean that sacrifices need to be made, 
especially amongst the wealthiest in society. A study of humanities teaches us to weigh up the pros 
and cons of any decision and take a long view. If Labour are the next government, they may well 
need to adopt a humbler approach than would feel natural to a new government and would be well 
served to build cross policy consensus on the finances and to avoid complete U turns on financial 
policies where possible.  

Linked to the question of financial policy, is the issue of debt. Both Pre-revolutionary France and the 
British economy in 2023 are facing into huge levels of national debt. France’s was largely caused by 
foreign wars, and the UK’s has been exacerbated by the cost of the pandemic. When Louis XIV died 
in 1715, France already had a national debt of 2 billion livres, and the annual interest payments to 
service this debt were more than the government received in taxes. By 1780 the French government 
was using 43% of its entire expenditure for debt payment and this increased over the period to over 
half of all expenditure by 1788. In 1786 the estimated income 1786 was 475 million livres while 
expenditure was estimated at 587 million livres – a deficit of over 100 million livres6. 

Vast amounts of money were required to service the debt, which reduced the amount available for 
public spending. Necker’s most significant financial measures were the use of loans to help fund the 
French debt which meant that he increased the interest that needed to be paid but avoided the 
need to raise taxes. This was a short-term measure that failed to make any difference to the state of 
French finances. For the UK, Rishi Sunak’s measures to support the nation during Covid were similar 
short-term measures to prop up the economy, at a long-term cost.  

The British government has total debt of £2.5trn as at this month, government borrowing is £137 bn 
a year and the cost to service this debt is £107bn a year. In the ‘Sunday Times’ Robert Colvile makes 
the point that the British government, just as much as the British people, is suffering from high 
interest rates as the cost to service this debt increases. Necker avoided the need to raise taxes, but 
Colvile points out that ‘a 1 per cent rise in interest rates would add £12 billion to that (the cost of 
borrowing) in the first year and more in the years beyond. That is the equivalent of 2p on the basic 
rate of income tax’.7 A UK tax rise in the future feels like an economic necessity. 

The situation was exacerbated in France by political lies. Necker published France’s first ever 
‘budget-statement’ of royal finances in 1781 known as the Compte Rendu au Roi (Report to the 
King). It was completely false as he disguised France’s high interest payments as normal expenditure 
to suggest that France was in a stronger financial position than was really the case8. The Compte 
Rendu helped to precipitate the revolution, making it appear that Crown finances were in good 
shape and so enabling more high interest loans. Necker lost the trust of the ruling classes so he was 
seen as a corrupt Minister and bringing him back into power in 1789 was a serious mistake.  
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In the UK there has been a long history of politicians who have told lies but recent examples have 
been striking, especially Boris Johnson’s lies about his activities during the pandemic. Bringing Boris 
back would probably have the same impact as Louis XVI bringing Necker back.   

Given that a rise in basic tax rates would be unpalatable to a party hoping to be re-elected it looks 
likely that the UK government will continue its ‘head in the sand’ policy towards debt in the short 
term. The storm burst in France within a few years of Necker’s policies but may be a longer burn in 
UK. A study of the humanities aids decision making and influences our collective future. In this case 
we can see that ignoring debt is not the answer and that young people today are likely to bear the 
brunt of this in the future when it may not be possible to fully finance NHS or state pensions for 
example, without significant increases in income taxes. National debt is not an easy problem to solve 
for any party and the short-term nature of politics makes it unlikely that the next government will 
have an appetite to deal with it, but as pre-Revolutionary France shows, this is simply storing up 
trouble for the future. The next government needs to come up with a credible long-term solution 
that doesn’t involve lies! 

Tough economic conditions in both pre-Revolutionary France and today’s UK have caused unrest in 
society. A wave of riots arose from April to May 1775 in France following an increase in grain prices 
and subsequently bread prices. The riots started after the police withheld grain from the royal stores 
but were also triggered by poor harvests in the summers of 1773 and 1774. ‘Bread likely accounted 
for 60-80 percent of the budget of a wage-earner’s family in the Ancien Regime—so even a small rise 
in grain prices could spark tensions.’9 These ‘Flour wars’ are often seen as a prelude to the French 
Revolution.  

2022 and 2023 have seen a series of strikes in the UK as wage inflation is not keeping up with the 
cost of living increases, particularly felt in fuel and food. In March 2023 food inflation was 19.4%, 
with the cost of bread increasing by over 16%10. Many people have seen the biggest real terms 
reduction in their pay for over 20 years. Average regular pay growth for the private sector was 6.9% 
in December 2022 to February 2023 and this was 5.3% for the public sector.11 This pales into 
insignificance compared to the food inflation figures above. It is not surprising that public sector 
workers in particular have seen the picket line as the only option available to them to secure 
anything like a cost of living pay rise. Rail workers, bus drivers, nurses and medics, ambulance staff, 
royal mail workers, civil servants, and firefighters as well as others have all been on strike in 2022 / 
23.   

Studying humanities helps us understand and interpret the human experience as individuals and 
society. In France the unrest turned into revolution. The UK may face a general strike, which would 
see the country come to a halt, but the experience in France need not be that of the UK. The critical 
thinking fostered by a study of humanities can give us at least one answer that could change the 
outcome in the UK as we would challenge the Monetary Policy Committee to bring inflation under 
control.  
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In both France and the UK, the poorest sections of society have borne the heaviest burden in 
troubled times. This is an area where the study of humanities comes into its own as a study of 
humanities promotes social justice and equality, by setting out the facts to protect against 
ignorance, fear, and misunderstanding, all three of which were in evidence in the government of 
Louis XVI. 

France suffered from extreme poverty in the poorest sections of society and the disproportionate 
pain caused by the taxation system as there were two types of taxes, direct and indirect, but the 
ways in which these taxes were created were riddled with bribery and corruption, as the direct taxes 
were collected by royal officers who had bought their positions and indirect taxes were collected by 
tax farmers and syndicates who had bought a lease to enable them to do so. Although direct taxes, 
such as the taille, the capitation and the vingtieme were meant to be levied on the whole 
population, the special privileges accorded to the first two estates reduced the tax income 
considerably and meant that the heaviest burden fell on the peasantry12.  

In the UK in 2022/23 approximately 2.99 million people used a foodbank in the United Kingdom, an 
increase when compared with the previous year. Between 2008/09 and 2020/21, the number of 
foodbank users increased in every year, from just under 26,000 to more than 2.56 million.13 

For those in retirement in the UK (less of a worry in pre-revolutionary France when average age of 
death was below 30!)14 The cost to maintain a minimum standard of living in retirement has 
increased from £10,600 p.a. to £12,800 p.a.15 The % increase is higher for those on a minimum 
standard of living than for those on a Moderate or Comfortable standard because the price of food 
and fuel has increased the most and this makes up a higher proportion of the spend for those on 
lower incomes.  

In total, 14.4 million people were estimated to be in relative low-income households - with below 
60% of average household income - in the year to March 2022, up from the 13.4 million in March 
2021. Becca Lyon, head of child poverty at Save the Children UK, quoted on the BBC website in 
March 2022 said the ‘grim figures’ proved families were ‘still very much in the depths of a crisis’. She 
also said: ‘Families need a proper benefits system that protects them from hardship and means 
children can grow up without having to know what the inside of a food bank looks like.’16 
 
In France the splendour of Versailles and the costly simplicity of Petit Trianon provided a huge 
contrast to the lives of the poor in cities and the countryside. Marie Antoinette in particular was 
seen as the embodiment of the excesses of the Ancien Regime. She became known as ‘Madame 
Deficit’ and was believed to have purchased a hugely expensive diamond necklace, while her people 
were starving.  

The extravagance of Court and the profligate levels of spending, especially by Marie Antoinette, 
could also be seen as another factor in France’s depleting finances. The royals spent huge amounts 
of money on clothes, food, and décor. For example, Marie would demand 4 new pairs of shoes a 
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week along with a fresh chicken every night for her dog who must have eaten better than most of 
the people in France!17 In current day UK Rishi Sunak’s wife could be seen as the equivalent of Marie 
Antoinette given that she is personally hugely wealthy and doesn’t pay any taxes! She doesn’t attract 
the amount of ill will that Marie Antoinette did and keeps a lower profile, which is sensible. Marie 
Antionette would have benefited from a study of the humanities as she would have been able to 
have greater empathy with the experience of others. ‘Let them eat cake’ is probably not what Marie 
Antionette said to the starving masses, but the lack of empathy is clear.  

Back in current day UK, the cost of Charles III’s coronation was resented by some and could be seen 
as analogous to the ostentation of the ceremonies at Versailles. According to CNBC news on 5th May 
2023 ‘The estimated cost is widely reported to be between £50-100m, although that figure does not 
originate from an official source.’18 The same report includes some verbatim comments that could 
have come from a peasant in pre-revolutionary France rather than a UK pensioner in 2023:"We're 
struggling for heating and eating and they're splashing all this money out".  
 
The problems of the increasing gap between the rich and the poor is acknowledged by UK 
Government and is a focus of their ‘Levelling up’ agenda, but there is a significant question as to 
whether it is working or is it just a useful catchphrase? More action in this area is needed or the gap 
will widen further. The value of a study of humanities is often more in the questions posed rather 
than the answers but it does appear clear that we need policies that protect the poorest in society 
from destitution and misery.  

In conclusion, is a French style revolution likely in the UK? The French working class and peasantry 
endured decades of hardship before breaking out into revolution, while the UK cost of living crisis is 
recent. A study of the humanities reveals how people have tried to make moral, spiritual, and 
intellectual sense of their world and there are enough parallels with pre-Revolutionary France to 
cause any future UK government to at least pause for thought if they were to consider them. History 
teaches us lessons that we ignore at our peril and pre-Revolutionary France shows that a 
downtrodden populace can rise against their oppressors. A study of the Humanities can change the 
world if we pay attention to the lessons from history, across different times and cultures. If we 
choose to turn our backs on the past, even in the UK in the 2020s, we may yet hear echoes of the 
cries of ‘Vive La Revolution!’  
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