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A Worker Reads History 

Who built the seven gates of Thebes? 

The books are filled with the names of kings. 

Was it kings who hauled the craggy blocks of stone? 

And Babylon, so many times destroyed, 

Who built the city up each time? In which of Lima’s houses, 

The city glittering with gold, lived those who built it? 

In the evening when the Chinese wall was finished 

Where did the masons go? Imperial Rome 

Is full of arcs of triumph. Who reared them up? Over whom 

Did the Caesars triumph? Byzantium lives in song, 

Were all her dwellings palaces? And even in Atlantis of the legend 

The night the sea rushed in, 

The drowning men still bellowed for their slaves. 

Young Alexander conquered India. 

He alone? 

Caesar beat the Gauls, 

Was there not even a cook in his army? 

Philip of Spain wept as his fleet 

Was sunk and destroyed. Were there no other tears? 

Frederick the Great triumphed in the Seven Years War. Who 

Triumphed with him? 

Each page a victory, 

At whose expense the victory ball? 

Every ten years a great man, 

Who paid the piper? 

So many particulars. 

So many questions. 
BRECHT 



If I have a fair opportunity to pass much of my time in good company at 

Paris, I have also no small trouble in turning over books, MSS. and papers, 

which I cannot see in England: this employs many hours a day, with what 

I borrow from the night, in making notes. I have procured also some public 

records, the copying of which demands time. He who wishes to give a 

good account of such a kingdom as France, must be indefatigable in the 

search of materials: for let him collect with all the care possible, yet when 

he comes to sit down coolly to the examination and arrangement, will find, 

that much has been put into his hands, of no real consequence, and more, 

possibly, that is absolutely useless. 

ARTHUR YOUNG 



PREFACE 

The work presented here has been in gestation for a long time, 
for it deals with a subject in which I first became interested while 
still a graduate student more than ten years ago. No doubt there 
will be those who will find the baby still premature, lacking flesh 
on his bones and squealing where he cannot reason. I leave that 
to the judgment of my fellow historians and readers in the sure and 
certain hope, as the Book of Common Prayer has it, that I will 
agree with them only in part. 

My purpose has been to understand how and why the Parisian 
masses were led to take so active a part in the essentially bourgeois 
French Revolution, as historians like Lefebvre, Soboul, Rude and 
Cobb, among others, have shown them to have done. Hence, the 
plan of this book. In the first chapter, I attempt to locate the 
laboring poor in their city, both physically and socially. I then 
go on to define their several strata; to discuss how they lived, 
worked, and died; what they believed and how; and finally, how 
the sum of their life experience first prevented and then prepared 
them to take part in the politics of the age. The approach has 
been informed by the conviction that the concept of the laboring 
poor is an appropriate one for analyzing preindustrial capitalist 
societies and that the laboring poor as a coherent social unit had 
to disappear with the advent of a modern capitalist social forma¬ 
tion. Hopefully, it will be possible at some later date to continue 
this investigation with a view to producing a book about the mak¬ 
ing of the French working class. 

Because my point of view is (I think) a Marxist one, I will un¬ 
doubtedly—inevitably—be accused of displaying too much sym¬ 
pathy for my “heroes,” as one reader of the manuscript put it. Let 
me make it clear that there are no heroes in this book. That I have 
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a certain sympathy for my characters is obvious. Furthermore, I 
explicitly reject the unreal objectivity which, under the guise of 
value-free science, would have the historian stand aloof from in¬ 
volvement in his analysis. The laboring poor of eighteenth-century 
Paris do not, at this late date, need anyone to judge them or to 
distribute praise and blame for moral or immoral behavior. They 
had an integrity of their own, keyed to their life style and set of 
values, that is, to their class situation. That is what I have tried to 
chronicle and, to some extent, explain. Vice and virtue have 
nothing to do with the case, whether defined by twentieth-century 
American society in general, or the class to which I belong, or 
myself in particular. 

The question I started with was: How and why did the laboring 
poor develop a political consciousness in the course of the eight¬ 
eenth century? So far, it has been impossible to come up with a 
complete answer. Much remains to be studied, especially in regard 
to the dynamics of change. One day I hope it will be possible to 
distinguish the stages, the ups and downs of the process more 
clearly than I have yet been able to do. But one point must be 
stressed at this juncture. If I have chosen this procedure, it is not 
because of any belief in the inevitable growth of consciousness in 
a given class or social group. Still less is consciousness a reified 
thing pre-existent to the needs which it expresses and ready to be 
assumed by a set of men. No, the question was asked, because it 
appeared evident that it constituted the missing link between the 
relatively passive laboring poor of the prerevolutionary period 
and the mass of participants in the revolutionary actions of 1789 
and the following years. Need it be said that not all individuals 
or strata of the laboring poor were equally involved in the Revo¬ 
lution? Because it is so obvious, to point it out at every oppor¬ 
tunity would be to kick in open doors. Soboul has shown how 
much the leadership of the sans-culottes fell to master artisans and 
petit-bourgeois shopkeepers rather than to the men we study here, 
who remained followers and not leaders. 

There are paragraphs in this book that might be developed into 
full-scale treatises. As it now stands, the book is intended to be 
a series of essays in a hitherto neglected field. I hope by publish¬ 
ing now, at this stage of the research, to solicit the interest and aid 
of other scholars, for work in this kind of social history can only 
be carried out by collective effort. It is not merely a matter of 
the quantity of material to be considered, despite the fetishistic 
attachment to ever-growing piles of paper and notecards displayed 
by some historians. Were that the only problem, it might well be 
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solved by a couple of computers and an army of programers. 
There is another dimension. To study the laboring poor is to study 
the entire society in all its multitudinous aspects, and that in turn 
presupposes a variety of interests and talents in addition to the 
advantages to be derived from a hydra-headed collective wisdom. 
I do not mean, however, that we ought to dispense with the need 
for a common point of view, the lack of which has too often 
turned published volumes by groups of authors into bargain base¬ 
ments of the mind, rather than what they should be, disciplined 
reflections hammered out in common on problems of significance. 

I confess that in writing this book, contemporary problems have 
never been very far from my mind, particularly those having to 
do with the formation of revolutionary situations and actors. So 
far from apologizing for these preoccupations, I think them to be 
the sine qua non for the writing of meaningful history. 

I have been helped in bringing this book to term by the financial 
aid of the American Philosophical Society and the Columbia Uni¬ 
versity Council for Research in the Social Sciences, whose gen¬ 
erosity made possible several trips to France for research in the 
early stages of this project. Fellowships of the National Foundation 
for the PFumanities and the Social Science Research Council in 
1968-1969 enabled me to complete the research. The Wenner- 
Gren Foundation for Anthropological Research showed the catho¬ 
licity of its interests with a grant for the study of the family life 
of the laboring poor, only some of whose results have been in¬ 
corporated here. 

The research was carried out primarily at the Archives Na¬ 
tionals and the Bibliotheque Nationale. The staff of both insti¬ 
tutions have been unfailingly helpful and pleasant despite the 
difficulties imposed upon them by lack of both money and space. 
I would also like to express my gratitude to the archivists and 
librarians of the Archives de la Seine (and especially Mme. Felkay), 
of the Seine-et-Oise at Versailles (M. Lions), and of the city of 
St. Denis, as well as of the Bibliotheque Historique de la Ville de 
Paris, the archives of the Public Assistance Administration, and 
of the archives of the Prefecture of Police. I must, on the other 
hand, record with regret the fact that I was refused permission 
to consult the archives of the former foundling hospital, on grounds 
of family interest. It would appear that nobody loves a bastard, 
or at least would rather not have it known that there was one in 
the family. It is a pity that historical research should be stymied 

by such considerations. 
I have benefited from the advice of my friends Harvey Gold- 
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berg and Helmut Gruber, and if they have not always succeeded 
in saving me from myself, it is I who must assume the entire 
responsibility. 

Jeffry Kaplow 

Paris 
May, 1972 



THE NAMES 

OF KINGS 



PARIS: THE URBAN 

ENVIRONMENT 

I 

To name this city is, in a sense, to say what it is, since there is no one 
who does not know that it passes, and with reason, for one of the most 
beautiful, the richest, the most populated, the most flourishing, and one 
of the biggest cities of Europe. It is also known that it is second to no 
other city in the world in the prodigious number of superb buildings, 
the wisdom of its government, its relationship to the sciences and 
other arts cultivated there, its conveniences and pleasures, as well as 
the prodigious commerce carried on within its boundaries.1 

So wrote the Abbe Expilly in 1768, with pardonable pride in 
an era when all Europe, with the possible exception of the British, 
looked towards Paris and France as the center of the arts, of science, 
and of progress. But there was another, more nuanced, side to 
the story. Rousseau was less enthusiastic about the glories of the 
city: 

To what degree did Paris, at first, give the lie to the idea I had con¬ 
ceived of it. ... I had imagined a city as beautiful as it was big, of the 
most imposing aspect, where one saw only superb streets, and palaces 
of marble and gold. Entering through the faubourg Saint Marceau, 
I saw only small, dirty and stinking streets, ugly black houses, an air 
of filth, poverty, beggars, carters, sewing women, women hawking 
tisanes and old hats. All this struck me to such a degree at the beginning 
that everything I have since seen in Paris of real magnificence has been 
unable to destroy this first impression, and there has always remained 
in me a secret distaste for living in the capital.2 
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Finally, the Russian traveler Nikolai Karamzine saw Paris for the 
first time in iMarch 1790, and his reaction was little different from 
that of thousands of his predecessors. All were impressed by the 
grandeur of the city, its vastness, color, and all-pervasive sense of 
movement. All noted the size and density of the population (well 
over 600,000 on the eve of the Revolution), the animation of the 
streets, and, above all, the sharp contrasts between extreme luxury 
and abject poverty, the opulence of the noble and the financier, 
the mediocrity of the artisan, and the starving faces of the ubiqui¬ 
tous beggars. Karamzine wrote: 

Soon we entered the faubourg Saint Antoine, and what did we see 
there? Narrow, dirty, muddy streets, evil-looking houses and people 
in tattered rags. “So this is Paris,” I said to myself, “the city that 
seemed so magnificent to me from afar.”—But the decor changed 
completely when we arrived at the banks of the Seine. There arose 
before us magnificent edifices, six-storey houses, rich shops; what a 
multitude of people! What variety! What noise! One carriage fol¬ 
lows on the heels of another. Constantly one hears the cries: “Take 
care! Take care!” and the people roll about like the sea.3 

To anyone seeing Paris for the first time, it must have seemed, 
as it did to Marianne in Marivaux’s novel (La Vie de Marianne 
[1731—1741 ]), like the moon, another world difficult to under¬ 
stand and still more difficult to accept. The Burgundian peasant, 
the city dweller from Provence, and even the rich businessman 
from Lyons, Bordeaux, or Rouen, would be equally impressed and 
not a little confused by what they saw. Paris was large in eight¬ 
eenth-century European terms, second only to London, although 
relatively small by our standards. The inexactitude of measure¬ 
ment accounts for discrepancies found in contemporary accounts, 
but it was generally agreed that the city within the boulevards 
covered an area of approximately 2,400 arpents (an arpent being 
equal to a little more than four-fifths of an acre), and about 4,000 
arpents with the faubourgs. The new limits fixed by the construction 
of the Farmers General wall of 1786 increased the figure to 3,370 
hectares, or 9,000 acres.4 

Paris was divided into 20 quarters, to which several faubourgs 
were appended for administrative purposes. The threefold division 
among the ville, the faubourgs, and the banlieue had grown up 
over the centuries. The first was the city proper as defined before 
1786 by the ramparts of the inner boulevards to the north and 
somewhat smaller than the area enclosed within the boulevards to 
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the south. The second covered the area from the boundaries of 
the ville to the barriers of the General Farm. The banlieue com¬ 
prised the suburban communities—some, like Auteuil, Passy, 
Montmarte, Belleville, and Vaugirard that would be annexed to 
the capital in i860, and others, like Ivry, Montrouge, Boulogne and 
Saint Denis that remain administratively separate to the present day. 
Contemporaries knew that there was no longer any valid reason 
to maintain the distinction between ville and faubourgs in the 
eighteenth century, and they were in fact treated as a single urban 
unit. Two examples will suffice: all legislation was drafted to cover 
both sections, and guild membership was open to inhabitants of 
the faubourgs as well as to the population of the ville (with the 
exception of the faubourg Saint Antoine before Turgot’s reforms 
of 1776). 

Eighteenth-century authors thought of Paris as a well-populated 
city, having neither too many nor too few inhabitants. According 
to Charles Rene de Fourcroy, a city was properly supplied with 
people when there were 200-250 per arpent (400-500 per hec¬ 
tare). “With this proportion,” he wrote, “streets can be laid out 
without overdoing it, and buildings constructed to a height of 
two or three storeys at most, which is an advantage essential to 
health.”5 The problem, however, was the uneven distribution of 
population in the several sections of the city. The quarters of the 
Halles, the lie de la Cite and several others in the center of the 
city sheltered as many as 400-500 persons per arpent, while the 
western districts and certain faubourgs, where the streets were 
wider, the houses smaller and fewer, the gardens and courtyards 
more numerous, had a density of only 100 per arpent. 

All roads led to Notre Dame, the symbol since its construction 
in the late twelfth century not only of Paris but of Christian 
France. The seat of the Archbishop of Paris, its great Gothic 
mass dominated the original hub of the capital, the lie de la Cite. 
The Island in the eighteenth century was a microcosm of the city, 
its ecclesiastical, judicial, and administrative center, dotted with 
world-famous monuments—not the cathedral alone, but the Palace 
of Justice where the sovereign court of Parlement met, surrounded 
on either side by the delicate spire of the Sainte Chapelle, built by 
St. Louis to house a fragment of the crown of thorns, and the 
Conciergerie, the prison where captives stayed while awaiting 
execution in the Place de Greve. Immediately in front of Notre 
Dame stood the buildings of the Hotel-Dieu, the hospital in which 
thousands of Parisians were treated every day. At the opposite end, 
the Island was traversed by the Pont Neuf, built in 1610, with its 
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majestic equestrian statue of Henri IV, the legend of whose good 
deeds lived on in Parisian folklore. Of all the 14 bridges that crossed 
the Seine, it was the busiest and most popular, with no fewer 
than 178 stalls and shops until they were pulled down in 1756.® 
During the day activity on the Pont Neuf was constant and in¬ 
tense, and anything that money could buy was for sale. It was 
thought to be extremely dangerous to walk in this neighborhood 
at night because of the presence in the environs of thieves and 
criminals of every description. 

To the casual observer, the Cite was an impressive architectural 
ensemble and a turbulent maze of narrow, winding, crowded 
streets at the same time. All sorts of commerce were carried on 
there, but the luxury trades were dominant. The Pont Notre Dame 
linking the lie to the Right Bank epitomized the activity of the 
Cite as a whole. Its 68 three-story houses, torn down for reasons 
of safety in 1786, lodged no fewer than 14 goldsmiths’ shops in 
1769, in addition to numerous jewelers, mercers, embroiderers, and 
dealers in art and religious objects. The workers who produced 
the luxury goods often lived in the worst imaginable conditions, 
a single room serving as both home and workshop. The population 
density in this and the immediately surrounding quarters was 
among the highest in the city, the inhabitants being literally piled 
on top of one another and lacking the most elementary forms of 
comfort.7 

Across the Pont au Change on the Right Bank were the quarters 
of St. Jacques de la Boucherie and the Halles, home of the great 
markets. Here, too, lived a varied population of wage-earners, 
master artisans and bourgeois who engaged in all branches of 
trade, with the accent once again on luxury items: the goldsmiths 
and gilders of the rue and quai de Gesvres are a case in point. In 
close proximity to these merchants to the upper classes stood the 
stalls and shops of the butchers and fishmongers, whose merchan¬ 
dise gave the area a particularly foul odor. In addition, clothing 
was sold here in great quantities. The quai de la Megisserie was 
also known as the quai de la Feraille (Junk Wharf) because it was 
the place where itinerant pedlars offered for sale hardware of 
all sorts: buckles, knives, and pots and pans. Of the public monu¬ 
ments, no doubt the most famous were the Grenier a Sel or salt 
depot of the despised state monopoly and the Cemetery of the 
Holy Innocents with its open pits for the mass burial of the poor, 
which was finally closed in 1780 after more than half a century 
of complaints. Until the late seventeenth century, the French 
counterparts of Macheath and Peachum used to gather in the Cour 



Paris: The Urban Environment [7 

des Miracles behind the cemetery, so called because fraudulent 
beggars made it their headquarters, where they could remove their 
disguises, abandon pretense and emerge able-bodied after a day’s 
labor. Beggars of this kind were fewer in number in our period 
than they had been in the sixteenth century, and their hiding 
places were less notorious.8 

East and north to the boulevards lay the remainder of the core 
of Paris as it had developed from the thirteenth to the seventeenth 
centuries. The quarters of St. Denis, St. Martin, the Greve (Hotel 
de Ville), the Marais, and St. Paul were physically similar to those 
already discussed, although the streets grew wider and more regu¬ 
lar and the population somewhat less dense as one moved toward 
the city limits. St. Paul was very commercial and filled with manu¬ 
factures of printed cloth and tapestries. St. Denis was another 
center of the luxury trades—ribbons, laces, and gold braid being 
among its principal products.9 Further to the east, the quarter and 
faubourg Saint Antoine were famed for the manufacture of furni¬ 
ture and, secondarily, of mirrors and pottery. 

In these quarters large tracts of land belonged to religious estab¬ 
lishments, like the Benedictines of the Abbey of St. Martin des 
Champs and the convents of the Filles Dieu and the Madelonettes. 
The area as a whole, and the Marais in particular, had been the 
center of aristocratic life in the seventeenth century and, even 
now that many nobles had opted for the newer faubourg Saint 
Germain, still remained a desirable place for solidly established 
bourgeois, both mercantile and judicial. The old mansions, whose 
names—Sully, d’Ormesson, Lamoignon, d’Albret, Le Pelletier— 
read like a catalogue of great families, remained, although not 
always in the best of repair. And the place Royale (des Vosges), 
that beautiful and expensive trinket of Louis XIII, was in even 
poorer condition, its houses having early been leased out and left 
to the tender mercies of private maintenance. 

The expansion of Paris in the eighteenth century had moved in 
an east to west direction on both banks of the Seine. Next to the 
markets on the Right Bank lay a more opulent area. In the district 
around the great palaces of the Louvre, the Tuileries, and the 
Palais Royal, lived the rich merchants and financiers, that is, tax 
farmers and investors in the privileged commercial companies. The 
former, many of them members of the Six Corps or great mer¬ 
chant guilds, centered around the rue Saint Honore,10 and the 
latter in the streets surrounding the place des Victoires, built to 
celebrate the magnificence of the Sun King. The rues Saint Honore, 
du Roule, and de l’Arbre Sec in the parish of Saint Eustache were 
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the preferred locations of dealers in objets d’art, near the homes 
of their rich clientele.11 

Westward beyond the Tuileries Gardens, open to the public 
who liked to stroll in its shaded walks, was the newly laid out 
place Louis XV, later successively known as the place de la Revolu¬ 
tion and the place de la Concorde. The rue Royale connected the 
place to the Madeleine, whose construction was begun in 1764. 
Here began the great boulevards that formed the limit between the 
city proper and the faubourgs. Still further to the west were the 
Champs Elysees, as yet unmarked by construction of any kind. 

On the Left Bank across from the lie de la Cite was the uni¬ 
versity, or the Latin Quarter, corresponding to the quarters of 
Saint Andre des Arts and Saint Benoit. It, too, was a tangle of old 
streets occupied by great religious establishments and the largest 
agglomeration of educational institutions of any city in Europe. 
On its southeastern limits, on the sloping streets of the Montagne 
Sainte Genevieve, the Church of Sainte Genevieve, the patron 
saint of Paris, rechristened the Pantheon during the Revolution, 
was built in the 1760s. To the east, the quarter of the place Maubert 
contained one of the great local markets and was the dwelling 
place of a large artisan and laboring population. To the west, the 
Latin Quarter was bounded by the quarters of the Luxembourg 
Gardens and the faubourg Saint Germain, the aristocratic districts 
par excellence. To the south lay the populous faubourgs Saint 
Jacques and Saint Marcel (Marceau). The first was the center of 
the printing and bookselling trades, their practitioners being 
obliged by law to reside here. The second was traditionally identi¬ 
fied, along with the faubourg Saint Antoine on the Right Bank, 
as the center of artisanal activity. St. Adarcel’s great industries were 
brewing and tanning (the latter in rapid decline in the last quarter 
of the eighteenth century), both of which depended on the waters 
of the Bievre, a tiny river that ran through this part of the city.12 
It may well have laid claim to the title of the poorest area of the 
capital, for its vicar reported in 1743 that 12,000 out of 15,000- 
18,000 parishioners old enough to take communion were “so poor 
that they could not subsist, either in illness or even in health, with¬ 
out the help of charities.”13 Furthermore, its population was much 
more mixed than that of the faubourg Saint Antoine. In addition 
to artisans of all sorts, it contained an extraordinary variety of 
unskilled workers, street merchants, and floaters, sufficient to give 
it the reputation of being the most unsettled and most seditious 
part of Paris.14 

The northern boulevards, especially their easternmost section 



Paris: The Urban Environment [9 

between the porte Saint Antoine and the rue du Pont aux Choux 
bordering on the faubourgs Popincourt and Saint Antoine, became 
a popular place to visit in the 1740s after the municipality had had 
a neighboring sewer covered over. The boulevards were always 
thick with people out for a ride or a stroll. Satirists in the 1750s 
had a field day at the expense of the pretentious aristocrats and 
social climbing bourgeois who liked to outdo one another in osten¬ 
tatious display. Thus, one character is made to say that it is safer 
to drive a carriage on the boulevards where one need not fear 
running into “those boors who inundate the Tuileries”; and an¬ 
other woman exclaims: “What, Marquis, you know women who 
frequent the Tuileries? ... I would like to know where you go 
to dig up women who go to the Tuileries. I knew you were a 
little naive about certain customs, but it never would have entered 
my mind that you would be capable of betraying your nobility 
and acting like a bourgeois.”15 

After 1760, the character of the northern boulevards began to 
change. The center of activity moved northwestwards to the 
boulevard du Temple, and entertainments of various kinds— 
theatres, puppet shows, acrobats, menageries, scientific demonstra¬ 
tions—became all the rage. Mansions were built on the side of the 
boulevards facing the faubourgs in the 1770s and 1780s, and soon 
the quarter was on its way to becoming a mixed residential and 
theatrical district, while people of fashion took to frequenting the 
gardens of the Palais Royal. The southern boulevards were not 
completed until the 1760s and never enjoyed the same kind of 

popularity.16 
Beyond the boulevards lay the faubourgs. Still largely rural in 

aspect at the beginning of the century, they began to succumb 
to urban sprawl after 1750. From west to east, on the Right Bank, 
the faubourgs bore the names La Roule, Saint Honore and La Ville 
l’Eveque, Les Porcherons, Montmartre, Nouvelle France, Saint 
Denis, Saint Lazare, Saint Martin, Saint Laurent, La Courtille, 
du Temple, Popincourt, and, last but not least, Saint Antoine. On 
the Left Bank, the faubourgs Saint Victor, Saint Marcel, Saint 
Jacques and Saint Michel lay within the ramparts. Outside those 
limits were the districts of Gros Caillou, Grenelle (including the 
Invalides and the newly constructed Ecole militaire), Montparnasse 
and the area around the hospitals of La Pitie and La Salpetriere. 
The landscape here was dotted with farmhouses and fields whose 
most important products were vegetables for the Paris market. 
Even the faubourg Saint Honore was still inhabited only by 
“gardeners, truck farmers and the menu peuple at the end of 
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Louis XIV’s reign. And although this began to change very rapidly 
in the 1720s, the area beyond the Hotel d’Evreux (now the presi¬ 
dential palace of the Elysee) was not allowed to be built up before 
1765 and then only subject to royal control until the city gates 
were moved north and west in the 1780s. Gros Caillou was an 
uncultivated terrain until the early part of the century, when gar¬ 
deners and launderers (who worked on the banks of the river) 
moved in. They were soon joined by their employees, soldiers, 
whose wives worked in the fields, and tavernkeepers, many of 
whom lived in great misery. In the north, Nouvelle France under¬ 
went a similar evolution.17 

As the faubourgs became urbanized, they tended to become 
extensions of the quarters to which they were administratively 
attached. The western districts, like La Roule and Ville l’Eveque, 
were invaded by bourgeois. A memoir written by Aguesseau de 
Valjoing in 1733 in favor of allowing inhabitants of the faubourg 
Saint Honore to build houses worthy of their station in life spoke 
of the area as “the most suitable for persons of distinction . . . 
it contains no manufactures; situated between the Louvre and the 
promenade, one can compare it to the faubourg Saint Germain.” 
He may have anticipated reality by a few years, but he was essen¬ 
tially correct as to the future of the neighborhood.18 At the same 
time, the eastern faubourgs started on their way to becoming 
artisanal centers. In 1738, the faubourg Saint Antoine was described 
as “a place of delights in which one tastes at one and the same time 
the pleasures of the city and of the country.” It had market gar¬ 
dens, orchards and beautiful houses, many of them occupied only 
in the summer. Only the presence of a port for unloading wood 
and plaster for use in the building industry hinted at the future 
pre-eminence of the place in the production of furniture, mirrors, 
cheap earthenware and wallpaper. There was as yet no indication 
that it would be one of the centers of popular activity during the 
Revolution, to the point that the inhabitants of the district and 
the sans-culottes are, to the historian of the period, all but synony¬ 
mous terms.19 

Where the faubourgs ended, the banlieue began. By the end 
of the eighteenth century it had grown to include most of the 
communities that belong to it even today. They were not yet 
dormitories for Parisian workers but rather farming villages spe¬ 
cializing in the production of wine and vegetables (cultures 
maraicheres), together with a little grain. Industrialization of this 
area did not begin in earnest until the 1840s. 

Despite roads that left a good deal to be desired, the proximity 
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of the urban market made it possible for even a small holder deal¬ 
ing in agricultural produce of high yield per surface unit and/or 
costly in relation to its bulk to survive and even to prosper. Such 
items included eggs, butter, milk, vegetables, fruits, flowers, tree 
seedlings, and, above all else, wine. In 1807, more than 47,000 
arpents in these districts were planted in vines, producing a poor 
quality brew that was nonetheless eagerly sought after for the 
poor man’s table.20 

The amount of land in peasant hands varied greatly from place 
to place. As a general rule, the peasants’ share increased the further 
one moved away from Paris and Versailles and also in the less 
wooded regions (forests were the preserve of the crown and the 
aristocracy). Studying nine subdelegations of the Parisian region 
covering 460,000 arpents in 438 parishes during the years 17 84— 
1788, Louchitsky found that 380,000 arpents (82 percent) be¬ 
longed to noncultivators, that is, 35 percent to nobles, 20 percent 
to the clergy, and 27 percent to bourgeois. Peasants owned only 
5.4 percent of the land in the subdelegation of Gonesse, 9.9 per¬ 
cent in the subdelegation of Versailles, but as much as 44.4 percent 
in the subdelegation of Enghien. The variations among the parishes 
were also very great, and in districts where vineyards were numer¬ 
ous, peasants owned as much as 15 to 20 percent of the land. The 
cultivation of the vine was a poor man’s activity, for it demanded 
only a small amount of capital investment, little land, few animals, 
or little materiel of any sort.21 

The taille rolls for the suburban communities show that although 
there were some quite substantial winegrowers heavily taxed in 
proportion to the value of their land, there were many more who 
held very small parcels. The listing of vignerons-manoeuvriers (per¬ 
sons who combined the cultivation of their little plots with work¬ 
ing for a wage) or vignerons-artisans (for example, coopers who 
made casks for the wine they produced) is most common. Aside 
from persons directly engaged in rural labor of one sort or another, 
the suburban communes were populated by the usual range of ar¬ 
tisans and petty commercial traders as well as by unskilled laborers 
and indigents. There were a few particularly large groups, like the 
launderers who worked along the banks of the Seine and the quarry- 
men at Ivry and the Buttes Chaumont. In Belleville, there were a 
number of persons employed in the manufacture of tile, brick and 
porcelain, and a little further north, in the garbage dumps of 
Montfaucon, horseskinners were at work. The majority of sub¬ 
urban workers eked out a meager living as best they could under 
conditions of great insecurity. They formed a vast labor pool for 
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the Parisian market and accounted for a significant portion of the 
nondomiciled poor always to be found in the capital.22 

The marketing of their wine was, naturally, of great concern to 
the inhabitants of the suburbs. The normal outlet was through the 
guinguettes in the neighboring communities, where the wine could 
be sold free of excise taxes. In places like Belleville and Vaugirard, 
tavern keepers and wine merchants formed a very important part 
of the population, and their establishments, with their evocative 
names like Au Deserteur, Le Puits de Jacob, and A VAmi du 
Coeur, were famed far and wide. (The cabaret founded by Ram- 
ponneaux in the middle of the century made its proprietor a char¬ 
acter of local folklore.) It was normal, then, that they should 
resist any attempt to change the tax system to their disadvantage, 
like the proposal to include their villages in the new city limits 
established on the eve of the Revolution. Taxes on wine, they 
argued, would have resulted in a loss of income while taxes on 
consumer goods were raising their own cost of living. The matter 
was settled only by the abolition of entry duties by the National 
Assembly in 1791. In the meantime fraud was commonly prac¬ 
ticed to avoid taxation.23 

11 

A series of royal edicts of 1724 and 1726, renewed in 1728 and 
1765, attempted to restrain the growth of Paris by forbidding con¬ 
struction beyond a fixed point, generally the last extant house on 
streets already laid out. No new streets could be created, and it was 
forbidden to build houses on lots other than those with frontage 
on the existing streets. The ostensible reason for these measures 
was that great houses, the ornaments of the city, ought to be kept 
as near its center as possible and that the substantial citizens should 
be discouraged from moving to distant quarters, to which they 
would attract so great a number of other inhabitants that the cen¬ 
ter of the city would become depopulated.24 In reality, these pro¬ 
hibitions were inspired by a set of more reasonable fears. Primarily, 
the government was troubled by problems attendant on maintain¬ 
ing and increasing the food supply in proportion to the growth of 
population. Should it fail to meet its responsibilities, there would 
be the threat of bread riots.25 There was also a moral prejudice: 
those who inclined to the physiocrat-cum-corruption school of 
thought were certain that the wicked city would attract the un¬ 
suspecting and gullible peasant and would ruin him and French 
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agriculture, source of all wealth and goodness, at the same time.26 
Finally, Leon Cahen has suggested that administrators were wor¬ 
ried about the inability to police a city in which criminals seemed 
to be running wild—seemingly more so every day.27 

An anonymous contemporary commenting in 1762 on the build¬ 
ing restrictions showed how unlikely they were to achieve their 
goal. One by one he examined and countered the objections raised 
against new construction. New buildings, it was argued, would 
necessarily take land now used for planting food crops, notably 
vegetables. True enough, but there was more than enough land 
available for all purposes. Building materials would become scarce 
and more expensive, but why not use other materials? In a city 
allowed to grow at will, the quarters would be far from one an¬ 
other and communication among them would be difficult; yes, but 
was this really significant, if each section had all the essential 
services and there were good roads? And then he came to the 
crux of the matter. If the city were difficult to supply or police, it 
was not because of the number of buildings, but because of the 
number of people. Rational planning (an increase in agricultural 
production, creation of roads and canals) would solve this prob¬ 
lem, indeed would have to do so. There was no other alternative: 
“So long as the arbitrariness of the taille, the fear of the militia 
and the horrors of corvees continue to oppress the countryside, 
one must expect that the cities, where one is sheltered from these 
evils, will continue to grow at the expense of agriculture. . . .”28 

The fact is that Paris did seem too small to a fair number of its 
citizens. For the rich, a move to the faubourgs meant the oppor¬ 
tunity to construct substantial, comfortable houses on suitably 
large plots of land (generally cheaper the further one went away 
from the city center) or to make income-producing investments.29 
For the less prosperous, the housing conditions there were often 
more attractive than those prevalent in the densely populated cen¬ 
ter, and certainly the atmosphere was more pleasant and more 
healthful.30 In addition, construction was encouraged by the de¬ 
mand for lodgings of a continual flow of immigrants, both seasonal 
and permanent, since nothing was done to stop them from coming 
to the capital. The result was that Paris became a more and more 
expensive place to live. Throughout the century, rising real estate 
prices, both for sales and rentals, provided an incentive for new 
construction, but this was somewhat counterbalanced by the in¬ 
creasing costs of labor and materials as well as by government 
policy. The lack of solid foundations made it impossible to add 
storeys to older buildings, especially in the core area from the 



THE NAMES OF KINGS h] 

Halles to the rue de Richelieu. The only alternative (and one 
often used) was to build houses one behind the other, in a series 
of courtyards. In this way, some 250 to 300 houses were built 
each year from 1720 to 1750 and substantially more from mid¬ 
century on. Even so, housing remained scarce until the Revolution 
and the subsequent emigration created a supply greater than the 
demand. 

The Cassandras could not carry out their plans to limit the 
growth of Paris.31 By 1786, when the Farmers General built a 
io-foot-high wall around the city to insure proper collection of 
indirect taxes, it was too late. Parisians strongly protested its con¬ 
struction which, by cutting off one part of the urban agglomera¬ 
tion from the other, interfered with their commercial activity and 
their supply of food and cheap wine.32 Doggerel protest verse 
abounded: 

Pour augmenter son numeraire 
Et raccourcir notre horizon 
La Ferme a juge necessaire 
De nous mettre tous en prison.* 

And better still, the celebrated pun: “Le mm murant Paris rend 
Paris murmur ant.”** 

By attempting to stop all growth, the royal adminstration missed 
the chance to develop the capital according to a centrally directed 
master plan. A few major public works projects were undertaken 
such as the place des Victoires about 1720, the Ecole militaire, the 
place Louis XV, the Madeleine, and the Church of Sainte Gen¬ 
evieve in the 1750s and 1760s. Monumental architecture flourished, 
but urban planning of any significance was totally absent. In the 
10 years starting in 1772, one contemporary noted, a new city 
grew up between the Madeleine and Saint Lazare. Its development 
was totally anarchic. For lack of government action, there was no 
plan and no regulation of street layout nor of the size or height 
of buildings. The provision of open spaces, fountains, and markets 
had been totally neglected.33 And so it was for every new district 
promoted by private investors rather than public authority—for 
example, the Due de Choiseul in the district near the boulevards, 

* To increase its coin 

And cut off our view 

The Farm has thought it necessary 
To put us all in prison 

## “"jfhe wajj walling Paris makes Paris a wailing wall.” 
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the Comte d’Artois (the future Charles X) on the rue Royale, 
the banker De Laborde on the rues de Provence, d’Artois (now 
Laffitte), Taitbout, and du Houssaye, all three in the area known 
as the Chaussee d’Antin behind the present-day Opera. In 1783, 
the Comte d’Angouleme in his capacity as grand prior of the 
Temple opened up a new quarter, which he modestly christened 
the Ville d’Angouleme. And these are only a few examples.34 

<+% III $+> 

For all the differences of class and status, occupation and wealth 
that divided them, there was a certain physical environment that 
all Parisians shared in common. To begin with, there was the 
river. Its aesthetic value aside, the Seine supplied Paris with most 
of the necessities of life: food to eat, wine and water to drink, 
wood for fuel, and stone and wood for building materials. Water 
transport, in general cheaper than shipment over land, especially 
for goods sold in bulk, was so common that Arthur Young found 
the roads leading to Paris “deserts, comparatively speaking, with 
those of London.”30 There were no fewer than 20 ports established 
along the banks of the river, each one specializing in the handling 
of certain commodities. In the east, the Port Saint Bernard received 
wine for the Halle aux vins, and the Port Saint Paul was the land¬ 
ing stage for fresh water fish. The Port de la Conference dealt in 
stone from nearby quarries. Near the center of town, the Port de 
la Greve handled grain, coal, and wood, while opposite the Louvre, 
the Port Saint Nicolas enjoyed a mixed trade in soaps, oils, pepper, 
coffee, oranges, fish, wine, and liqueurs.36 The Seine was also 
crowded with a multitude of flat boats on which washerwomen 
carried on their laundering. When the river froze over, as it often 
did, or flooded, as was more rarely the case, a most difficult situa¬ 
tion was created. The miserable state of the roads made it impos¬ 
sible for wheeled transport to assume the entire burden of supplying 
the city, and some products, like wood, could only be shipped 
by water.37 Historians have perhaps been overhasty in attributing 
all eighteenth-century supply crises to inadequate production or 
to a high rate of demographic growth. In the case of Paris, it seems 
that it was often not only a lack of goods, but also, and sometimes 
more significantly in the short run, the inadequate means of get¬ 
ting goods to market that lay at the heart of the difficulty.38 

The streets in the city proper were maintained by the royal 
administration, while the boulevards and streets of the faubourgs 



16 ] THE NAMES OF KINGS 

were the responsibility of the municipality, which in turn taxed 
the residents. The streets were paved, but that is about all that 
could be said for them. The maze of culs-de-sac, alleys, and narrow 
passages hindered the creation of arterial roads capable of handling 
a heavy burden of traffic. In an east-west direction, there were 
the Champs-Elysees on the one end, and the rue du Faubourg 
Saint Antoine on the other, but as yet no rue de Rivoli to connect 
them. Running north to south the situation was somewhat better as 
the rue du Faubourg Saint Faurent-Saint Martin was continued on 
the Feft Bank by the rue du Faubourg Saint Jacques, and the rue 
Saint Denis by the rue de la Harpe, but both were interrupted 
by the congestion of the Cite.39 

Sidewalks were virtually unknown, except on a few bridges and 
along the newly constructed quais. In the 1780s, provision was 
made for them on some new streets then being laid out. The lack 
of sidewalks was a great inconvenience for pedestrians—that is to 
say, the laboring poor—because they continually ran the risk of 
being ridden down by a carriage passing at breakneck speed. One 
critic ventured to maintain that children could not go out on the 
streets alone to play and that the consequent lack of exercise con¬ 
tributed greatly to their early deaths.40 The Dickensian image is 
manifestly exaggerated, but the observation is nonetheless basi¬ 
cally true. Poor boys and girls had nowhere to play but the streets, 
and it seems that they were deprived of even this resource. In 
fact, there existed two classes of men, the ecrasans and the ecrases, 
those who had carriages and those who did not.41 And although 
the second category was not synonymous with the poor alone, it 
was they who felt the distinction that existed between those who 
rode and those who walked, in the sense that going on foot was 
for them a matter not of choice but of necessity. This distinction 
was re-enforced by the fact that Paris was essentially without 
mass public transportation in this period. The last attempt to estab¬ 
lish a system toward the end of the seventeenth century was a 
failure. To be sure, a sedan chair or a carriage might be hired, but 
the expense was prohibitive. Even a place in a coach for the sub¬ 
urbs cost between 10 and 15 sous per league (2.2 miles), more 
than what three-quarters of the population could afford. Water 
transport was less expensive but still not cheap. One paid 7 sous 
in 1787 to go from the center of the city to Saint Cloud and pro¬ 
portionately less for the nearer suburbs along the Seine. The ferry 
across the river cost sixpence (one-half a sou), but there was always 
the alternative of making a detour in order to walk across one of 
the 14 bridges.42 

Complaints about the filth of the streets came from the highly 
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placed as well as from the people. A German visitor spoke of the 
foul-smelling gutters,43 and Arthur Young wrote: 

This great city appears in many respects the most ineligible and incon¬ 
venient for the residence of a person of small fortune of any that 
I have seen: . . . Walking, which in London is so pleasant and so clean, 
that ladies do it every day, is here a toil and a fatigue to a man, and 
an impossibility to a well dressed woman. The coaches are numerous, 
and what are much worse, there are an infinity of one-horse cabriolets, 
which are driven by young men of fortune and their imitators, alike 
fools, with such rapidity as to be real nuisances. ... If young noble¬ 
men at London were to drive their chaises in streets without footways 
as their brethren do at Paris, they would speedily and justly be well 
thrashed, or rolled in the kennel.44 

Three sorts of streets were distinguished in eighteenth-century 
Paris: the few avenues 42 to 60 feet wide, the ordinary streets 
measuring 18 to 30 feet, and the narrow winding backstreets and 
alleyways of 6 to 18 feet. It was not until 1783 that a royal edict 
fixed the minimum width of new streets at 30 feet and set the max¬ 
imum height of stone houses at 60 feet in streets at least 30 feet 
wide, 48 feet in streets less than 30 feet wide, and 36 feet in the 
narrowest streets. Previous to that time, builders had often agreed 
among themselves not to put up stone houses taller than 50 to 60 
feet and wooden houses taller than 48 feet, but there had been no 
way of legally enforcing the custom.45 The narrowness of the 
streets and the height of the buildings combined to keep the sun 
from reaching the hovel of many a poor man, and doctors con¬ 
sidered that to be one of the primary causes of poor health, par¬ 
ticularly in the Cite and its environs, where so many of the most 
miserable unskilled workers lived—or existed. Adenuret de Cham- 
baud wrote in 1786: 

The same room, often windowless, serves as shelter for 20 bootblacks 
or porters. It is in these dirty quarters, among the lower classes, that 
the inconveniences of humidity and the corruption of the air are 
greatest. The tendency to scurvy is universal in this city, but it is 
here that it is the basis of many chronic illnesses: it manifests itself 
in acute diseases and becomes the very principle of that malignant 
decomposing fever that is observed almost exclusively among this 
species of people who gather and pile on top of one another in great 
numbers in small hovels. . . . The sun and the winds scarcely penetrate 
there. . . . The pavement of these streets is always wet and muddy. 
The houses are humid and dark, all the inconveniences resulting from 
overcrowding are provoked and increased by their arrangement, their 
elevation, the smallness of the rooms, the multiplicity of households, 
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the great number of people, the establishment of markets, and of 
workshops.46 

Regular lighting of the streets of Paris began under the admin¬ 
istration of the first lieutenant-general of police, La Reynie, in 
1667. It was financed by a tax imposed on all householders and, 
furthermore, until 1759 it was their duty to elect one of their 
number to be the lamplighter. Needless to say, the burden gen¬ 
erally fell on artisans and small shopkeepers, for the others used 
their influence to shirk responsibility. A bourgeois who had the 
bad fortune to be elected to the post normally hired a workman 
to take his place.47 

The light furnished came from candles set in lanterns attached 
to the front of houses 14 feet above the ground, at intervals of 
approximately 60 feet. That they were not placed in the middle of 
the street limited their utility. They also were regularly blown 
out by gusts of wind, and the burning candles spread a thick black 
smoke that dirtied the lanterns to such an extent that, after a while, 
the light hardly shone through. In short, the lanterns were clearly 
inadequate, and visitors were still being advised, in 1727, not to 
walk about at night without hiring a torchbearer to guide them.48 
Improvements in street lighting were, however, made throughout 
the century. By 1770, the only sort of lamps used were oil burning 
and equipped with reflectors. They were hung 16 feet above the 
middle of the street, out of range of lantern smashers, and at inter¬ 
vals of 180 feet. By 1789, the city and faubourgs counted 3,528 
street lamps. (The only persons who complained of their intro¬ 
duction were the prostitutes who now had, in Hardy’s words, a 
little more difficulty “going shopping.”)49 If the light thus pro¬ 
vided was nearly sufficient for the city’s needs, there still remained 
the question of when to use the lamps. They were lit only on 
nights when there was inadequate moonlight, and they remained 
burning only until 3 a.m., a particular disadvantage to the market 
workers who moved provisions into the city during the early hours 
of the morning. From June to September, no light at all was pro¬ 
vided, and the bourgeois sometimes complained that this made it 
difficult to enjoy a walk in the pleasant summer air.50 

^ IV ^ 

Given the variety of population estimates in the eighteenth cen¬ 
tury, I will take as my starting point the assumption that Paris 
contained at least 700,000 people and perhaps 50,000 more on the 
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eve of the Revolution, floating population included.51 Of the total, 
some 7,000 families formed the Tout Paris or the high society, 
noble and bourgeois, whom Georges Lefebvre designated as the 
effective rulers of the old regime.52 There were also 35,000 master 
artisans in the mid-17 60s, a figure which we may take to have 
remained relatively stable in the last half century.53 

What part of the population belonged to the laboring poor? On 
the basis of information found in marriage contracts, Furet esti¬ 
mates that in certain quarters, like the faubourg Saint Antoine, 
56 percent of the contracting parties were salaried, to which we 
would add at least part of the 30 percent who married without 
contracts—in other words, about one-half of the total population.54 
Leon Cahen counted 100,000 salaried persons in his estimated 
population of 550,000 in 1750. If a substantial number of those 
100,000 are counted as heads of families, then his estimate could 
be made to coincide with that offered by Furet.55 The most recent 
and most convincing estimates have resulted from the investigations 
of George Rude, and they seem to bear out what earlier authors 
have said.56 Starting from Braesch’s figure of 73,455 male workers 
in 1791, Professor Rude shows that numerous categories of wage- 
earners were ignored in the questionnaire concerning assignats 
needed to pay salaries, which was the basis of Braesch’s documen¬ 
tation. First among them, by definition, were the unemployed and 
the inmates of hospitals and other charitable institutions. Further¬ 
more, no attention was paid to workers in the food industries, 
domestics, and the porters of the markets and the docks. On the 
assumption that 10 percent of the wage-earners were women and 
that 25 percent were unmarried men, the following figures come 

to light: 

Of Braesch’s estimated 73,455 workers: 
Male employed workers (including bachelors) 65,700 

Female employed workers 7,3°° 

Together with: 
Housewives 47,45° 

Unemployed children 94,9°° 

To which should be added the supplementary categories: 

Food industries 10,000 

Clothing and textile industries 6,500 

Domestics 20,000 

Market and dock workers 5,000 
Sub-total of above, with families 94,000 

Unemployed 32,000 

In hospitals, hospices 14,000 

Total 355,35° 
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Only the number of domestics appears to be underestimated, per¬ 
haps by as much as 50 percent. This may, however, be due to the 
fact that Rude is speaking of 1791, by which time many servants 
had fled with their emigrant masters or joined the ranks of the 
unemployed. 

The laboring poor were unevenly distributed throughout the 
city. If we speak only of categories other than journeymen- 
artisans (that is, of those who most closely approximate the con¬ 
dition of a modern proletarian or lumpenproletarian) we find that 
true workers’ districts were exceedingly rare. Only two areas 
really merit the name: the streets near the Seine around the Port 
au Bled (rues des Jardins and de la Mortellerie in the section de 
l’Hotel de Ville) where river workers, porters, chimney sweeps, 
Auvergnats, and Savoyards congregated, and the old streets near 
the place Maubert, where migrant building workers were partic¬ 
ularly numerous. On the other hand, if we speak of all wage- 
earners, we find them concentrated mainly in the north and center 
of the city. In the seven sections of Bonne Nouvelle, Beaubourg, 
Gravilliers, Ponceau, Mauconseil, Poissonniere and the faubourg 
Saint Denis, there were 21,884 wage-earners (Braesch’s estimate) 
who, with their families, accounted for 65,000 persons in a popu¬ 
lation of 80,000 to 100,000. Similarly, the four sections of the 
Louvre, Oratoire, Marche des Innocents and Lombards contained 
5,897 workers (18,000 with their families) in a total population of 
36,000 to 45,000. Surprisingly enough, the percentage of wage- 
earners in the faubourgs Saint Antoine (4,519 = 13,000 of 35,000- 
40,000), and Saint Marcel (5,557 = 17,000 of 62,000-70,000) is 
somewhat smaller. Comparisons of this type are, in my view, mis¬ 
leading. The laboring poor, which I take to be the most useful 
category of social analysis in this regard, were not synonymous 
with wage-earners, but included also petty but independent mer¬ 
chants and even master artisans no longer functioning as such 
because they had fallen on evil days. For that reason, Braesch’s 
figures as corrected by Rude, although they are the closest approx¬ 
imations we have, do not tell the whole story. 

Contemporary political arithmeticians were fond of simple cal¬ 
culations about the population of Paris. Thus, they would divide 
the number of inhabitants by the number of houses and come up 
with a number representing average density. Messance gave this 
figure as 24.5 (23,565 houses for a population of 576,630 in 1755), 
and we might make it 29.3 if we start with an estimate of 700,ooo.57 
The exercise seems, however, to be a complete waste of time for 
it in no way comes to terms with the reality of population distri- 
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bution in the capital. One-half of the sections had a population 
density of 200 or more persons per acre, one-half less.58 The ex¬ 
treme limits stood at 580 (Arcis) and 11 (Champs-Elysees), a 
ratio of 53:1. The center of the city was most crowded: 555 in 
the Halles, 444 in the Section of the Oratoire (Gardes-Frangaises),59 
and 438 in the Section of the Lombards. A little further to the 
north, there were 388 in Mauconseil, 364 in Gravilliers, 360 in 
Bonne Nouvelle and Ponceau. As one moved away from the center 
to the west and south, the densities diminished significantly. The 
section de la Bibliotheque, the center of the financial bourgeoisie, 
had 147 inhabitants per acre, and the three sections of the faubourg 
Saint Germain had 86, 67, and 17 respectively. The section of the 
Tuileries was noted at 74 and the place Vendome at 75, and the 
figure in the last case would have been even lower had the calcu¬ 
lation applied only to the more bourgeois part of the section, south 
of the boulevards.60 In the east, only the Pantheon had a dense 
population (320), while the three sections of the faubourgs Saint 
Marcel and Saint Victor had only 60, 35, and 32. Similarly in the 
faubourg Saint Antoine, the figures were 45, 27, and 17—very 
low indeed. The explanation of the low density of the popular 
faubourgs is that the measurement is based on total land area, and 
there was still much open space in these districts. If only the built- 
up area had been measured, the figures for the faubourgs would 
have been considerably higher, while those for the center of the 
city would have remained substantially the same. 

In certain sections, densities differed greatly from street to street, 
in accordance with class division. In the faubourg Saint Marcel, 
the densities varied in the proportion of 1 to 12, but this once 
again may have been exceptional because of the fact that some 
streets were still virgin territory. Nonetheless, the lie Saint Louis, 
which was entirely occupied, showed variations in density of 1 
to 6, with the quais, the preserve of the nobility and the upper 
bourgeoisie of the robe, more favored than the interior streets 
inhabited by a mixture of working people and traders.61 In the sec¬ 
tion of the Bibliotheque, the financiers had their mansions in the 
rues Louis le Grand, Vivienne, Notre Dame des Victoires and 
Sainte-Anne, but the approximately 20 percent of the population 
designated by Braesch as workers mixed with the other classes and 
lived in the same houses but on the upper floors in the immediate 
company of apprentices and domestics. It is difficult to say if this 
practice had any significant effect on the patterns of density.62 In 
a few areas, like the Section de l’Homme Arme, the population 
was either so homogeneous (in this case, preponderantly small 
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artisans) or so equitably distributed that no variation in density 

by street is to be observed.63 
There is a general, but not an absolute, correlation between high 

population density and poverty. In the same way, there were 
quarters which were predominantly popular, although none was 
exclusively the preserve of the laboring poor. The north and north 
central sections were the loci of most intense misery together with 
the faubourg Saint Marcel, “that seat of obscure poverty” that gave 
birth to so many rebellions. The faubourg Saint Antoine and the 
neighboring parishes probably had a slightly higher standard be¬ 
cause of the presence of a greater number of master artisans. The 
further one went to the west, from the lie Saint Louis through the 
Latin Quarter to the faubourg Saint Germain on the Left Bank, 
from the Palais Royal and the rue Saint Honore to the place des 
Victoires and the Champs-Elysees on the Right Bank, the more the 
city took on a monumental aspect and the tone of the classes aisees. 

V 

Paris was a relatively well-policed city. Administration was, how¬ 
ever, troubled by a network of overlapping jurisdictions: the 
Crown (both the Controle-general and the Maison du Roi, in 
which there was a minister responsible for the affairs of the capital), 
the Parlement, the Bureau des Finances, the seigneurial courts of 
the princely apanages, the great abbeys and royal establishments, 
and the Bureau de la Ville and its executive arm, the Conseil Par- 
ticulier de la Ville, formed in 1767, which made decisions on 
municipal expenditures and other financial matters but was always 
and increasingly subject to royal control. The Bureau also claimed 
jurisdiction over the navigation of the Seine and everything re¬ 
lated to it, that is, the supply of Paris by water and the activities 
of the persons engaged in the trade, as well as over the city guard.64 

In practice, the most powerful figure in the day-to-day admin¬ 
istration of the city was the lieutenant-general of police, a royal 
appointee whose office had been created in 1667 and whose powers 
were considerably extended throughout the eighteenth century. 
Assisted by 48 commissaires du Chdtelet and 20 police inspectors 
who purchased their offices, he had charge of all manner of things. 
First, there was what was termed la police generate: the supply 
of the city with foodstuffs and other necessities, the lighting and 
cleaning of the streets, the regulation of printers, pedlars, nurses, 
hospitals, fairs, the prevention and extinction of fires, the care of 
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prisoners taken by the police, and the supervision of the tax farmers; 
second, the control of the guilds and of the police court (Chatelet) 
with all that it implied; third, the execution of the king’s orders and 
the administration of the prisons; fourth, surveillance over trade 
and manufactures, brokers, lotteries, and the stock exchange, and 
the hunting down of proscribed merchandise; and fifth, the re¬ 
sponsibility for the security of the population, watching over hotels 
and rented rooms, and making certain that foreigners were not 
engaging in illicit or injurious practices.65 Mercier was correct to 
call the job “terrible and difficult” because its essential purpose 
was to “contain so many men consigned to want while they see 
others swimming in abundance.”66 

To carry out the services required of him, the lieutenant-general 
of police could call on his armed force: the guet (150 men) and the 
garde (approximately 1,000 men). The former patrolled the city 
gates and ramparts, while the latter were stationed in groups of 
12 throughout the city. As they served on alternate days, one-half 
of the total manpower was available at any given moment. They 
made the rounds of their districts in groups of six, while six others 
remained at their station in case of need. In this way, they relayed 
each other every two hours through the night. Five-man cavalry 
patrols also rode about in the small hours. In case of serious trouble, 
a regiment of French guards and two companies of Swiss guards 
could be called upon to restore order. They made up a force of 
perhaps 5,000 men.67 There were also the sergents and exempts de 
police (constables) who made arrests and broadcast royal ordi¬ 
nances. The Marechaussee was controlled by the prevot de File 
and functioned primarily in the suburbs. Only one of its eight 
brigades of the Generality of Paris (17 men) was resident in the 
city. All the policemen were assisted by a large number of informers 
called mouches, members of the lowest order of the manhunting 
trade. All in all, the surveillance exercised by the police over every 
aspect of life was extraordinarily great.68 

The reputation of the police was not a happy one. They were 
criticized from all sides. The bourgeois charged that they neglected 
their duty, scarcely deigned to deal with vagabonds and thieves, 
and were “rude and brutal” to persons soliciting their aid.69 It was 
the last point that really rankled, and at least two assemblies of the 
third estate took the trouble in 1789 to include demands in their 
cahiers calling for the reform of the police. The district des Barna- 
bites asked that both officers and soldiers be held responsible in 
law for any deaths they caused, and the district des Theatins de¬ 
manded that “the policing of the City of Paris be henceforth carried 
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out with the greatest exactitude, not that insidious policing which, 
seeking out only the guilty, is always ready to infringe on the 
freedom of citizens, but one which protects them, which insures 
them the peace and tranquility they ought to enjoy.”70 

Popular dislike for the police was never more clearly shown 
than in the tendency to believe anything and everything that might 
be said of them, to which several instances of suspected kidnapping 
bear witness. In April, 1720, there had been two days of rioting in 
response to the abuse of royal orders to pick up vagabonds and 
beggars for shipment to the colonies, which had resulted in the arrest 
of innocent persons. In 1769, the police had to ask the vicars of 
Paris to calm their flocks who were once again convinced that 
their children’s lives were in imminent danger.71 But the most spec¬ 
tacular and dangerous of these episodes took place in May, 1750. 
Before it was over, 15 to 20 people had died in the rioting, 
and 3 persons had been hanged for taking part in it. 

First of all, it ought to be made clear that there was a basis in 
fact for the charge of kidnapping. Berryer, the then lieutenant- 
general of police and cordially hated by the menu peuple for his 
harshness, ordered his agents in March to arrest “vagabonds, liber¬ 
tines, and vagrants who play ball and cards, and who throw stones 
at street lamps.” The constables were paid 12 sous per arrest. Most 
of those picked up were young boys and men aged 13 to 25, both 
apprentices and unskilled workers, and some were the sons of mas¬ 
ter artisans. It is impossible to determine whether the police made 
a series of honest mistakes or were, as many witnesses in the subse¬ 
quent inquiry testified, trying to extort money from parents who 
went to the prisons to claim their offspring. Be that as it may, it 
soon became evident to the 7nenu peuple that their children were 
not safe from arrest—and for no good reason. To this evidence, 
they added the suspicion that the victims would be (1) shipped to 
the colonies, (2) emptied of their blood for the care of a sick 
princess, or (3) suffer torments unknown. The result was first 
protest and then riot.72 

As early as May 1, 1750, there had been a small skirmish in the 
St. Denis quarter. But it was not until two weeks later, on Saturday, 
May 16, that matters came to a head. At the Port Saint Paul, on the 
rues Geoffroy Lasnier and Nonnains d’Hyeres, a crowd led by a 
certain Lebeau, a coal heaver, roughed up one Labbe, a clerk of 
the domaine. Labbe had been seen in conversation with a young 
girl, the daughter of a local upholsterer, and her mother had been 
told that he was a child thief. The force of rumor was in this way 
unleashed. The next day, Sunday, there were incidents at the 
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Porcherons, where two bourgeois were attacked on the same 
grounds. After a four-day hiatus, trouble broke out once again on 
the following Friday, this time in several places at once: in the 
rue du Gros Chenet of the faubourg Saint Denis, at the Croix 
Rouge of the faubourg Saint Germain, and at the house of the 
Commissaire Delafosse on the rue de la Calandre near the Pont 
Neuf. In each case, the crowd wanted to get hold of a suspected 
kidnapper. On Saturday, May 23, the crowd caught up with 
Labbe, dragged him from under a bed in the rue Saint Honore and 
murdered him. The Parlement now took a hand in the affair and 
ordered an investigation. The popularity enjoyed by the magis¬ 
trates enabled them to calm the people.73 

Until the murder took place, the authorities seemed to have 
reacted to the rioting in a very mild way. After all, “it was com¬ 
mon,” as one observer noted, “for the people of Paris to attribute 
to the police much more than they actually did, and to make a 
mountain out of a molehill.”74 The protest would run its course, 
and things would then return to normal. The prediction was cor¬ 
rect, for the people who participated in the riot were incapable of 
acting politically. They could not threaten the stability of the 
regime, nor had they any desire to do so. All they wished to do 
was to take out their accumulated frustrations on someone, and the 
police had made themselves a convenient target. For example, a 
bookseller on the Pont Saint Michel who had been forbidden by 
them to ply his trade was seen to be one of the persons most active 
in urging the crowd to attack Commissaire Delafosse’s house. To 
be sure, the issue at hand, the kidnapping of children, was such as 
to excite the menu peuple to an even greater extent than did a 
shortage of bread. Barbier, good bourgeois that he was, found it 
normal that they should react in this way and even sympathized 
with their anger at the hanging of three persons convicted of being 
ringleaders. The executions, he thought, were not the sort that 
would bring disgrace to the families of the condemned.75 

There was a definite, if limited, social content to the riots, and 
it was made manifest by the way the participants identified one 
another. To the party of order, the rioters were gens du plus has 
peuple, while the rioters tended to attack any person carrying a 
sword or otherwise “looking like a bourgeois,” by which they 
meant anyone who was not of their own status. In fact, the partici¬ 
pants were a mixed bag, not all the lowest of the low. Apprentices 
and journeymen were involved alongside street merchants, shoe- 
shine boys, watercarriers, coal heavers, militia men (one of whom 
was a coachman in civilian life), and beggars. Many women took 



2 6] THE NAMES OF KINGS 

part and distinguished themselves by their passion and hardness 
of heart.76 It was a motley crew, representative of all the sections 
of the laboring poor. As yet the only idea they had in their collec¬ 
tive head was to set right a single glaring abuse, a feeling not en¬ 
tirely separable from a strong desire for revenge. 



THE LABORING POOR 

I 

I do not think there can be a Hell upon earth more terrible than to 
be poor at Paris, to see oneself continually in the center of all Pleasures, 
without the power to taste any of them.—Amidst all this great Plenty, 
are seen an infinite Number of miserable Objects, who beg in a Tone, 
as if they sung; They seem frozen with Cold in the Winter; and in 
the Spring, they present you with Flowers, to obtain your compassion.1 

The poor in a state are like shadows in a picture; they create a neces¬ 
sary contrast, which humanity sometimes bemoans, but which does 
honor to the intentions of providence. No doubt it was ambition, vanity 
and the eccentricity of men which created the distressing distinction 
found among them: but it is wisdom that maintains it. It is therefore 
necessary that there be poor people; but there must not be miserables. 
The latter only exist to the shame of humanity, while the former, on 
the contrary, are part of the order of political economy. Through 
them, abundance reigns in the cities, all conveniences are found there, 
the arts flourish, etc.2 

“The poor ye shall always have with you.” But who are they? 
It is clear that in the second passage Philippe Hecquet, a doctor 
and moralist, was not referring to a group of people distinguished 
only by their chronic lack of money. Rather, the poor are all those 
who are obliged to work in order to make a living. In a well 
ordered society, the poor ought to be able to survive, provided 
only that they be industrious. However precarious their conditions 
of life and labor, they ought not to be allowed to become mis¬ 
erables,, perpetually without means of support because uninte¬ 
grated into the social organism. The role of charity was to prevent 
this from happening, not only because the miserables might be 
dangerous, but because they were a mortal stigma upon the society 
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that permitted them to exist. Only the idle poor, those who would 
not work and showed (inevitably) a tendency to debauchery and 
immorality, were to be punished by the workhouse and prison. 
Eighteenth-century moralists believed it proper that the poor should 
sweat all day for a single loaf of bread but improper that they 
should be tempted by need or their evil propensities to steal that 
same loaf. A precapitalist Christian paternalism still permeated 
their thought and made the kind of exploitation—or would they 
have said disintegration?—typical of nineteenth-century capital¬ 
ist industrialism inconceivable to them.3 

The distinction between the laboring poor and the miserables 
was not so clear-cut in the realities of eighteenth-century Paris. 
Workingmen and women did, for the most part, live in abject 
poverty, and when there was no market for their labor or the 
products of their labor, few alternate means of getting a living 
were open to them. They could leave the city, beg, or turn to 
crime. They suffered, mainly in silence, and they knew what it 
was to live with the constant fear of indigence. They were not 
proletarians in the modern sense, for some of them were self- 
employed (street merchants), others operated as independent con¬ 
tractors (porters and carriers of various descriptions), while still 
others worked for a wage but were not totally separated from 
ownership of the means of production nor subject to the exigencies 
of the developed capitalist market place (journeymen). Who the 
members of this highly disparate group were and what role they 
played in Paris in the half century before the Revolution is our 
task here to determine. 

For our purposes, it will be assumed that master artisans, or at 
least master artisans who effectively functioned as such by running 
their own enterprises and employing labor, even in small quan¬ 
tities, did not belong to the laboring poor. Their status in the 
eyes of the community, the power they exercised in the guilds, 
and the relative potential for upward mobility that they enjoyed 
were three essential points that distinguished them from their 
journeymen, who stood immediately below them on the social 
ladder. The differences did not preclude cooperation of the two 
groups on trade or political matters. In all these questions of strati¬ 
fication, shadings of one group into another were often imper¬ 
ceptible, the more so when mobility was, at least in principle, 
built into the system, as in the guilds. If there were as yet no real 
barriers of class between master and not-yet-master artisans, they 
were nonetheless engaged in a master-servant relationship that by 
definition made equality impossible and justifies our treatment of 
them as separate groups. 
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This was certainly the point of view shared by contemporaries. 
The anonymous author of a police report of 1709 listed the mem¬ 
bers of Parisian society in the usual order: nobility of the robe 
and sword, the old and rich financial and commercial bourgeoisie, 
the members of the liberal professions, the great merchant guilds 
of the Six Corps, retail merchants, and master artisans. Only then 
did he add the following: 

Finally . . . there are port workers, industrial workers, the journey¬ 
men joiners, carpenters, plasterers, masons, locksmiths, tanners, book¬ 
binders, parchment makers, tailors, tinsmiths; in a word, of all estates 
and professions, laborers, to whom must be added the Auvergnats, the 
Savoyards, the watercarriers, coal heavers, butchers. 

There are, moreover, lackeys, grooms, pages, domestics, runners, 
servants, huntsmen, guards, kennelmen, stablemen, ostlers, apprentices, 
bakers’ boys; surveillance of them must be active, for, led astray by 
the examples set them by their masters, these unfortunates often 
end up on the scaffold, the wheel, or at the stake, and lucky they are, 
when the outcome takes them only to the galleys. 

The slime of Paris, despite its blackness and infection, contains 
nothing as infamous as the race of men called crooks, cheats, Greeks, 
Egyptians, astrologers, fortune tellers, English. All this pack of rabble 
gets up in the morning not knowing where or what they will eat, 
where they will warm themselves or sleep. They live only on swindles, 
thefts, rapine and wrong doing; they kill, burn, rape or poison for 
their own account or for others; happy with an ecu or asking their 
weight in gold to commit a crime, in accordance with the state of 
their purse, whether it be empty or full, and their appetite more or 
less strong. 

Such are . . . the different classes of which Parisian society is com¬ 
posed. One must add the whores, public or hidden, all devoured by 
evil and vice; they live with thieves whom they support most of the 
time with the fruit of their debauchery, and who blackmail them, a 
slang term, that is, who force them to give them money, when these 
creatures refuse to do so.4 

The laboring poor, in this view, were made up of at least three 
principal groups. The eighteenth century knew them as ouvriers, 
manoeuvriers and domestics, who, according to the Lieutenant- 
general of Police Lenoir, together made up more than two-thirds 
of the population of the capital on the eve of the Revolution.0 
The word ouvrier implied a skilled laborer and in particular one 
who worked within a guild structure, either as a journeyman or 
an apprentice. Manoeuvrier designated a semiskilled or unskilled 
worker—“les hommes de peine et de main”—like the bargemen, 
longshoremen, coal heavers and market workers. Their occupa- 
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tions were mainly free, not incorporated into guilds, although 
some of them were directly regulated by the police of the General 
Farm. This group included the Auvergnats and Savoyards, generic 
names for men and boys who shined shoes, ran errands and in 
general were jacks of all the unskilled trades. The real Auvergnats, 
Savoyards, Normans, and Limousins formed so many regional 
subgroups of the whole.6 The domestics were also present in be¬ 
wildering variety—cooks, butlers, chambermaids, lackeys, grooms 
—all arranged in a hierarchy of their own. 

To this classification we ought to add a fourth group, the ubiqui¬ 
tous street merchants who sold everything from old hardware to 
lemonade, anything, in fact, for which there was a market. Besides 
the respectable, if humble, orange sellers, fishwives, and rag¬ 
pickers, this category included the less respectable habitues of the 
Pont Neuf and other ill-famed quarters, the fortunetellers and the 
quacks and charlatans who sold balms and unguents guaranteed 
to be good for what ails you.7 They sold products like orvietan, 
a mixture of roots, leaves, plant seeds, clay, honey, and theriac, so 
called for its having been invented in Orvieto in the sixteenth cen¬ 
tury. It was supposed to be a sovereign remedy for the plague and 
various contagious diseases. Although it went out of large-scale 
popular use on the eve of the Revolution, it was still sometimes 
hawked on the streets in the nineteenth century.8 

Finally, at the bottom of the ladder stood the beggars and crim¬ 
inals, both professional and amateur, whose personnel was recruited 
largely, if not exclusively, from the ranks of the laboring poor. 

II 

The distinction has to be drawn between the domiciled poor and 
the floating population, between those who were truly Parisian, 
either by birthright or through prolonged residence, and those who 
used Paris as a place to make a living only, staying there for longer 
or shorter periods and maintaining strong ties to their places of 
origin. The floaters were more likely to be found among the 
manoeuvriers, street merchants, and domestics than among guild 
artisans. This was so, first, because the latter’s training demanded 
that they stay in one place for a number of years and, second, the 
exercise of their professions were commonly supposed to take 
place in the city where they were trained, although Parisian artisans 
did enjoy the special privilege of being permitted to work in other 
places. Finally, membership in the guild tended to anchor the 
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artisan in his situation and to protect him against misfortune in a 
way for which the worker outside the system could not hope. The 
journeyman might suffer low wages and still lower mobility, but 
he did not normally, once his tour de France was over, take to 
the road. 

We know about this floating population from several sources. 
One has only to thumb through the bundles of the Y series in 
the Archives Nationales to examine the interrogations of persons 
accused of diverse crimes in order to get some idea of its extent. 
Immediately, one is struck by the constantly repeated question 
concerning the place of origin of the accused and the length of 
his stay in Paris. The answers given show that internal migration 
toward Paris was most common and that the majority of the re¬ 
spondents had passed through the capital once or twice before 
settling there definitively, if settle they did. It is thus evident that 
immigrants often came to Paris without any fixed idea of staying 
there permanently. They seem to have come to Paris to try their 
luck, ready, if need be, to return home temporarily or once and 
for all. So long as they remained in the city, they formed sep¬ 
arate groups distinguished by their patois (many did not speak 
French9), their habits, perhaps also by their dress, and certainly 
by their occupations. The Auvergnat was often a water carrier or 
chimney sweep, the Limousin a mason, the Lyonnais a porter or 
chair carrier, the Norman a stonecutter, paver or thread seller. 
The tie between each provincial group and a given occupation 
was so strong that we find neologisms created that identify one 
with the other, as in the case of the Savoyard, already cited. Preju¬ 
dices grew up about the special features of character of the mi¬ 
grants. Burgundians were said to have no conscience, men of 
Champagne to be arrogant, Limousins to be easily excitable.10 All 
this was yet another factor in hindering the development of a 
unitary class consciousness among the laboring poor. 

There is evidently no means of knowing how many floaters 
lived in Paris at any given time. Census reports are nonexistent and 
the tax rolls have disappeared. The repeated attempts in the old 
regime to force innkeepers and others who rented rooms to keep 
records of the names, qualities, places of origin, and even the 
nature of business of travelers failed more often than not.11 Under 
the circumstances, the best we can do is to make an educated guess 
on the basis of certain discrepancies that exist in contemporary 

estimates of population. 
At the beginning of the eighteenth century, Saugrain guessed 

(it is the only suitable word, since he does not inform us of his 
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procedures) that there were about 700,000 Parisians. Later, Mes- 
sance multiplied the average number of births (in reality baptisms, 
20,020 for the years 1771-1780) by 30 and concluded that there 
were 600,600 residents of the city.12 Necker raised the figure to 
660,000, and La Michodiere fixed it at 670,692.13 Even Expilly, 
the most conscientious of observers, is incapable of supplying an 
exact number. He tells us that the use of the coefficient 30 indicates 
a population of 576,639 in 1768, but he recognizes elsewhere that 
the most common estimates by parish suggest that 661,200 is closer 
to the truth.14 The officially recorded number of baptisms per 
annum (1781-1783) averaged out to 19,679, or 593,070 when mul¬ 
tiplied by 30.15 And to complete the survey: of 26 contemporary 
authorities, one thought the population was 500,000, 8 opted for 
560,000-700,000, 8 suggested 700,000-800,000, 2 stood firm at 900,- 
000, and 7 said one million.16 So far, historians have been content, 
for lack of more precise information, to estimate the population 
of Paris on the eve of the Revolution at between 550,000 and 
700,000.17 

But can one ignore the other observers, a majority, who believed 
this estimate to be too low? Is it not just as valid to suppose that 
they had in mind the very people who would not be taken into 
account by the process of multiplying the birth totals by a fixed 
coefficient, precisely because they were geographically mobile? If 
this is true, we can assume the presence in the city of a group of 
some 100,000 or more persons representing the floating poor, cer¬ 
tainly not a negligible part of the classes inferieures. This figure 
coincides with contemporary estimates of the number of per¬ 
sons “lodged in furnished rooms, foreigners or not, counted as 
foreigners and not subject to the capitation tax.”18 

“Paris ... is the refuge of a quantity of honnetes gens, and at 
the same time of a quantity of miserables who come from all parts 
of the realm to settle there and to seek employment or work, but 
not all of them can succeed.”19 They worked as agricultural la¬ 
borers, in the building trades, as pedlars and street workers, and 
as petty artisans: tinkers, shoemakers, and lanternmakers, to cite 
only a few examples. Young girls between the ages of 10 and 20 
came to town to work as domestics for persons of the same pro¬ 
vincial origin, but relatively few adult women were to be found 
in the ranks of migrant labor.20 All were moved by the need to 
supplement the income they drew from the land. For some of the 
younger men, an additional motive was the desire to avoid being 
present at the annual drawing'for the militia, convinced as they 
were (wrongly) that temporary emigration would excuse them 
from service.21 
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Migrants came to Paris at all seasons of the year, but mainly at 
times when their attention to agriculture was not required. Auver- 
gnats of the wine-growing country were less free to move about 
than their fellows of the mountainous districts of the same prov¬ 
ince, where agricultural work was more or less at a standstill 
from November to March.22 Conversely, the masons, stonecutters 
and carpenters from La Marche left their homes in the good 
season between the early spring and the approach of winter, which 
meant, presumably, that a good deal of the agricultural work was 
done by their wives and children.28 Seasonal migration was often 
the beginning of a process of uprooting which sooner or later, in 
how many cases we do not know, made the wanderer into a 
permanent migrant. This was as true for the Limousins and Auver- 
gnats, who “come back each year to the same place like swallows,” 
as for the Alsatians and Lorrainers who “come every year to cul¬ 
tivate the marshes in the environs of Paris.”24 On the other hand, 
at least some of them eventually returned to their native grounds, 
like the water carriers who “after 20 tiring and thrifty years return, 
with a small capital, to the bosom of their family.”25 

In general, migrants arrived in the city from areas relatively 
nearby and of easy access. In every survey of migrant labor car¬ 
ried out for the last years of the old regime and the Revolution 
that I know of, the pattern is always the same. Normandy, the 
north and the east, together with the Parisian region itself, account 
for a majority of the individuals concerned. Large contingents 
also come from the center (Auvergne, Haute-Vienne, Creuse, La 
Marche, Vienne) and Savoie, areas of high birth rates and limited 
agricultural resources.26 The part of Paris in which they chose to 
settle was often determined by the availability of work, but there 
is some evidence to suggest that they took lodgings in the district 
where they first entered the city—migrants from Orleans and 
other localities south of Paris in the faubourg Saint Marcel, for 
example.27 

The illnesses and accidents to which migrant workers were 
subject in the course of their travels made many commentators 
denounce seasonal migration as a great evil. But worse still, in their 
eyes, was the threat to the maintenance of the agricultural popu¬ 
lation, the moral and economic backbone of the realm.28 Their 
economic fear was that there would soon no longer be enough 
people on the land to cultivate it properly. Their moral sensibilities 
were strained by the prospect of the eternally seductive city de¬ 
stroying respect for parents, the family, and, hence, the entire 
authority structure. Together, the twin results of prolonged urban 
residence would be responsible for the decline and fall of France.29 
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Most of the urban moralists who spilled enormous amounts of 

ink in dealing with these themes of the bucolic countryside and 
the noble (if not entirely savage) peasantry probably would not 
have known how to distinguish a stalk of wheat from one of rye. 
Still, they were not completely wrong in their prognoses. Their 
moral science was better than their economics, for in the latter 
their perspective was a static one, while in the former, they fully 
allowed for, indeed expected, change. And that was what they 
feared, at least when they were not in charge of it. The removal of 
men from their traditional cadres could lead to the development 
of a whole range of anomic, and therefore dangerous, behavior. 
Geographical mobility only expedited the process in a most dra¬ 
matic way. Even before the countryside could feel the effect of 
the migrants’ change of attitude, the city would suffer, delivered 
up to the assaults of men without masters. Fear of the uprooted, 
of the unintegrated mass of floaters, was as great in the eighteenth 
century as it was in the period 1815-1848, analyzed by Louis 
Chevalier. In the words of one publicist: 

Who are the agents of these public calamities [assemblies, riots, se¬ 
ditions]? They are always men whose names and addresses are un¬ 
known; they are individuals who seem to be strangers in the very city 
that furnishes them means of survival; beings who live only for the 
moment, and who disappear as easily as they had appeared; men who 
hold to nothing, who have no property, and who flee with the speed 
of lightning, to escape from the pursuit of justice. . . . Night, which 
ordinarily covers with its veil their entry into the capital, favors their 
escape; and it is thus that an immense proportion of the men who 
make up the population of Paris live there anonymously and can at 
any moment spread alarm through the city by infringing on the public 
safety and the security of the citizens.30 

III 

The major distinction between the apprentice and journeyman in 
the guilds, on the one hand, and nonincorporated workers on the 
other, was twofold. First, the guildsmen were subject to the paternal 
discipline of their masters. Second, they could, in principle, hope 
to become masters themselves one day.31 

In a society whose entire concept of order was based not on any 
notion of consent but rather on the authority emanating from a 
natural and organic chain of being, the idea of each person having 
someone to watch over him was of paramount importance. As the 
king watched over his people and the father, his family, so the 
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master artisan controlled his workers, to whom he stood in loco 
parentis “in regard to his person only and not his goods.”32 A 
man who had no master, especially one who was far from home 
and thus free from paternal control, was subject to the gravest 
suspicion. 

From the moment a child was bound as an apprentice, at an 
age that varied from 13 to 18 or thereabouts, certain duties were 
imposed on him. He had to promote his master’s interests in every 
way possible, conduct himself honestly and morally, and, above 
all, apply his labor to any task that might be set, provided only 
that it did not contravene the laws of God and the state. If he 
was ordered to do something he thought to be injurious to his 
master’s interest, he might protest, but he was expected to do the 
deed unless the order was rescinded.33 

The apprenticeship contract imposed mutual obligations on the 
signatories. If the apprentice could not leave his employment at 
will, neither could his master send him away without sufficient 
cause as determined by the local police judge.34 The master still 
had the upper hand, but this regulation is symptomatic of the fact 
that society and the law conceived of the relationship between the 
master and his apprentice as reaching beyond the purely economic. 
The typical formula of indenture made.this clear: 

Francois Vigneron, a mason’s helper, binds himself to serve Louis 
Fauchez, a master wheelwright, for a period of two years. He prom¬ 
ises “not to absent himself from the said Mr. Fauchez’s home during 
the said two years and not to go to work elsewhere, to learn everything 
that he will teach him, to obey him in all things honest and licit that 
he will order him to do, to seek his profit, avoid his loss and to warn 
him if he should have knowledge of such loss.” In return, Vigneron 
is to receive lodgings, light, and 20 sous a day, in addition to instruc¬ 
tion in his master’s trade.35 

Or another, even more explicit, example: 

Philippine Angelique Bonne Desgois is apprenticed to Marie Anne 
de France, a seamstress and mercer, who promises for a period of six 
years “to show her the trade of seamstress and all other things she 
does, without hiding anything from her, to treat her humanely, to 
give her food, lodgings, heat, and light, and to pay for her laundry; 
in particular, to teach her religion and to send her to religious instruc¬ 
tion so that she may be able to take first communion.”36 

The apprentice lived in the master’s house, most often ate at 
the master’s table, and functioned as a member of the master’s 
family, with all that that implied for the formation of a dependency 
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syndrome. It was probably more important that the apprentice be 
assiduous and obedient than that he be bright or do his work well.37 
The exchange of money between apprentice (or his patron) and 
master, always subject to negotiation, was of distinctly secondary 
importance and was most often intended to indemnify the master 
for trouble taken should the youngster fail to finish out his term. 

The term of apprenticeship normally varied from three to six 
years. The cost of the brevet cbapprentissage was low, rarely ex¬ 
ceeding 50 livres. A journeyman worked for two to five years 
before becoming eligible to present his masterpiece and to obtain 
mastership, provided also that he could pay the high admission 
costs. In 1760, these ran from 200 livres (gardeners, china and 
glassmakers), 300 livres (tanners, potters), to the 600-800-livre 
range (embroiderers, bookbinders, wine merchants, papermakers, 
cutlers) and upwards to milliners and goldsmiths at 1,200 livres, 
masons and carpenters at 1,400, and drapers, who stood at the head 
of the Six Corps, at 2,500 livres.38 These were enormous sums and 
must have effectively excluded many a candidate from the masters’ 
ranks. The theoretically easy progression from journeyman to 
master was made still more difficult by the tendency of many 
guilds to favor sons of masters by requiring less of them than of 
an outsider in the way of apprenticeship and the production of a 
masterpiece. In addition, many guilds restricted the number of 
apprentices a master might have at a given time so as to keep the 
trade in the hands of a limited number of families.39 Numerous 
otherwise qualified persons were in this manner prevented from 
becoming masters and were forced to remain journeymen through¬ 
out their working lives. They stayed on as wage-earners in their 
masters’ shops after their time was out, or they set up more or 
less clandestinely in their own homes working as small contractors 
directly for merchants or the public at large. In the printing trades 
the system was formalized by the replacement, increasingly com¬ 
mon in the eighteenth century, of apprentices by alloues. The 
latter resembled the former in every way, except one, which, 
from the point of view of social mobility, was the most crucial: 
they specifically waived the right to become masters.40 

Whether as eternal journeymen or chambrelans, the poverty of 
these workers was likely to be extreme and their mobility nil, a 
condition they may have resented even more intensely than did 
their brothers outside the guilds, for they had been promised ad¬ 
vancement that was not forthcoming. There is no evidence that 
Turgot’s short-lived reform of 1776 or the subsequent reformation 
of the guilds did anything to alter the situation.41 The chambrelans 



The Laboring Foot [37 

were, furthermore, subject to constant harassment by the masters, 
who wanted to escape their competition. Whenever guild statutes 
made mention of them, it was to prohibit masters from giving 
them work. And in 1789, the master wigmakers included in their 
cahier a demand that all landlords be forbidden to give shelter to 
“worker chambrelans who take all their work away from the 
masters and who, by reducing them to unemployment, make it 
impossible for them to live and to pay their taxes, under penalty 
of a 3,000-livre fine for the offenders.”42 

Journeymen, at least those among them who worked more or 
less steadily and who hoped for advancement to mastership, were 
known for their conservatism, that is, their attachment to the 
guild system.43 Even during, and for years after, the Revolution, 
when the guilds had been totally abolished, there would be an 
occasional recrudescence of this sentiment among workingmen in 
reaction to the first advances of industrial capitalism and the con¬ 
sequent development of alienated labor in the full sense of the 
term. Men who had been used to the complex relationships and 
familial atmosphere of the workshop were not so easily convinced 
to sink or swim in the icy waters of the cash nexus.44 But in the 
course of the eighteenth century, before anyone could know what 
the future held in store and as the dysfunctional nature of the 
guilds became ever more apparent, some of the junior members 
began to have doubts about their viability. When Turgot’s reform 
went into effect in 1776, journeymen bakers, roofers, watchmakers, 
and others celebrated their liberation by dancing in the streets. 
For Hardy, it was a scandal that could only be explained by the 
machinations of Jews and Protestants, now free to practice their 
several trades. Right-thinking people, he said, knew that this 
change could only bring about “disorder and general confusion,” 
for proof of which he cited fights that had broken out between 
masters and journeymen in the faubourg Saint Honore. Soldiers 
of the gardes franpaises had been called in because the police had 
been unable to handle the situation, and numerous “rebels” had 
been imprisoned.40 The joyous reaction of the journeymen is easy 
to understand when we remember the discipline to which they 
were bound and from which they now expected to be set free. 
Among the wigmakers, for example, any workers vaquans et 
non-places” could be arrested by the syndics of the guild. And in 
the furniture trade, even the so-called privileged artisans who 
could ply their trade freely because they lived in places like the 
faubourg Saint Antoine where the guild s writ did not run, were 

subject to inspection.46 
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So much has been written in recent years about the sans-culottes, 
and so much emphasis has been laid on their tendency to identify 
themselves, before and during the Revolution, as consumers rather 
than producers that we have quite lost sight of the fact that certain 
of their constituent elements in individual industries did band to¬ 
gether from time to time to defend their common interests. It 
could be argued that in the period prior to the Industrial Revolu¬ 
tion, the only consciousness available to the urban poor, the only 
element that could bind them all together, had to be based on their 
nonproductive roles, but these conditions did not preclude the 
emergence of group consciousness among smaller sets of pro¬ 
ducers. Perhaps there was not yet any concrete assertion of the 
dignity of labor, certainly there was no conscious separation of 
men into categories based on their relationship to the means of 
production, but workingmen did assert themselves to demand 
higher wages and improved working conditions in an ad hoc man¬ 
ner and sometimes on a more durable basis. 

The tradition of militant defense of corporate interests by jour¬ 
neymen was centered in the compagnonnages, which existed in 
some 27 trades at the end of the old regime. They were mutual- 
aid societies whose chief purpose was to provide help for members 
on the Tour de France. Organized into three rival associations 
(Les Enfants du Pere Soubise, Les Enfants du Maitre Jacques, and 
Les Enfants de Salomon), they spent as much time fighting one 
another as in finding work for their members or in negotiating with 
the masters. Their operations were secret and overlaid with heavy 
amounts of ritual intended to bind them together and to insure 
security.47 The compagnonnages do not seem to have been particu¬ 
larly important in Paris, although the authorities exhibited fear 
and disapproval of their potential activities by forbidding them—■ 
and for that matter, any organization of workingmen, to exist.48 

Strikes were frequent throughout the second half of the century. 
They were usually of short duration, and the government and the 
courts did all in their power to break them.49 Nonetheless, the 
strikers sometimes won the day. In 1756, gauze workers struck 
for a wage increase and forced nonstrikers to make contributions 
to a strike fund.50 Twenty years later, in 1776, the journeymen 
bookbinders demanded a reduction of hours to 14 a day instead 
of the 16 “they have been in the constant habit of working since 
time immemorial.”51 Elardy, who was a bookseller directly affected 
by their action, expressed the bourgeois reaction: punish the ring¬ 
leaders and wait for the others to run out of food. They would 
eventually return to work “as hunger almost always chases the 
wolf from the woods.”52 In July, 1785, there was a one-day strike 
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of masons, stonecutters, and their laborer-assistants against a two¬ 
penny per day pay cut set by the Chambre Royale des Batiments. 
They quit work and went in a group of 700- to 8oo-strong to 
protest to Lenoir, the lieutenant-general of police. Two or three 
hundred also demonstrated in front of the Chateau of Brunoy 
where the king was staying. On the following day, the Parlement 
declared the offending order null and void, and the strikers returned 
to work immediately.53 

Demands of this nature were not limited to journeymen. 
The unincorporated and unskilled workers sometimes—more 
rarely—were able to make their strength felt. In October, 1785, 
workers concerned with the shipment of firewood in the Port of 
Sens and all along the Seine, Yonne, Marne, Oise and Aisne Rivers 
demanded an increase in pay for loading wood from 6-9 sous to 
10-12 sous per cord. They chose their moment well, for there 
was then a shortage of labor and winter was about to begin. But 
all they got for their trouble was the threat of imprisonment and 
corporal punishment as disturbers of the public peace.54 

On December 28, 1785, the government inaugurated in Paris a 
privileged company for the carriage of parcels. This gravely 
prejudiced the interests of the messengers and street workers who 
usually undertook distributions of this kind. It was the worst pos¬ 
sible time of year for this to happen, for employment was short, 
and the seasonal migrants and other gagne-deniers were suffering 
from the cold. They had difficulty getting jobs with the new com¬ 
pany, which demanded that they post a bond of 150 livres and 
pay 2 sous a day for their uniforms. They were the victims of 
what amounted to a lockout, and they struck back at their ene¬ 
mies. On January 2, 1786, company drivers were attacked in 
the rue Gallande, necessitating the intervention of the city guard. 
The attackers were arrested and taken to a commissaire’s house in 
the rue des Noyers to be charged. A crowd of menu peuple from 
the faubourgs Saint Marcel and Saint Antoine soon gathered there 
and threatened to break down the doors to release the prisoners. 
Five more arrests were made. On January 11, a crowd of 700 to 
800 persons marched on Versailles to petition the king (who was 
not there). A substantial number reached their destination despite 
a massive deployment of police along the route. Two persons were 
sentenced to the pillory and nine years’ banishment from Paris. 
Despite public sympathy for the demonstrators and a collection of 
236 livres taken up in their behalf, they obtained no satisfaction.55 

Numerous incidents involving journeymen carpenters, black¬ 
smiths, and masons and other building workers in 1786 and 1787 
seem to indicate a great willingness on the part of workingmen 
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to take risks in order to defend their rights.50 Restif de la Bretonne, 
to whom popular unrest was little short of treason, explained: 
“In recent times, the workers of the capital have become unman¬ 
ageable because they have read in our books a truth too strong 
for them, that the worker is a precious man.”57 Taken literally, 
this analysis sounds like the purest Taine: the contagion spread 
among the lower classes by the intellectuals. But another interpre¬ 
tation is more suggestive. The laboring poor, and not last among 
them the journeymen building workers involved in these out¬ 
breaks, had a long history of professional self-consciousness. As 
early as 1725, we find them composing protest songs against their 
bosses: 

Tout ce qui me chagrine 
C’est que les maitres-macons 
Ont toute la farine, 
Nous n’avons que le son, 
Et souvent rien du tout, 
Voila ce qui me fache; 
N’est-ce pas avec raison 
Que le proverbe dit sans fafons 
Au plus pauvre la besace? 

Aucun apprentissage 
Ils n’ont fit de leur metier; 
Le deffaut de Fouvrage 
Ils ne connaissent point 
S’il s’en trouve quelqu’un 
II y en a plus de cinquante 
Qui ne scavent que raisonner 
Ou barbouiller du papier 
Voila toute leur science.*58 

* What makes me sad 
Is that the master masons 
Have all the flour, 
While we have only the bran, 
And often nothing at all. 
That’s what angers me; 
Is is not with truth 
That the proverb says straightaway 
Au plus pauvre la besace 

The last expression is impossible to translate directly. Literally, a besace is a 
tramp’s knapsack, here used to symbolize the fate of the poor. The sense is: the 
poor get poorer. 

No apprenticeship 
Have they had of their trade: 
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The increased tempo of their protests in the last years of the old 

regime may be attributed not only to the ongoing economic de¬ 

pression, but also to the generalized discontent with government 

and society which they heard and felt on all sides. It was an 

ambiance that made the assertion of their demands legitimate, and 

the result was a limited prise de conscience parallel to the much 

more extensive politicization of 1789 and the following years. 

IV 

In the 1761 edition of Savary’s Dictionnaire du commerce, gagne- 
deniers, the urban equivalent of the rural journaliers, were defined 

as “strong and robust men, who are hired in Paris (and elsewhere) 

to carry burdens and merchandise in return for a certain sum 

mutually agreed to.”59 The definition is fine as far as it goes, but 

it gives us no idea of the extraordinary division of labor that 

existed even among these unskilled workers. In fact, it is curious 

to observe that the division of labor at this time was more devel¬ 

oped among unskilled workers, where it had no technological or 

economic basis, than among the skilled. 

There were at least four kinds of gagne-deniers. The first group 

went by many names (commissionaires, crocheteurs, hommes 
de peine, portefaix), but what they all had in common was that 

they were porters and messengers; they were the most miserable of 

all the categories, unprotected as they were by privilege against 

competition. The second group was made up of men who worked 

on the ports as stevedores. They were in turn divided by func¬ 

tion: the debardeurs unloaded wood that had just been brought 

down the Seine by floatage or boat. The gar pons de la pelle took coal 

off the boats and filled the sacks of the plumets, who then delivered 

them to customers in town. A third group consisted of porters 

specialized in the carriage of certain types of goods: wood, chalk, 

hay, plaster, salt, and grains. The fourth group, and probably 

the most economically successful, was the forts de la douane and 

the forts des Halles.™ 

The lack of work 

They know not 

If there’s one 
There are more than fifty 
Who know only how to reason 

And to fill paper with scribbling 
That’s the extent of their knowledge. 
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Only the nonprivileged porters were free to sell their labor 

where and when they saw fit, but it was a specious kind of free¬ 

dom, for they were not allowed to come into competition with the 

privileged groups. The latter were organized into work gangs in 

each place, and membership in them was conditional on acceptance 

by the administrative authorities. In this way, the forts de la douane, 

who had a monopoly on the carriage of all goods passing through 

the customs, depended on the Farmers General. Those who worked 

in the Halle aux Draps were named by the masters and guards of 

the mercers and drapers’ guild, those in the Halle aux Toiles by 

specially appointed officers. The longshoremen were named by 

the prevot des marchands and the municipality or, in the case of 

the plumets, by the officiers-porteurs du charbon. In each instance 

their number was limited (28 gargons de la pelle and approximately 

550 plumets), and sometimes one had to pay for an appointment. 

At the customs, a place cost 800 livres and a recommendation was 

necessary.61 Only the gardes franpaises and the gardes suisses could 

infringe on these monopolies with impunity. The former were 

particularly privileged to unload wood used for construction, 

while the latter did all sorts of menial work, like porterage and 

hod carrying. Neither hesitated to use force in order to impose 

their services on a reluctant employer. And on occasion, as in 

January, 1736, they would come into conflict with one another, 

and riots would ensue. Le peuple, particularly the civilian dock 

workers, divided their support between the opposing factions, 

and the result would generally be a couple of deaths and the inter¬ 

vention of the police.62 

In Savary’s opinion this work was “lucrative and honest, and 

of much trust, which is why only people of proven loyalty are 

employed.”63 Nonetheless, the workers had a reputation for being 

wild and troublesome, always out to hold up the merchants for 

high fees, sometimes abandoning their loads to get drunk in a local 

cabaret. In consequence, the police kept a close watch over them.64 

Furet and Daumard have called these laborers “salaries a clien¬ 

tele” because they normally worked for several employers and were 

thus freer in the execution of their tasks than they would have been 

under the supervision of a single master. The argument is plausible, 

and it is consonant with Lenoir’s previously mentioned contempo¬ 

rary distinction between workers who had masters and those who 

had none. But freedom may be a misleading concept in this case. 

No doubt, they were not subject to the same kind of discipline 

as guild workers, but the combination of police surveillance and 

economic necessity kept them under effective control. 
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Other unskilled workers included water carriers (who were 
known to climb seven flights of stairs as many as 30 times a day), 
chair carriers, shoeshine boys, hod carriers and chimney sweeps.65 
The decrotteurs were young boys who worked in groups of five 
or six. They ran errands, washed dishes, cleaned chimneys, and 
shined shoes. Some of them had fixed places of business, which 
were jealously guarded, while others walked the streets in search 
of employment. Workers from the same province joined together 
to defend their turf against “foreigners,” that is, all those who came 
from outside their province, not to say the canton or the diocese. 
Natives of the vallee de la Barcelonnette in Dauphine lived in the 
faubourg Saint Marcel with their fathers, who were organ grinders 
and held magic-lantern shows in the streets. The Savoyards lived 
in the quarter of the Ville Neuve near the Porte Saint Denis, 
as well as in the faubourgs Saint Jacques and Saint Marcel. Lyon¬ 
nais chair carriers preferred the faubourgs Saint Germain and 
Saint Jacques, while their Norman brothers stuck to the quarter 
around the rue Saint Honore and the Marais. The Auvergnat 
water carriers lived in the place Maubert and the faubourgs Saint 
Honore and Saint Antoine. Norman pavers and roofers stayed in 
the rues des Gravilliers and des Vertus and on the Left Bank out¬ 
skirts of the city near the gates of Sevres and Montmartre. Quarry- 
men lived near the Observatoire and the Gobelins, within easy reach 
of their work at Arcueil, Montrouge and the La Salpetriere. In the 
1730s, 1,100 to 1,200 laborers from the Limousin lived in the 
rues de la Vannerie and de la Mortellerie, the place Maubert, and 
the rues Traversine, de Versailles, du Bac, and des Brodeurs in the 
faubourg Saint Germain, just then undergoing a great building 
boom. But they were divided among the several streets according 
to their place of origin.66 The examples could go on ad infinitum, 
but the point to remember is the exclusivity of each group and the 
jealousy with which its members sought to protect their hold on 
a given trade. In this they were acting just as guildsmen did, and 
provincial loyalties served the same purpose that guild rules did 

for the artisans. 
The street workers from the provinces, many of them seasonal 

migrants, lived together in chambrees, that is, from 8 to 10 to as 
many as 50 to a room, under the guidance of a leader, usually an 
older man. It was his task to keep the peace and to safeguard the 
mutual loyalty without which living at such close quarters would 
have been impossible. According to a priest who went among 
them dispensing religious instructions in the 1730s, the system 
worked very well: “They live,” he wrote, 1 in harmony and view 
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the small successes of their comrades without jealousy.” The 
prime sanction against a wrongdoer was the very effective one 
of ostracism from the group. He was denounced to all his fellows 
currently in Paris. Shunned by them, it became impossible for 
him to make a living, and he had sooner or later to take to the 
road. Given the common origin of the members of the group and 
the closeness of the ties that bound them to their native villages— 
many of them eventually returned home to settle down—one may 
wonder what fate awaited the miscreant back in the provinces. 

The street merchants of Paris sold everything imaginable from 
matches to guns, including hardware, food, old clothes and house¬ 
hold goods. The crieurs de vin offered samples of wine available 
in the taverns, the oublayeurs sold sugar and spice cookies (oublies), 
and the marchandes de plaisir, despite their name, sold waffles. 
There were pedlars of notions and brooms, men who would repair 
a worn bellows, mend a pot of china or porcelain, or fix the 
weight on a clock and the bars on a door. In principle these trades 
were free and not organized into guilds, but there were excep¬ 
tions. The pedlars of old hardware were limited in number to 80. 
Although there were no apprentices, the unincorporated com¬ 
munity elected successors to members who died, and they had a 
right to confiscate any goods illegally sold by others. The only 
competition they could not protect themselves against was that 
afforded by the off-duty soldiers of the gardes franpaises, whose 
reputation for nastiness and brutality led people to give them a 
wide berth.67 All tradesmen were, as always, subject to police 
intervention. On occasion there existed a real hierarchy among 
the vendors of a single set of goods. The crieuses de vieux chapeaux, 
for example, were divided into three categories: (i) those who 
dealt by wholesale and owned a shop, (2) those who walked the 
streets purchasing hats to resell to the wholesalers, and (3) the 
novices who paid a fee of 12 to 15 ecus to be allowed to accom¬ 
pany the others on their rounds and thus to learn the business.68 

A certain number of these street merchants had a fixed place 
of business, usually a stall rather than a store, which was supposed 
to be, but rarely was, taken down at the end of each day. Others 
merely occupied the same piece of ground day after day for years, 
using the earth as a counter on which to display their wares, like 
the hardware sellers of the Quai de la Megisserie. The great ma- 
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jority, like the knife grinders or food sellers, carried their shops 
on their backs, and went from place to place seeking to attract 
customers by calling out their wares.69 

An Order in Council of August 23, 1767 ordered all “merchants 
selling by weights and measures, and all others whose profession 
involves any sale of merchandise, or craft, or trade, either in 
shops open to the public, warehouses, rooms, workshops, or other¬ 
wise, or who follow a profession having to do with commerce, or 
which concerns the food, lodging, clothing, or health of the pop¬ 
ulation,” and who are not members of guilds to register at the 
Chatelet within three months. Either the order was not rigorously 
enforced or records have been lost. In any case, a single register 
has been found containing the names of 1,760 persons with their 
occupations and places of origin. This is no doubt only a small 
part of the total and covers the period from October 5, 1767 to 
May 10, 1768. Still, it may be used for purposes of sampling. 

Of these 1,760 persons, an occupation is given for 1,263 women 
and 486 men. Most of the women were retailers or repairers of old 
clothes and hats (823), of rags (78), and of old ironware, buckles, 
and hardware (33). Two hundred and seven women were designated 
as “retailers” without further qualification. The only group of 
any importance that did not sell something tangible were the 76 
rooming-house keepers. Among the men, there were 240 retailers— 
35 repairers of old clothes, 33 sellers of old ironware, and 19 
sellers of medicines for eyes, corns, and assorted afflictions. One 
hundred and sixty-three kept rooming houses. 

If it is impossible to make any statement about the pres¬ 
ence on this list of a seller of astrological books or of a charlatan 
whose trade it was to go about the streets curing assorted maladies, 
the list itself does lead to certain conclusions. Of the total, 60 per¬ 
cent dealt in old clothes, which is symptomatic of the fact that 
so many Parisians were never able to afford the luxury of a new 
suit or dress.70 The fripiers of the Halles and the quais had the 
reputation of never letting a customer escape them, even if it were 
necessary to apply a bit of force. They kept their shops open on 
Sundays in violation of the law, but the soldiers of the watch 
company never bothered them because there were numerous ties 
of kinship between the two groups. On Mondays, the wives and 
female relatives of old-clothes hawkers sold their goods at the 
place de Greve at the Foire du Saint Esprit, where their principal 
clients were “petites bourgeoises, wives of procureurs, and ex¬ 

cessively economical women.”71 
Thirteen percent of all those listed rented out rooms, a total 
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of 239. Only 82 of them were proprietors or principal tenants. 
We have here the phenomenon of sub-subleasing. Those who let 
rooms lived, together with many other street merchants, in the 
homes of butchers, bakers, mercers, glaziers, cabinetmakers, etc. 
The proprietors and principal tenants were, in other words, re¬ 
cruited from among artisans and in the higher strata of the 
population.72 

A large number of these petty merchants (47.6 percent) were 
natives of Paris (625) or of its diocese (113). But more than one- 
half were provincials. Many were recruited in the Parisian region 
taken in the widest sense of the term. Thus, 63 were natives of 
the lie de France, 55 of the Brie, the Gatinais and the Beauce, 28 
from the Orleanais, and 61 from the dioceses of Sens and Auxerre. 
The north (Artois, Picardy, Flanders, Hainaut) furnished 130 
recruits, while 134 came from Normandy. From the east came 
107 Champenois, 99 Alsatians, and 86 Lorrainers. These were the 
regions of most intense recruitment. Burgundy with 45, Franche 
Comte, Dauphine and Savoie with 64, and the west, from the 
Touraine to the sea, with 38, were still not negligible sources of 
immigrants. The center of France, from Poitiers to Nevers and 
Bourges to Rodez, furnished 71 persons, of whom 27 were Auver- 
gnats. Brittany (18), the south from the Lyonnais to Provence 
(15), and the southwest (15) were less important. It is true that 
this distribution may in part be a function of the kind of trades¬ 
men called upon to register, but it is nonetheless permissible to 
note that three great regions (the area bordering directly on Paris, 
Normandy and the north, and the northeast) were the prime sup¬ 
pliers of this kind of manpower to the capital.73 

Women outnumbered men on this list almost three to one. This 
raises the possibility that for many families, street merchandising 
was the source of a second income for the household. In fact, we 
find many women of this category married to journeymen, un¬ 
skilled workers, and domestics, which suggests just how closely 
they were tied to the bulk of Parisian wage earners and why their 
participation in the revolutionary journees was to be of such great 
importance. They, and in particular, the poissardes or market- 
women, were able to mobilize fairly large popular armies: 

Because they [the poissardes] are linked by blood or clientage relation¬ 
ships to all the respectable men of Paris who shine shoes, carry coals, 
clean out sewers, build or tear down walls, set up clamors in their 
ranks, etc., their joy or anger is shared by thousands in a moment and 
so in the space of a few minutes they can recruit an army that counts 
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among its members the roughest and strongest fists and the harshest 
voices and can in that way create an extraordinary feeling of terror. 
One cannot prevent these very honorable people from giving them¬ 
selves out as the Nation and from being convinced that what they want 
and do should be wanted and done by the entire Nation. In this way 
a great number of phenomena of the recent Revolution can be ex¬ 
plained.74 

The street merchants did not always enjoy governmental favor. 
Just as artisans and merchants were forbidden to sell goods anywhere 
but in their shops,75 so periodic attempts were made to prohibit 
forains, nondomiciled persons, from selling goods in compe¬ 
tition with them. Pressure on administrators to act in this way was 
particularly strong when the merchants or artisans were organized 
into guilds. The forains were, on occasion, offered the possibility 
of buying masterships and settling down in Paris, but this was not a 
real alternative, since most of them had not sufficient capital to 
do so. The Auvergnat chaudronniers (braziers and coppersmiths) 
were a case in point. They claimed the right to buy, sell, and re¬ 
pair used items, arguing that they were not really in competition 
with the masters, who didn’t care to do their sort of petty work— 
or who would charge double for it, if they did. In short, they 
were “very useful to the poor citizen” of both town and coun¬ 
try and ought to be allowed to carry on. Conflicts of this kind 
sometimes became very acute, but no legal principle applicable to 
all disputes seems to have evolved before 1789.76 

^ VI 

According to Expilly, the capitation rolls of 1764 (which have 
unfortunately not come down to us) accounted for 37,457 em¬ 
ployed domestics, about equally divided between men and women. 
Men outnumbered women by only 2 percent in the city as a whole 
but were far and away the majority in the quarters of Saint 
Eustache, the Louvre, the Palais Royal, the place Royale and Saint 
Germain des Pres, the centers of aristocratic and upper-bourgeois 
life. On the other hand, women outnumbered men by 50 percent 
in Saint Martin, Saint Marcel, Saints Innocents and the Hotel de 
Ville. There were three times as many womenservants as men in 
the faubourg Saint Antoine and the Saint Denis quarter. In other 
words, the wealthier the family, the greater the likelihood that 
it would employ a manservant. Modest establishments, which could 
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afford only a limited number of domestics, preferred to hire 

women, presumably because they were paid less and/or were 

willing to perform a greater variety of tasks.77 

Of taxed families, 17,657 of 71,114 employed one or more 

servants. The proportion is one family in four, but the figure is 

somewhat misleading. The very families least likely to pay capi¬ 

tation were those without servants, so it is possible that families 

employing domestic help were fewer in proportion to the total 

population than this statistic would indicate. There were, however, 

a great many persons who worked for foreigners who were not 

subject to inclusion on the tax rolls, and others who engaged in 

more transient employment by serving tourists. Expilly estimated 

that their number was equal to one-sixth of the settled domestics.78 

Domestic workers were divided into many categories according 

to their function and responsibilities within the household. The 

maitre d’hotel or steward, whose task it was to supervise the entire 

establishment, was a man of some importance and considerable 

power in the backstairs world. His nearest equivalent, in terms of 

status, among the women, was the governess and, perhaps, the 

cook. Although all three were, like the other domestics, entirely 

subject to the master’s will, their posts required training and skill 

sufficient to set them apart from the majority of their fellows— 

the valets, porters, dishwashers, coachmen, postillions and 

grooms among the men, and the chambermaids, maidservants, 

and laundryworkers among the women. The former might even 

accumulate enough capital to quit domestic employment and to 

set up as petty merchants. The latter were likely to remain servants 

or unskilled workers throughout their lives. There seems to have 

been some possibility of advancement within a household, but it 

is impossible to say how often this did, in reality, occur. 

Domestics had a reputation for wiliness and corruption. The 

English doctor and novelist Tobias Smollett was struck by their 

behavior: 

You cannot conceive [he wrote] with what eagerness and dexterity 
those rascally valets exert themselves in pillaging strangers. There is 
always one ready in waiting on your arrival, who begins by assisting 
your own servant to unload the baggage, and interests himself in your 
affairs with such artful officiousness that you find it difficult to shake 
him off. . . . The Truth is, those fellows are very hardy, useful and 
obliging, and so far honest, that they will not steal in the usual way. 
You may safely trust one of them to bring you a hundred loui’ dores 
from your banker; but they fleece you without mercy in every other 
article of expense. They put all your tradesmen under contribution 
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. . . even the Bourgeois who owns your coach pays him twenty sols 
a day. His wages amount to twice as much, so that I imagine the 
fellow that serves me, makes above ten shillings a day, beside his 
victuals, which, by the bye, he has no right to demand.79 

No doubt, the permanently employed servant was subject to closer 

surveillance by his master and, in the case of a large household, 

by the maitre d’hotel. He had, consequently, little opportunity to 

supplement his wages in this way. When critics spoke of do¬ 

mestics in the eighteenth century, it was less to their abuses than 

to their very existence that they referred. The lackeys or personal 

servants in particular were the objects of their wrath. They were 

the most visible of domestics, for they wore their master’s livery 

and did, or were expected to do, his bidding in all things. Like 

Leporello, and in addition to their more mundane tasks, they 

acted as confidants and procurers and protected their employers 

against the importunings of creditors through their skillful use 

of lying and deceit.80 And their chief function was to celebrate 

their master’s status by a display of his colors and by their insolence 
toward men of lower rank.81 

Domestics were also legally under their master’s control. In the 

case of a dispute between master and servant over pay or condi¬ 

tions of work, the master was believed on his oath alone. A do¬ 

mestic who insulted his master could be punished by being made 

to stand in the pillory, followed by three years’ banishment from 

Paris. A police ordinance of 1720, renewed in 1778, made it 

necessary for a domestic, when he was dismissed or left a house¬ 

hold on his own initiative, to have a certificate from his ex¬ 

employer, stating whether or not he was satisfied with the servant’s 

conduct and whether or not the servant had served him loyally. 

For lack of this certificate an unemployed domestic was to be 

considered “a libertine and a vagabond” and treated in consequence. 

It was as much a crime to falsify these certificates as it was to 

leave work without one. The employer, who since 1759 was civilly 

responsible for his servant’s actions, might not hire a person whom 

he did not know, that is, one who did not have a certificate. Unem¬ 

ployed domestics had no right to remain in Paris for more than 

a week (after 1778, a month). A 500-livre fine was to be imposed 

on anyone who gave them asylum after the expiration of the 

time limit, and innkeepers who did the same might lose their 

licenses.82 
The ordinances here cited, together with the laws governing 

domestic theft, indicate that all was not well between master and 
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servant. Mercier thought that the good old days when servants 

had been “part of the family” had long since gone, to be replaced 

by a relationship which emphasized material well-being but neg¬ 

lected to make servants feel necessary and wanted. “They are 

scorned; they feel it and have become our greatest enemies. In the 

old days, their life was laborious, hard, and frugal, but they were 

accounted something of value, and the domestic died of old age 

by his master’s side.”83 The golden age of domesticity may have 

been a myth, but the fact remains that domestics in the eighteenth 

century were more and more deracines, perhaps even declasses. 
For every servant who lived out his life in his employer’s home, 

many more passed through one or more households, alternating 

between work and unemployment, often turning to beggary and 

theft when necessary. Lenoir thought they were responsible for 

a larger share of Parisian crime than any other category of the 

laboring poor.84 The arrogance and insubordination of which they 

were so often accused may have given them comfort but did not 

save them from endemic poverty. 

In the years immediately before the Revolution, there were more 

jobs for servants than ever before. But there were also more 

people looking for work than ever before and greater numbers of 

peasants unable to make a living on the land and, therefore, ready 

to migrate to the city. At the same time, servants were being em¬ 

ployed by a greater range of social classes, notably bourgeois of 

one sort or another, many of them nouveaux riches. These people 

had no tradition of feudal master-serf or master-client relationships, 

hence their tendency to treat domestics as simple wage earners, 

and their willingness to dismiss them with little or no ceremony 

for relatively minor infractions of the code of behavior. At the 

same time, domestics, once uprooted and having left their agricul¬ 

tural occupations behind them, had nowhere to turn. There would 

be no role for them to play in urban society until the development 

of industry in the middle of the nineteenth century. Domesticity 

can be seen as a kind of transitional stage between the peasantry 

and the proletariat, but only in the long term. In the short term, 

which alone has any significance for biological individuals, domes¬ 

tics were coming to be subject more and more to the same dis¬ 

abilities as the rest of the laboring poor. 

Insofar as they remained domestics, they lived differently, and 

to some extent separated, from the other sections of the menu 
peuple. Settled domestics were to be found in every quarter, it is 

true, but they tended to congregate in the areas near the Palais 

Royal, the faubourg Saint Germain, the Louvre, Saint Eustache 

and the place Royale. On the other hand, only 295 of 5,568 fam- 
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ilies in the faubourg Saint Antoine employed servants, for a total 

of 429 individuals. This semi-isolation may perhaps have been over¬ 

come by family ties between domestics and other working people, 

but of this we cannot be certain. On the other hand, domestics 

were separated from their fellow workers by a difference in life¬ 

styles. Their family organization is a case in point. Sometimes 

husband and wife were both servants, either working together or 

in different households. This was not always the case, and we 

have no reason to assume that it was true of the majority. If one 

of the partners was not a domestic, what did he or she do? Did 

the nondomestic live in the house where the spouse worked? 

(The decline of feudal patterns would make this unlikely.) Were 

they able to live together at all? And the children? What was 

to become of them in the absence of a settled home? The answer 

to these questions is, I suspect, that domesticity compromised, if it 

did not destroy, the possibility of constituting a family on the 

accepted model and thereby re-enforced the loneliness and dis¬ 

tinctiveness of the domestic in the midst of the laboring crowd. 

The children were early left to fend for themselves and were 

lucky indeed to find places as servants or apprentices, the parents 

being in no position to help them.85 

All of these matters deserve further investigation. Still, it is 

even now possible to see in them the bases of the distrust felt for 

domestics by the other sections of the laboring poor. Domesticity 

had long since been considered by the opinion makers to be a 

vile and unworthy occupation. Domestics gave up not only their 

independence but also part of their characters as human beings. 

They descended into the lower orders, where they might still be 

useful but could no longer be respected. They were, furthermore, 

lovers of debauchery and haters of work, for what else could 

ever make them give up the land to become a bunch of unpro¬ 

ductive parasites? As Des Essarts wrote on the very eve of the 

Revolution: 

Hatred of work, the desire to enjoy the pleasures of the cities, a 
taste for laziness, the habit of vice, indifference to the ties most dear to 
the heart of men, the hope of getting rich, and lastly, the most decided 
and most shocking egotism, are the motives which cause domestic 
work to be cherished; it is they which cause men to prefer the base¬ 
ness of this state to the honorable and useful fatigue of the farmer. One 
may thus correctly conclude that the class of servants is composed 
exclusively of the scum of the countryside.86 

Freedom and productivity are values dear to the bourgeois and 

typical of the Enlightenment. They are also highly abstract ideas, 
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which seem unlikely to have affected the laboring poor. Freedom 

was an unknown quantity to them, and it is a question as to whether 

they had as yet any conception, modern or ancient, of its meaning. 

Similarly, men who did not define themselves primarily according 

to their roles in the process of production could not have been 

expected to make productivity, whether conceived of technically 

as efficiency or spiritually as a justification of life, their watchword. 

It may have been that this reflection of bourgeois ideology trickled 

down to the laboring poor, thus establishing a prejudice in their 

minds against domestics. It is more probable, however, that the 

distrust of servants arose from different life-styles,87 the fact that 

they were exempt from taxation (their masters paid) and from 

militia duty, and, above all, on account of their tendency to ape 

their masters and to identify with their interests.88 That it was 

possible for a domestic to serve his master loyally insofar as his 

orders were not antisocial and at the same time to defend his own 

interests was a rather new idea, first bruited at the beginning of 

the Revolution.89 It was difficult no doubt for domestics, especially 

those who had spent a lifetime in the service of a single family, to 

make the distinction, and equally so for the menu peuple to break 

old habits and have confidence in the valetaille*. The revolution¬ 

aries, no doubt preferring not to take any unnecessary risks, re¬ 

fused to recognize domestics as citizens. 

<+§ VII §•> 

The poor worked long hours, 14 to 16 a day. By 5 o’clock in the 

morning, the Savoyards and unskilled laborers were in the streets 

ready to start a new day. Building workers labored from 5 a.m. 

to 7 p.m. in summer, and from 6 a.m. to 8 p.m. in winter in 1787. 

Journeymen and others who went to work at 6 or 7 a.m. left their 

ateliers between 8 and 9 p.m. The streets were filled with returning 

workers at that hour, and shops stayed open as late as half-past 
ten.90 

Parisian workers labored not only long but hard. They were 

poorly paid, especially if we take into consideration their often 

chronic state of underemployment due to the many holidays and, 

in particular, the inability of the economy to absorb them all. The 

twin specters of the hospital and beggary must have constantly 

haunted ordinary men despite their best efforts to remain solvent. 

A short period of illness or unemployment due to another cause 

was enough to lay them low, for they were unable to put aside 
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any money to protect themselves against these misfortunes. As 
Mercier put it: 

The people of Paris is, of all the people in the world, the one that 
works the most, is the worst fed and appears the saddest. . . . The 
poor Parisian, bent under the eternal weight of toil and work, erecting, 
building, forging, plunged into quarries, perched on the rooftops, 
transporting enormous burdens, abandoned to the mercy of all the 
men of power, and crushed like an insect as soon as he wishes to raise 
his voice, makes a meager living—and then only with difficulty and 
in the sweat of his brow. It is sufficient only to keep him alive, but in¬ 
capable of assuring him a serene life in old age.91 

No doubt the best-paid workers in the last decades of the old 

regime were those in the building trades. A skilled mason was 

paid between 2 livres and 2 livres and 10 sous a day, and a brick¬ 

layer s wages might vary from 2 livres and 10 sous to as much as 

4 livres. Stonecutters and quarrymen were paid at the same rate 

as masons, while laborers in construction gangs received between 

1 livre and 1 livre and 15 sous a day. A skilled engraver made 

between 12 and 18 livres a week (2 to 3 livres per day) in 1780- 

1781, while a worker in the Reveillon wallpaper factory was paid 

25 sous.92 All of these rates had risen somewhat since the middle 

of the century, but none, as far as I can determine, increased in 

such a way as to contradict Labrousse’s calculation of a rise in 

nominal wages of 22 percent between 1726-1741 and 1771-1789.93 

What was true of the skilled and semiskilled workers was 

equally true of domestics and petty entrepreneurs like water car¬ 

riers and gardeners. Male domestics earned between 150 and 180 

livres per year (10 sous per day), and women often got less, as 

little as 90 livres a year. Much depended on the nature of the job 

and the status of the employer, so female domestics were not always 

at a disadvantage in comparison to men. It should be remembered 

that domestics were fed and lodged in addition to their meager 

wages. A water carrier was paid between 1 livre and 10 sous and 

2 livres a month by his regular clients. Assuming that he could 

make thirty trips a day (a high estimate), this would mean a 

monthly income of 45 to 60 livres.94 Water carriers who were 

less fortunate and did not have steady customers made consider¬ 

ably less. The Savoyards and other salaries a clientele were un¬ 

likely to be better off in terms of wages, and they totally lacked 

the security of regular employment. Competition among them was 

strong and not always tempered by the corporate spirit for which 

they were so roundly praised. 
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The great majority of the laboring poor thus had to make do 

with about 1 livre and 10 sous a day or less. This was little enough, 

even had it been available 365 days a year. The situation was all 

the more likely to become disastrous because there were so many 

days when no work was done (m in Rude’s estimate), and in 

light of the phenomenal rise in prices in the last part of the cen¬ 

tury. Labrousse has shown that the rise in the price of food and 

other essentials of popular consumption (lodging, heat, and light) 

was of the order of 62 percent between 1726-1741 and 1771-1789, 

and this does not take into consideration the seasonal or short-term 

crises, which were the ones most sharply felt.95 In 1789, a man 

whose daily wage was 25 sous had an effective wage of 15 sous 

if he worked only a little more than 250 days a year. When the 

price of bread rose to 9 sous for the four-pound loaf (which was 

more or less normal), he was obliged to spend 60 percent of his 

income for bread alone. At 12 sous, the percentage rose to 80, 

at 1314? to 90, and at 14*4 (as in the spring and summer of 

1789), to 97. The following table drawn up by Professor Rude is 

a measure of how easy it was for a poor man to become indigent:96 

Expenditure on Bread as Percentage 

of Income 

Daily Wage Effective Wage 9 Sous 12 Sous 14/2 Sous 14/2 Sous 

25 sous 15 sous 60 80 90 97 
30 sous 18 sous 50 67 75 80 
40 sous 24 sous 37 5° 56 60 
50 sous 30 sous 30 40 45 48 

IOO sous 60 sous '5 20 22 K 24 

Only artists like sculptors and goldsmiths could attain a wage of 

5 livres a day, and they were hardly members of the laboring poor. 

For the rest, it is impossible to conceive of most workingmen actu¬ 

ally earning the 435 livres needed annually to support a family of 

four at the barest subsistence level. The labor of their wives and 

sometimes of their children was necessary for survival. 

Under the circumstances, Restif’s moral preachments ring singu¬ 

larly false. Like the good burghers who wanted to do away with 

the popular theatricals they considered the source of idleness and 

bad habits,97 he blamed the poor for their lack of industriousness. 

They were too well paid, he wrote: 

The populace, like savage hordes, lives only for the present: if they 
are able to earn a sufficient amount to live on [for a week] in three 
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days, they work only three days, and engage in debauchery for the 
four others. But then they do not have enough to live on, and live in 
poverty; they borrow, do not pay, ruin the baker, the shoemaker, the 
wine merchant, although the latter poisons them in order to get his 
own back: everything is in disorder. But, contrary wise, keep the cost 
of labor low, and the populace, ever malleable, works for six days, 
because they need the work to meet the amount of their expenditure; 
they do not become unsettled and are less burdened with debt, when 
making 9 livres a week than when able to earn 18.”98 

This was an indictment much worse than the remarks that earned 
Reveillon an attack on his factory in April, 1789. There is, how¬ 
ever, a kernel of truth in it, despite its sovereign contempt for the 
idle poor. Parisian workingmen did tend to think only of present 
gratification, and they had little sense of work discipline. If, as 
Edward Thompson has said, the workers of the Industrial Revo¬ 
lution could not live on articles in the Economic History Review, 
neither could the men and women of Paris be much affected by 
strictures from the pens of the classical economists and their 
disciples, for whom work had become the summum bonum. Restif’s 
normative prescription of an iron law of wages could come only 
from a man who believed that “you are obliged to work in order 
to pay for your needs with its produce, and if you do not, you 
are the bane of the commonweal and subject to punishment by 
it.”99 The laboring poor, for whom a man was first a man, a 
husband, a father, or even a regional patriot before he was a pro¬ 
ducer, could not agree. 

<+§ VIII 

It is difficult, for all intents and purposes impossible, to give an 
estimate of the number of women who worked in eighteenth- 
century Paris. We know that they were very numerous, and unless 
we wish to neglect the very important contribution of one- 
half of the population to both economy and society, we must try 
to give at least a qualitative description of their activity. 

Few women were active in the productive sector. Even those 
trades organized into guilds and exclusively reserved for women 
were mainly devoted to merchandising: for example, the flower 
vendors and fruit sellers. For Restif, it was proper to say that the 
women of the populace were uniquely employed in peddling use¬ 
less things, like flowers.”100 Although we need not share his phil¬ 
istinism, it is true that the single exception among the guilds that 
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comes to mind is that of the seamstresses, who were constantly in 
competition with the tailors, on the one hand, and with the ravaii- 
deuses or sewing women who were not members of a guild, on 
the other. In a society that sought to organize work on the basis 
of monopolies of production, women were singularly neglected. 
Mercier, among others, was scandalized by this state of affairs, 
which he believed to be contrary to the dictates of nature: 

Is it not ridiculous to see [men working as] women’s hairdressers, men 
pushing a needle, handling a shuttle, and usurping the sedentary life 
of women; while women, deprived of the trades they could exercise, 
unable to support themselves, are obliged to take up arduous tasks, or 
abandon themselves to prostitution.101 

Except for the widows of masters who were allowed to take 
their late husband’s places, access to the men’s guilds was a strictly 
masculine prerogative. In other words, a woman’s role in a guild 
was always acquired through her relationship to a man, except 
where the guild itself was exclusively feminine in composition. 
The widow who remarried a man of another trade generally lost 
her privileges. With the restoration of the guilds after the aban¬ 
donment of Turgot’s reforms, widows were theoretically granted 
equal rights with other masters, and other women were allowed 
to join on condition that they neither vote nor hold office. In 
reality, women were no more frequently admitted to guilds after 
1776 than before.102 

Women were thus limited almost completely to activities out¬ 
side the guild structures. Some of the jobs that had traditionally 
been theirs now no longer existed, casualties of the great metrop¬ 
olis. If they still functioned as midwives and nurses, they were 
no longer very often called on to act as professional mourners, the 
pleureuses whose function it had been to march in funeral pro¬ 
cessions and “to give to the relatives of the deceased that sad¬ 
ness of tone suitable to such an occasion.” In the main, they had 
to work as domestics and as retailers of food, clothing, and other 
assorted items. Many of the dealers in second-hand clothing at the 
Halles were women, and the Foire du Saint Esprit at the Greve 
was their exclusive preserve. The latter was a kind of bargain 
basement before its time where, as Mercier noted 

Since it is women who both buy and sell, cunning is about equal on 
both sides. From very far off, one can hear the high, false, discordant 
voices quarreling. From close up, the scene is even more curious. When 
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the female sex (which is not the fair sex on this occasion) contemplates 
feminine clothes, there is in their faces a most particular expression.103 

The general term for a woman who sold small amounts of goods 
in the markets or streets was regrattiere. This included the graillon- 
neuse who sold leftovers from the tables of private citizens and 
caterers, as well as persons who bought fresh food in the market 
for resale, and the coal hawkers, among whom the wives of the 
longshoremen who unloaded the coal had a particular advantage. 
They could keep a larger stock than their competitors because 
their husbands were paid in kind. All the regrattieres had to be 
licensed, and their number, in theory, was limited to 3,000 by an 
edict of 1694. It seems doubtful, however, that the limitation was 
observed.104 

The strong, male-dominated family was the common ideal of 
all classes in eighteenth-century Paris. A woman who married 
gave up her freedom, insofar as she had acquired any through 
emancipation from paternal control. An unmarried woman was 
theoretically the equal of a man in civil affairs, but in fact she was 
subject to all kinds of disadvantageous legal exceptions. A widow 
was closer to equality of rights with a widower, than a wife with 
a husband, or an unmarried woman to an unmarried man. But com¬ 
plete equality never truly existed, for even the widow was sub¬ 
ject to control by a family council and/or the courts.105 

The husband controlled his wife’s person and property. She 
could appeal to the law against his abuse of either, but she could 
only obtain a separation of community property if she could show 
that her husband was guilty of willful abuse of the goods entrusted 
to his care and that her dowry was in danger. Legal separation was 
granted on the grounds of physical abuse or defamation only. In 
any case, going to law was a long and expensive process, not gen¬ 
erally available to a poor woman or to any woman for that matter, 
unless she had the support of her father or some other male relative. 
Divorce did not exist, and annulment was infrequent. A double 
standard of sexual behavior persisted. A certain permissiveness 
mutually granted among aristocratic couples at this time should 
not allow us to forget that a husband continued to have legal re¬ 
course against his wife’s adultery, a right that was refused her 
when he was the guilty party. The Council of Trent had re¬ 
affirmed the sacramental character of marriage, and throughout the 
old regime church tribunals had competence to deal with marital 
disputes, while royal courts were, in theory, limited to dealing 
with the civil effects of marriage as arranged in the contract made 
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by the two parties. There was, however, a steady tendency to 
increase the role of the state by granting appeal jurisdiction to the 

Parlements. 
Freedom to make a marriage contract as one wished was for¬ 

mally recognized, but its most ordinary form under Parisian law, 
and the one that prevailed unless express arrangements to the con¬ 
trary were made, was that of community property. The partners 
combined their holdings, present and future, and the husband was 
given the right to administer the joint estate. The wife’s consent 
to his actions was not required, except insofar as he might appear 
to be manipulating matters in order to cheat her or her heirs of 
the rights due them at the dissolution of the contract. The wife 
was, on the other hand, absolutely forbidden to make a contract 
engaging any community property without her husband’s consent. 
There was one exception to this rule: if the wife conducted her 
own business, she could enter into a contract on her own, it being 
assumed that she was acting jointly with her husband and that he 
had stated his agreement. The wife also possessed dower rights over 
a portion of her husband’s estate at the dissolution of the com¬ 
munity. If she predeceased him, this right passed on to her heirs. 

The married woman could not, unless she was in business sep¬ 
arately from her husband, alienate her property (that is, property 
remaining outside the community), make a contract, or sue. She 
could make a will, for it was reasoned that the will went into 
effect only after the community had come to an end. She could not 
act for her husband, even in the case of his being absent or in¬ 
capacitated, except upon the authorization of the courts.106 

The laboring poor, having little property to dispose of, were 
perhaps not directly affected by these provisions, although they 
did marry under the system of community property, either ex¬ 
pressly or by default in the absence of a contract.107 But the lack 
of substantial wealth did not in any way loosen the husband’s con¬ 
trol over his wife’s person or style of life. 

Husband and wife were obliged to live together until death did 
them part. Theirs was hardly an equal relationship, the very con¬ 
ception of which was unknown at this time. In the words of a 
tract published in 1782, women were expected to feel respect for 
their husbands, whom “they ought to regard ... as their chiefs.” 
Affection, tenderness, and benevolence should make them able to 
render whatever services, both spiritual and physical, were asked 
of them. Courage and generosity should enable them to bear all 
the faults to which their husbands might be subject, while religion 
and a spirit of penitence ought to be called into play to soften any 
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bad treatment received. Finally, charity and zeal should cause wives 
to take an interest in saving their husbands’ souls. Docility was 
expected in all things, to which a husband was exhorted to respond 
with friendship, esteem, attachment, justice, and condescension (he 
ought not to demand his rights absolutely). Women are weak and 
inferior, and men ought to remember to treat them with indulgence, 
while encouraging them zealously to perform their religious 
duties.108 

It is no exaggeration to speak of women in this relationship as 
objects. They were supposed to have no will of their own, or at 
least none that could escape subordination to their husbands.109 
Although it was considered wrong to have sex too frequently, a 
woman had no right to refuse her husband’s demands, even during 
the menses or pregnancy. Refusal might lead her husband into 
libertinage, for which sin she would bear the entire responsibility.110 

The father also had complete authority over the person and 
goods of his children until they reached their majority or were 
otherwise emancipated, as by marriage. He was obliged to raise 
and support them, and they, in turn, had to look after their parents, 
should the need arise. If a man under 30 or a woman under 25 
married without parental consent, they and their children could 
be disinherited absolutely. Indeed, current jurisprudence at the 
end of the old regime allowed a father to disinherit a son who mar¬ 
ried after 30 the woman the parent had previously refused. The 
concern here was twofold and affected primarily members of the 
nobility and the upper bourgeoisie. First, there was the need to 
defend the family patrimony, and second, perhaps even more im¬ 
portant, the political desirability of protecting society against 
mesalliances. Renoul de Bas-Champs argued: 

The marriage of a citizen of the first class with a citizen of the last 
ought to be . . . proscribed, in a government based on inequality, such 
as is monarchical government. 

Inequality among the different steps which form the ladder of a 
monarchical government cannot be altered beyond a certain point 
without altering at the same time the form of the government. The 
consideration attached to the first ranks supports the subordination 
that safeguards the harmony of the body politic. One ought thus to 
avoid, insofar as possible, weakening this consideration by marriages 
too lacking in proportion, which would fill in the space found between 
the first and last order of citizens. Such marriages are a weakening of 
the state. They sow discord and division within the most illustrious 
families, and alter the fundamental constitution, by causing the dis¬ 
appearance, little by little, of the inequality which is its basis.111 
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We have here stated in fine the justification for all honorific rights 
in the old regime. It was because they functioned as a support of 
a rigid hierarchical structure that any exception made constituted 
a danger to the whole. For the same reason, marriage was seen, not 
as a matter for individual decision, but as a domain reserved to the 
family and, if need be, to society. These were the arguments used 
against the social-climbing bourgeois rather than against the labor¬ 
ing poor, who did not constitute a danger. The romantic attach¬ 
ment of a young nobleman to a serving girl led to concubinage 
rather than to clandestine marriage because his sense of family 
honor was likely to triumph over any momentary whims he might 
have. The little information we possess about nuptial patterns 
among the master artisans and members of the laboring poor indi¬ 
cates that marriage was rarely a means of significant social mobility. 
In the faubourg Saint Antoine between 1791 and 1795, 50 percent 
of the fathers-in-law shared a common socio-professional identity 
with their sons-in-law. And the figure would no doubt be higher 
if we conceived of the matter in terms of class.112 

To what extent, if at all, did the norms relating to marriage and 
the family affect the behavior of the laboring poor? Sturdy beg¬ 
gars were constantly charged with practicing the “community of 
women” and of peopling the countryside with bastard children 
whom they left to fend for themselves.113 An offended sense of 
propriety overdid and misunderstood what in fact did take place. 
The “community of women,” if it had any meaning at all, meant 
that the beggars lived in concubinage and that they changed 
partners on occasion. Mass promiscuity does not seem to have been 
the rule. As for the children, they were less likely to be abandoned 
than to be integrated into a gang of beggars, where they fulfilled 
a function as objects of pity or acted as petty thieves. Although 
they may not have had a family in the ordinary sense, they were 
part of what may be called an extended kinship group and enjoyed 
the company of numerous mothers and fathers. 

In all probability, most settled workingmen and women did 
marry. There is, however, intriguing evidence to the effect that 
some never bothered with a formal ceremony, perhaps because 
they had not the money to pay for it. In 1770, the police dis¬ 
covered “a great number of poor people who had not been joined 
together in the eyes of the Church,” and their immediate response 
was to get the parish vestries to authorize the marriages of indigent 
persons without charge. Some of these common-law couples were 
happy to legalize their relationships, but most, according to the 
same source, ignored the whole thing. Inspection showed that 
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not only the poor but “wives of bourgeois, who had recently got 
rich and become church wardens, had been living in this flagrantly 
irregular situation for a long time, with no one the wiser.”114 It was 
a habit that persisted, for in the 1820s there still existed a group 
of bien-pensants called the Societe de Saint Franqois Regis, whose 
special goal was to regularize “illegal unions [that are] so frequent 
among the people.”115 

It is possible that these extralegal arrangements were subject to 
a certain etiquette. Where marriage involved a contract and a 
transfer of property, concubinage may have required payment, not 
to the woman, since she did not own the use of her own body, but 
to her father or former lover. Of this we have no proof but only 
this passage in the memoirs of a journeyman glazier, writing of 
the 1750s. [He had been seen with a girl. A man approached him 
to ask: ] 

if it were really true that I was seeing this girl, and that it was good 
for me to know that she belonged to a French Guard, and that he 
might give her to me for 40 ecus, and that [an illegible word, prob¬ 
ably a name] had been obliged to do as much, and that it was in this 
manner that most of the girls of the faubourg [Saint Marcel] are 
bought.116 

The existence or absence of a formal marriage tie probably did 
not make much difference in the way men and women lived to¬ 
gether. There is no evidence of flagrant family instability among 
the laboring poor. Households were not constantly made and un¬ 
made in the fashion of the contemporary ghetto. Because there 
was no need to protect property in the interests of the ongoing 
family community, the poor could do without the certification 
of church and state. The disabilities visited on bastards were in¬ 
different to them.117 Women still remained subordinate to their 
men, in or outside of marriage. Insofar as workingwomen could 
feel some advantage over their socially superior sisters, it was be¬ 
cause they were not obliged to live forever on a pedestal of depend¬ 
ency. Down to earth, in the streets, they earned their own living, 
and this may have given them some greater weight in running 
their households, albeit within a limited scope.118 

How did family unity fare in the face of grinding poverty? To 
this there is no simple answer. In 1778, Faydit de Tersac, the vicar 
of Saint Sulpice, accused the poor of abandoning their children 
at a very early age. At best, he said, parents gave them food but 
little or nothing else.119 Aside from the case of foundlings, who were 
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abandoned in the full sense of the word, what did this mean? 
That they were denied love or attention? That they were not 
appreciated? That they were turned out of the house? The possi¬ 
bilities are infinite. Restif reported that it was “quite usual in Paris 
among the working class to allow children to fend for themselves 
as soon as they can get along alone.”120 His example was a young 
girl working as a brocheuse (book stitcher) for a mistress and liv¬ 
ing alone in a rented room. Her situation may have been due to the 
location of her job or the exigencies of the apprenticeship system 
and may tell us nothing about the solidity of family ties. Children 
went to work at an early age, but that does not mean they were 
abandoned nor that they were no longer subject to paternal author¬ 
ity. For those away from home in another city, much would de¬ 
pend on the presence of persons who stood in loco parentis, the 
master artisan or the head of the chambree of migrant workers, 
and also upon the extent to which the children had not only 
accepted but internalized that authority before departure from 
their fathers’ houses. 

The real cases of abandonment are found among newborn and 
very young children. There were some instances of infanticide, 
particularly by unmarried mothers, but the crime seems rarely to 
have been committed with premeditation. The death of an aban- 
donded infant was usually the result of the exposure of the newborn 
without proper precautions. The mother’s motive for abandoning 
her child was conditioned in the first instance by her poverty, also 
by the law which obliged unmarried women to declare their preg¬ 
nancies and thus expose themselves to the shame of the community 
and possible loss of livelihood, particularly if they were domestic 
servants. Failure to make the declaration was a punishable offense 
but, worse still, the death of a concealed child before baptism and 
without public burial might bring capital punishment down upon 
the mother.121 The solution was to get rid of the child as quickly 
as possible, to conceal the evidence so to speak. In this way, the 
law effectively destroyed the lives it was intended to protect. One 
can imagine the panic of the maidservant, scarcely recovered from 
labor, as she contemplated her screaming offspring. The open 
sewer or the river must have been tempting, indeed.122 

There was an alternative, and it was one that a majority of 
parents who intended to abandon their children preferred: the 
Foundling Hospital. In the three decades before the Revolution, 
children abandoned there numbered 6,000 to 7,000 annually.123 
A very large percentage of them died in short order for lack of 
care and because they were exposed to all sorts of infectious diseases 
during their stay either in the hospital or in the countryside where 
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they were put out to nurse.124 By no means were all the foundlings 
illegitimate. In his report to the Comite de Mendicite of the Con¬ 
stituent Assembly in 1790, La Milliere estimated that as many as one- 
third were legitimate children abandoned by parents too poor to 
support them.125 The figure is open to considerable discussion, but 
a glance at the registers of foundlings kept by the commissaires 
du Chatelet shows that children were often brought to the hospital 
by midwives who declared them to be legitimate, mentioned the 
names of the parents, and produced baptismal certificates as proof. 
To be sure, there were also many children recorded as having 
unknown fathers (and mothers!), and still more who were clan¬ 
destinely left on the doorsteps of churches and hospitals with no 
record of their identity whatsoever.126 

Many of these children were sent to Paris from the provinces. 
Between 1772 and 1776, 10,068 out of 32,222 children admitted 
to the Hopital des Enfants Trouves, or about one-third, were born 
outside Paris, for an average of 2,000 a year.127 This fact led the 
royal administration to take action: on January 10, 1779, an Order 
in Council commanded that, from October 1 of the same year, 
all persons to whom parents confided their children would be 
expected to take them directly to wet nurses or to the nearest 
foundling hospital, but not to Paris.128 Despite this measure, pro¬ 
vincial children continued to arrive in the capital, 768 in 1781, 
but only 222 in 1788. The Hopital des Enfants Trouves also ac¬ 
cepted children from the Generality of Paris beyond the city 
limits, a total of 618 in 1788.129 

The mortality rate among foundlings varied according to age 
group. The highest was for children less than one month old. In 
1751, 68 percent of the children admitted before their first birth¬ 
day died within a year of entrance, and in the year V (1796-1797), 
the figure was 92 percent.130 The few who survived were destined 
for work as domestics, agricultural laborers or apprentices. We 
have a record of the entry into a foster home in 1783 of the 
foundling Louis Leroy, aged 7. He was bound out to one Etienne 
Delagneau of the diocese of Sens, who promised to keep and sup¬ 
port him until age 20, to raise him in the Catholic religion, to send 
him to school to learn to read and write, to take him to Church on 
Sundays and holidays, to teach him a trade or to keep him busy 
with agricultural work so that, at his majority, the young man 
would be able to make a living. The administrators of the Foundling 
Hospital would keep a constant watch over the guardian and his 
ward and would pay an annual allowance of 40 livres until the 
boy reached age 16. From 16 to 20, Delagneau was to pay Leroy 
80 livres per annum inclusive of room and board. Leroy might 
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have to serve in the militia in place of Delagneau’s son, should the 
latter draw a short straw.131 Leroy was at least dealt with as an 
individual instead of as part of a great mass of foundlings sent 
off to work in a provincial factory, a more and more frequent 
practice in the last years of the old regime.132 Oberkampf employed 
900 such children at his textile factory in Jouy-en-Josas around 
1780. Others worked at carding and spinning wool in the Holland 
cloth manufacture of the faubourg Saint Marcel and in the printed 
cloth factories throughout the Generality of Paris, at Saint Denis, 
Arcueil, Claye, Beauvais, Meaux and Corbeil.133 

Two-thirds of the children born in Paris were not abandoned, 
and husbands and wives and unmarried couples continued to live 
together. The arrangements were not always peaceful, but they 
were stable. Furthermore, there was a sense among the laboring 
poor that the family was a unit that ought to be defended, even if 
this sometimes made necessary the intervention of public authority. 
Complaints of “dissoluteness and loose living” on the part of a 
spouse are numerous, and the usual remedy sought was to have 
the offender locked up in Bicetre or La Salpetriere, although men 
also indulged in the more direct action of wife beating. Quite a 
few mothers and fathers, including some of very modest circum¬ 
stances, asked for royal orders to imprison or ship off to the col¬ 
onies an errant son, on the claim that his conduct was likely to 
dishonor the family.134 A case in point is that of Louis Pirouel 
and his wife, Marie Jeanne Prevot, who had worked as domestics 
for the same employer for 14 years. In December, 1777, this stable 
and proud couple appealed to the lieutenant-general of police to 
lock up their 15-year-old daughter at Sainte Pelagie because she 
could not keep a job, stayed out regularly until 10 or n at night, 
and was a suspected thief. They pleaded: 

It is in these circumstances that we dare to hope, My Lord, that, 
although we are domestics, you may heed our prayer and make it 
possible for us to safeguard the honor we have acquired by our con¬ 
duct and irreproachable probity. We would make the sacrifice, for 
this unfortunate, of six-months’ board at Sainte Pelagie, so as to 
bring her back to the straight and narrow path; we still have two 
other daughters, My Lord. You may judge our position by the burden 
of three children, but one must safeguard one’s reputation and have 
nothing to reproach oneself.135 

The citation reveals a highly developed sense of personal honor 
and a desire for the maintenance of reputation. To be sure, these 
are domestics speaking, and they may have absorbed the dominant 
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social values through close association with their masters more 
easily than did other working people. Still, other evidence allows 
us to speculate that honor among the poor sometimes took the 
place of more material blessings. It was the only patrimony they 
had to protect, and this they did with a will, both in and outside 
the family. Eagerly they brought their domestic quarrels and cases 
of minor insults to the attention of the police who could do noth¬ 
ing more than arrange an apology or perhaps reprimand the guilty 
party.136 There was also the more effective appeal to public 
opinion, when the community was called upon to note and dis¬ 
approve of the conduct of a spouse, child, customer or neighbor, 
or to referee a trial by combat. Petty violence of this sort was 
endemic to the quarters inhabited by the laboring poor. Their well- 
deserved reputation for being short tempered and quick to take 
offense was just another sign of their indigence and frustration. 
They could not attack the social order, so they turned their 
hatreds and dissatisfactions inward upon themselves and their 
fellows.137 
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These drawings of street merchants and itinerant workers were done by Bouchardon in the 1740s and pub¬ 
lished under the title Les Cris de Paris. They constitute the best record of what the Parisian laboring 
poor actually looked like. Like all Parisians, they were small of stature. Their clothes, second hand, old 
and sometimes bearing the distinguishing marks of their trade, tended to set them off from the rest of the 
population. 

The place Maubert on the Left Bank, at the edge of the Latin Quarter and bordering on the populous 
faubourg Saint Marcel, has always been a center for the activities of the laboring poor. Here we see a 
market scene with the typical accumulation of minuscule enterprises, mainly hawkers of fruits and vege¬ 
tables. Note the animated discussion of poorly dressed marketwomen. On the right, a crowd is being en¬ 
tertained (or edified) by a street singer recounting what appears (from the picture displayed) to be a 
highly moral tale. 



Gagne-Petit Auvergtiat 

One of the numerous migrant workers found 
amongst the floating population of the Parisian 
laboring poor. This man no doubt circulated in the 
streets of the capital with his grinding wheel, call¬ 
ing out for scissors and knives to be sharpened. 

Carpe Vive—Fresh Carp for Sale 
Cotter ets—Firewood 
La Vie, La Vie— 
The cry of the brandy merchant, 
from the name of the drink, 
eau-de-vie. 
Peaux de Lapin—Rabbit Skins for Sale 
These subjects, drawn from life by Bouchardon 
for his Cris de Paris (1737-1741) are a good sample 
of the peripatetic merchants who offered their goods 
for sale in the streets of Paris. The other prints 
show their companions in poverty, an old mason 
and a porter. 



The promenade on the ram¬ 
parts of Paris in the 1760s 
where the elite met to take 
the air and engage in 
worldly conversation, to see 
and, especially, to be seen. 
The poem speaks of the 
striking contrast between 
“stupid opulence” and pov¬ 
erty, the latter represented 
by the apple seller, accor¬ 
dion player, and coffee ven¬ 
dor in the foreground. 

Cib's 

Here we see the nursing sisters of the Hotel Dieu 
performing their morning exercises—making up 

the beds with straw pallets, cleaning the ward, 
feeding the sick, emptying bedpans, and carrying 
a dead body off to the morgue. The picture is 

somewhat idyllic when compared to reality, but 
even so it shows us that conditions were rather 
less than perfect. Note especially the presence of 
several patients in a single bed. 



The pillory to which crimi¬ 
nals were sentenced for 
oetty infractions, of which 
Iheft was the most typical. 
This punishment was often 
accompanied by branding 
und exile from Paris, more 
aarely by commitment to the 
galleys for a period ranging 
from three to nine years. 

Fine scenes from the life of Antoine Frangois Desrues, master criminal. Desrues is shown watching the 
:oisoning of Mme. de la Motte and her son. He then carries off their bodies and arranges for their dis- 
:osal. He seeks to convince M. de la Motte that he should honor a debt contracted by his wife. The 
ist four scenes are typical of the cursus honorem of persons convicted of capital crimes. Desrues is tor- 
ared to make him confess, he is required to beg forgiveness in front of Notre Dame, he is confronted with 
is wife (who, of course, faints), and he is burnt at the stake, while the crowd looks on. 



The whores of Paris were numerous in the eighteenth century. They were divided into many categories, 
from the equivalent of present-day call girls on down the scale. But it would seem that the myth of the 
whore with the heart of gold had not yet been invented. 

The first engraving shows the whores of Paris about to be shipped off to America. It is done deliber¬ 
ately in a flashy primitive style, reminiscent of a sixteenth-century woodcut. The apothocaries and sur¬ 
geons are shown as losing their most constant and important clients. 

The second picture shows the whores having their heads shaved and being shipped off to the hospital, 
the usual punishments. Posters on the wall advertise hats for bald heads and offer hair for sale. The 
man on the left holds a copy of the new police order in his hand, and a streetsinger recites a moral tale 
for the crowd. 
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ae picture at the top shows the Jansenist convulsionaries in the midst of their religious exercises. The 
in in the right-hand corner is being beaten with a heavy stick, his ecstasy being a proof of the grace 
at had been communicated to him. 
The picture at the bottom shows Jansenists praying at the tomb of the Diacre Paris. His reputation 

r holiness had given rise to the belief that miraculous cures could be obtained by prayer through his 
tercession. Both pictures testify to the multiclass nature of this form of Jansenism. But note the presence 
the second picture of simply dressed lower-class women. 



At the end of August 1788, there were a series of demonstrations held in 
the place Dauphine and throughout the neighborhood of the Pont Neuf 
in support of the exiled Parlement. The Parlement of Paris had succeeded 
in presenting itself as the champion of the people’s interests against the 
monarchy on numerous occasions throughout the eighteenth century, and 
this was yet another example of what was by now an almost traditional 
alliance. The participation of considerable numbers of the laboring poor 
made this the first stage in the development of a revolutionary mass 
movement. 
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The people celebrating the return of the Parlement of Paris in September 
1788. Throughout the eighteenth century, the Parlement had managed to 
maintain a reputation for the defense of popular interests against the under¬ 
takings of government policy. As a result, the laboring poor often supported 
the pretensions of the Parlement to play a legislative and political, and not 
merely a judicial, role. The events of 1788-1789 are the last instance of this 
kind of alliance, for the laboring poor were soon to learn that the robe 
nobility did not, in fact, have its welfare at heart. 



The laboring poor went to drink in the cabarets or guinguettes located in the suburbs beyond the cus 
toms barriers. The wine was cheap and the play was rough. The most celebrated of these establishment: 
around 1760 was called Au Tambour Royal (At the Sign of the Royal Drum), run by Ramponneau. Th( 
title of the engraving is a play on words. The suburb where Ramponneau operated was called La Courtille 
In French, the word for a barnyard is basse com. Hence, the title, “The Phenomenon of the Basse Cour 
tille,” to create the idea of a low, animal-like amusement of the laboring poor. 

1 lus engraving of the Pont Neuf illustrates the crowded confusion of the place in the middle of the eight¬ 
eenth century. Note the women lying in the roadway, presumably having been knocked down by a 

team of horses, also the men dueling in front of the stalls on the left. Constables are on the way to stop 
the fighting. In the foreground, one sees a flock of sheep out of control, and a horse rearing up and de- 

stroying the buckets of a water carrier. The Pont Neuf was in fact much as it is here depicted, the com¬ 
mercial and criminal center of Paris in the eighteenth century. 



ra 

THE CONDITIONS 

OF LIFE 

I 

In 1787, a disgruntled Parisian wrote: 

Ever since Paris has been in the process of becoming a new city, it 
is proper that the public should know that there are distinguished 
districts, and others that are ignoble, streets for duchesses, others for 
bourgeoisies, and still others, haunts for persons unknown and people 
in hiding.1 

Lavallee was speaking against the then current modishness of the 
Palais Royal, but, more important, he was pointing to a change 
in the habits of Parisians in regard to their choice of dwelling 
places. 

With the exception of a large part of the nobility of both robe 
and sword, which had tended to congregate in select areas like the 
Marais and the faubourg Saint Germain at least as early as the 
seventeenth century, residential segregation by class or estate was 
relatively undeveloped and its patterns flexible. It was only at the 
beginning of the nineteenth century that first individual buildings 
and then entire quarters became homogeneous in population, and 
where they remained heterogeneous, the social distance between 
the several types of tenants tended to diminish greatly.2 Before the 
Revolution, the same house might provide lodgings for a wide 
variety of individuals, from the rich bourgeois on the first floor to 
the worker eking out a living in his tiny attic room. Once the prac¬ 
tice of renting out sections of houses in bits and pieces—a single 
tenant occupying several rooms on different floors—had given 
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way, in the seventeenth century, to leasing by floors,3 social dis¬ 
tinctions came to be measured vertically rather than horizontally: 
the higher the story, the lower the class. 

The high cost of land, in comparison to that of building mate¬ 
rials and labor (although the latter were increasing steadily in our 
period), caused proprietors to raise their houses as high as possible 
so as to secure greater income.4 Whatever may have been the archi¬ 
tect’s original plan, matters were so arranged that the commodious 
apartment on the first floor, the so-called etage noble, gave way, 
by stages of subdivision, to the miserable mansard of the sixth or 
seventh. The most common arrangement was to have floor plans 
that were essentially similar from the first to the fifth floor, topped 
off by one in which rooms were individually let. But the inter¬ 
mediary floors might be subdivided into two or more apartments 
and, even when this was not so, sub-subleasing was so common 
that a great many people could be crowded into a very small 
space indeed.5 Many of these buildings were in the hands of rela¬ 
tively modest proprietors recruited from the ranks of the master 
artisans. Ownership of a house in the city, like ownership of land 
in the country, was an investment that brought stability and pres¬ 
tige, so much so that it was common for four or five people to join 
together to buy a building on credit. And the desire to protect their 
investment (or, in the case of a principal tenant, not to fall heir 
to another man’s debts) tended to make them hard in driving a 
bargain and quick to enforce a contract against a delinquent tenant.6 

Built of plaster over slats and rubble or even of freestone from 
the quarries on the southern edge of the city, rental houses in¬ 
tended for the mass of the people were far from architectural 
masterpieces. Most observers found them quite ordinary, not to 
say dirty and unattractive, especially in contrast to the beautiful 
monumental buildings scattered around the capital.7 In the most 
densely populated central districts, the houses tended to be narrow 
and deep, perhaps 18 feet wide and 50 to 90 feet long. The typical 
house rose three or four stories in addition to an attic floor. The 
frontage on the street was made up of a shop and a passageway 
leading to the staircase. Often, two buildings were built one be¬ 
hind the other, separated by a small courtyard. In that case, the 
building in the back was apt to be slightly smaller and lower than the 
one facing the street.8 

Rooms in these buildings were only just beginning to be planned 
for specialized functions at this time. Normally they were dis¬ 
tinguished only by the words “chamber” and “antichamber,” 
which indicated more their relationship to one another than what 
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one was supposed to do in them. Kitchens and dining rooms, spe¬ 
cifically designed as such, were rarely found anywhere but on 
the ground floor, where they were intended to serve the needs of 
the tenant on the etage noble immediately above.9 The laboring 
poor lived, ate, slept, and sometimes worked in one or two ad¬ 
joining rooms, meagerly furnished and devoid of all comfort.10 
Toilets, which proprietors were sometimes obliged to install, were 
an integral part of lodgings intended for the prosperous but were 
placed on the landings when intended for use in common by the 
poor. Lack of ventilation caused a continual stench in the rooms 
and corridors adjoining.11 

Insofar as the poor experienced difficulty in obtaining housing, 
it was a matter of price more than of shortage of space. Rents of 
all classes of accommodation rose continuously after 1760,12 and 
often the only way the poor had of coping with the situation was 
to abandon their lodgings when the rent fell due, leaving their 
few miserable bits of furniture behind in lieu of payment.13 Mercier 
estimated the number of families who did this as a regular prac¬ 
tice at from 3,000 to 4,000, moving every three months.14 

It is probable that the poor paid proportionately more for their 
housing than did the rich. But it is difficult to find figures or rental 
values other than for entire houses. The proprietors’ ordinary 
practice was to lease the house to a principal tenant, who would 
sublease apartments and rooms as he chose. He alone was re¬ 
sponsible to the proprietor and the tax collector. Occasionally, 
we do find statistics that confirm our initial impressions about the 
heterogeneity of tenancies. Take, for example, a house on the rue 
d’Argenteuil, Saint Roch parish, in which the choice apartment 
rented for 700 livres a year in 1786, but a single room on the sixth 
floor fetched only 40 livres. A journeyman joiner paid 130 livres 
a year for two rooms on the third floor. In 1777, a workingman 
might rent a room on the rue du Roule for 68 livres a year, or 
one in the faubourg Saint Honore for 90 livres. One hundred 
livres would get him two rooms on the third or fourth floor on 
the rue de la Tixanderie (now the rue de Rivoli) in 1780. Or if 
he were really hard pressed, a room on the fifth floor in the rue 
des Grands Degres would cost only 36 livres.15 In almost every 
quarter of the city, and particularly in those of the Louvre (Saint 
Germain l’Auxerrois), the Halles, the Greve and the faubourg 
Saint Antoine most frequented by the menu peuple, lodging was 

available at one to four sous a night.16 
None of what has been said thus far is to be taken to mean that 

Paris was just a mass of streets undifferentiated as to population 
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and activity. On the contrary, each quarter and sometimes a street 
or groups of streets within it had, as we have seen in chapter i, 
definite characteristics, both social and professional. But while 
it is possible to classify each of them as more or less aristocratic, 
more or less bourgeois, it is equally, if not more, necessary to 
note their inner diversity. Today, when one identifies a person as 
living in the sixteenth arrondissement, one means that he is bour¬ 
geois, and in the twentieth, that he is a blue-collar or low-ranking 
white-collar worker. It was precisely this kind of identification 
that could not be made, at least not with the same degree of assur¬ 
ance, in the eighteenth century. It may have been the mixing of 
classes at close quarters that gave support to the established system 
of authority and deference in the period up to the Revolution, 
when the change in the political situation allowed social antago¬ 
nisms to come out into the open. But such contact as there was 
between residents of different classes was most likely limited to 
brief encounters on the stairs, where the man of the people would 
perhaps acknowledge the passage of his socially superior neighbor. 
He was not even obliged to take his hat off as a sign of recogni¬ 
tion, a lack of humility which some foreign observers found 
astonishing and unfortunate.17 Nevertheless, to imagine some kind 
of interclass camaraderie as a result of propinquity is a delusion. 
People living in the same building often hardly knew each other, 
much less fraternized across class lines. Hardy tells the story of 
a man who had died in his lodgings in the Cite in May, 1777. For 
10 months, no one had noted his disappearance nor entered his 
flat, despite the very bad odor emanating from it.18 The anonymity 
of urban apartment living was already a well-established fact.19 

Aries has suggested that the crowding of Parisians into the city 
center protected them from developing a sense of isolation in 
the urban setting. Conversely, the subsequent development of 
residential segregation by district was felt by them as a depriva¬ 
tion.20 Old patterns of community did break down as the nine¬ 
teenth century went on, and nowhere was this more evident than 
in the increasing contrasts between the beaux quartiers and the 
working-class ghettoes of eastern and northeastern Paris. The 
miserable conditions of life fostered by these changes were not, 
however, caused by an increase in population density or the un¬ 
mixing of the classes. Life in the working-class districts, both old 
and new, changed because the working class itself changed in both 
personnel and function. The setting reflected, even re-enforced, 
but did not create the social reality. The workingmen’s semi- 
articulate feelings of loss and/or isolation sometimes focused on 
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his living quarters or his neighborhood as a symbol of the aliena¬ 
tion consequent on the transformation of wage-earning Parisians 
from artisans to industrial workers. 

^ II 

In a recent article, Robert Philippe has argued that Parisians were 
a well-fed lot in 1789. Taking Lavoisier’s figures on food consump¬ 
tion as his point of departure, he calculates that a population of 
700,000 had a daily ration of 1,669 calories per person, of which 
208 came from 52 grams of proteins. The theoretical ration set by 
physiologists is 30 grams of protein per day, and the optimal ration 
fixed by dieticians is one gram per kilo of weight. It would appear, 
then, that a proper balance was maintained. In addition, 50 percent 
of the total calories were made up of carbohydrates and one-third 
of fats. In terms of food consumed, 50 percent of the calories came 
from grains (mainly bread), 13 percent from meat, fish, and eggs, 
11 percent from fats, 3 percent from sugar, 1.3 percent from dairy 
products, and 10.5 percent from alcohol. On the whole, it was not 
an unbalanced diet.21 

The trouble is that these ingenious calculations are unacceptable, 
both because of the information on which they are based and the 
method used. First of all, Lavoisier’s figures were taken from tax 
registers of food brought into Paris. There is no way of knowing 
whether all this food was in fact consumed in the city. Some of it 
no doubt rotted, and some was re-exported, either in its original 
form or, more likely, after having been processed. A part was 
eaten by strangers passing only briefly through the city, and tak¬ 
ing the figure of 700,000 as the total population does not make 
sufficient allowance for their presence. It is Philippe’s method, 
however, that is particularly worrisome. Nowhere does he intro¬ 
duce the concept of differential consumption by the several classes 
or attempt to suggest how patterns of diet differed from the aris¬ 
tocracy down the ladder to the laboring poor. The only hint he 
gives that such differences must have existed is in the table he 
constructs of expenditure needed to buy 1,000 calories of various 
foods. Taking 100 as the index number for bread, he shows that 
the figure for meat of all kinds was 1,101, for fresh fish, 6,536, 
for fresh cheese, 3,694, and for eggs, 600. Can it still be imagined 
that the laboring poor ate as many proteins as the earlier calcula¬ 
tion would lead us to believe? I think not. Furthermore, it should 
be noted that 1,669 calories is a very moderate ration in any case, 
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enough perhaps for a sedentary (and not very hard) worker. Are 
we to suppose that it represented a true average ration, and that 
the protein segment was replaced, in the case of the laboring poor, 
by other nutrients? This is not impossible, but, even so, the total 
consumed can hardly be characterized as generous.22 If it is yet 
to be shown that the Parisian workingman suffered from chronic 
malnutrition, we cannot be very sanguine about the healthfulness 

or sufficiency of his diet. 
Bread was the basis of the Parisian diet, providing 50 percent 

of all the calories. In the eighteenth century, it was thought that 
three pounds were necessary for the daily ration of an adult worker, 
two pounds for a person who did no manual labor, and one and 
one-half pounds for a child.23 There were several sorts of bread, 
varying in quality according to the type of grain used, the fine¬ 
ness of the milling and the proportion of bran or grits in the 
mixture. Pain de menage was the name given the better sort of 
loaf, and pain de boulanger was a slightly inferior kind, but still 
of good quality.24 The menu peuple insisted on pure wheat bread 
in preference to rye or mixed grains. As in the case of eastern 
European peasants, white flour was to them the symbol of a 
proper and nourishing diet. When hard pressed, they would eat 
bread made of other grains and cereals—rye, barley, oats, rice, 
potatoes, even turnips—but the scarcity of wheat always dis¬ 
turbed them profoundly.25 

In the city proper there were between 200 and 250 bakers, most 
of whom sold their wares in their shops directly to a prosperous 
clientele, among whom the custom of having bread baked at home 
was on the decline. The bakers of the faubourgs, about 300 in 
number, were in the main small entrepreneurs who sold their goods 
both in their shops and in the open-air markets. But the bulk of 
bread consumed by the laboring poor was supplied to them by 
850 to 1,000 bakers who came into the city regularly, several times 
a week, from the suburbs. Their centers of activity were Versailles, 
Saint Germain-en-Laye, Nanterre, and, above all, the village of 
Gonesse. Bread from Gonesse, the grain for which was grown on 
very rich arable land, had a particularly excellent reputation, even 
though it was at least 12 hours old when offered for sale in Paris. 
It was sold exclusively in the markets, for Parisian bakers would 
not stock it, and regulations forbade direct delivery to the pur¬ 
chaser. 

The largest and most important market was held twice weekly, 
on Wednesdays and Saturdays, at the Halles. About 300 bakers, 
mainly from the faubourgs, frequented it in the 1720s. There were 
subsidiary markets throughout the city, notably at the Palais Royal 
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and the Cour des Boucheries in the central area, at Saint Paul and 

the cemetery of Saint Jean in the east, at the Marche Neuf of the 

Cite, and at Saint Germain and the Place Maubert on the Left 

Bank. Most bakers brought no more than one hundred kilos of 

bread with them, and they normally traded in one market only. 

They were in general not permitted to take home with them any 

bread that had been offered for sale, with the result that when 

the supply was abundant, prices fell as the day went on. In order 

to profit from this circumstance, the poor waited until late in the 

day to buy their provisions.26 It appears that Parisians did not care 

very much about the freshness of the bread, for they would buy 

a four- or five-day supply at a time. The important thing was 
not to be caught short. 

Despite the action taken by the royal and municipal authorities 

to hold prices down and the availability of credit from bakers, 

there were some members of the laboring poor who could not 

afford to purchase a whole loaf of bread. They were reduced 

quite literally to eating crumbs, a practice which never failed to 

attract the attention of foreign visitors. The German, Friedrich 

Schulz, wrote about his visit to Paris in 1789: 

I must admit that in Paris people pay great attention to bread and 
that scarcely a crumb is allowed to go unused. . . . Here leftovers that 
elsewhere are given to domestic animals are still used by people. In 
the eating houses bread that stays on the table in'pieces one day is 
used the next in soup . . . and in large households it is collected by 
the servants or kitchen workers and—sold. It seems strange that 
crumbs, crusts and sliced pieces of bread should be sold here, but it is 
true: since in the poorer quarters of the city I have seen whole stalls 
full of it. These bread sellers work with a few large houses in which 
the servants sell them leftovers. Pieces of black, white, fine and 
coarse bread, some baked with water, others with milk, stand in big 
baskets, are neatly sorted out by the merchants and sold according to 
type. It is only half as expensive as fresh baked whole loaf bread. 
Bread crumbs are also collected and sold to even poorer people for a 
quarter of the price, to be used in soup.27 

In the same way, the poor bought cooked leftovers from the tables 

of large houses, even from the king’s table. Much of this food was 

moldy and inedible by the time it reached them, but they ate it 

anyway for lack of a better alternative. The fried dough cooked, 

as Mercier said, in something resembling axlegrease and hawked 

in the streets was not very attractive, less so than the food sold in 

the gargotes of the faubourgs, where for three sous one could 

dunk the bread bought elsewhere in a common soup kettle.28 
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The concern of the royal authorities was to provide an adequate 

supply of bread, for they knew that a shortage of this fundamental 

item of the workingman’s diet might lead to protest and riot. 

Hence their numerous measures regulating the sale and purchase 

of grain, the composition, baking, and price of bread, and the con¬ 

duct of merchants, millers, and bakers.29 Hence also their attempts 

to keep the city well supplied, even when this meant a policy of 

importation and subsidy. All these activities were inadequate, how¬ 

ever, inasmuch as the low technical level of agriculture, the poor 

transportation system, the patterns of land tenure, and local par¬ 

ticularism, and, above all, the thousand exploitative burdens that 

weighed upon the peasantry made it impossible to create a truly 

national market capable of responding to changes in demand. 

Bakers sometimes made a minor contribution to the difficulties 

by cheating on the weight of merchandise, a short weight of five 

or six ounces in the ordinary four-pound loaf being not unusual.30 

The worker and the has peuple were the chief victims of this prac¬ 

tice because they hadn’t the time to spend in making complaints. 

As a contemporary put it, “They will not sacrifice a day’s work 

in order to complain [to the police] about two or three farthings 

stolen from them.”31 

But the laboring poor did complain when threatened with short¬ 

ages or a decline in the quality of bread. On the first point, so 

much has been written about eighteenth-century bread riots that 

we need scarcely pause to go over familiar ground. The loss of this 

vital foodstuff was the only calamity for which the king himself 

could be held personally responsible, in consequence of his fail¬ 

ure, as father to his people, to be a good provider.32 To take only 

one example: the fact that the difficult year 1768, when the price 

of bread went as high as 16 sous for a four-pound loaf, saw no 

important riot, was something of a minor miracle. As the price 

rose steadily from the month of July onwards, petitions were 

sent to the government and to leading political figures, but with¬ 

out result. By September, the menu peuple had become angry, and 

signs sprang up all over Paris threatening the king and his ministers, 

the Due de Choiseul and Laverdy. Threats to burn down the city 

unless prices decreased were probably idle, but it is nonetheless 

a measure of popular discontent that the following statement 

could have been written by Parisians, who were justly renowned 

as being plus royalistes que le roi: 

. . . under Henri IV, there was an increase in the price of bread 
brought on by the wars, but ... in those days, we had a king. . . . 
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Under Louis XIV, there were also several instances of a rise in the 
price of bread, caused now by war, now by a real shortage due to 
bad weather, but . . . we had a king. . . . Nowadays, the high cost of 
bread could not be attributed either to wars or a real shortage of grain 
but . . . we have no king, because the king is a grain merchant.33 

Paris seems to have been adequately supplied with meat animals 
—steers, cows, calves, sheep and pigs—in the eighteenth century. 
Estimates of the number of animals entering the city annually vary 
in the extreme. Figures from several sources in the 1760s and 1770s 
put the annual importation of sheep at about 450,000 and of pigs at 
35,000, in addition to an unknown quantity of meat already slaugh¬ 
tered and dressed when offered for sale in the city.34 Beef cattle came 
from the Pays d’Auge and the Pays de Bray in Normandy and 
from the districts to the east and south of the Loire. Sheep and 
lambs were brought in from the calcareous area of the Parisian 
basin, Normandy, Berry, Bourbonnais, Sologne, and the Beauce. 
Foreign imports from the Hapsburg lands supplemented domestic 
production, especially in the early autumn of each year.35 The 
animals were sold to Parisian butchers, some 230 in number, on 
Mondays and Thursdays in the markets of Sceaux and Poissy, 
where the government had established an administration whose 
purpose it was to collect a tax levied on each animal and to ad¬ 
vance money to butchers, so that they might make their purchases. 
Calves were offered for sale in Paris every Friday, and the 260 
pork butchers of the city bought their pigs on Wednesdays and 
Saturdays near the Gobelins in the faubourg Saint Marcel. They 
slaughtered and prepared the meat and then retailed it in their 
shops scattered throughout the city.36 

Some meat was sold at retail in the guinguettes on the outskirts 
of the city, but the great majority of available animals actually 
entered Paris and therefore had to pay taxes to the General Farm. 
This inevitably pushed the price upward, out of reach of the 
laboring poor, except on special occasions several times a year. 
Lenoir noted in 1801 that one of the greatest changes of the 
previous 25 years was that the menu peuple now included meat 
in their diet on a regular basis.37 A pound of butcher’s meat sold 
at 7 sous in 1750 and rarely went above 7/6 before 1770. It 
then remained in the range of 8 to 8/6 from 1770 to 1785, after 
which date it reached 10 sous. There were, as might be expected, 
fluctuations in price, but these were not great in comparison with 
the movement of the price of bread. Still, this represents a rise of 
nearly 50 percent in a 40-year period. Pork products like ham and 
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bacon were even more expensive, the price rising after 1767 from 
a low of 8/6 to 12 to 14 sous per pound.38 The only meat that 
the laboring poor could afford, and then only in small quantities, 
was the abats (tripes and other innards, either as such or ground 
up into sausages), for even the mediocre cuts of the so-called 
basse boucherie, which needed heavy seasoning with salt, pepper, 
vinegar, garlic and shallots “to enhance their insipid taste,” were 
not cheap.39 Butchers took advantage of their poor customers by 
the use of false weights and by giving them the rejouissances 
(bones and other inedible matter), secure in the knowledge that, 
should they complain, they were unlikely to get a sympathetic 
hearing from police officials. It also seems that butchers were able 
to charge the same price for better and poorer cuts of meat but 
reserved the former for prosperous artisans, bourgeois, and “gens 
qui tiennent bonne table.”40 It included sweetbreads, tongue, kid¬ 
neys and various cuts of steak, which is a measure of the distance 
that separated the bourgeois from the laborer and his classic diet 
of bread and cheese. No doubt the distinctions were further em¬ 
phasized by the way meals were arranged in well-to-do house¬ 
holds. Rather than the practice, which has become quasi-universal 
since the mid-nineteenth century, of serving each person the same 
foods, one after the other in this order: hors d’oeuvres, soup, fish, 
meat, vegetables, cheese, and dessert, the eighteenth century di¬ 
vided the dinner into services. Thus, twelve guests would be 
typically served in the following manner: 

first service: 

Two Soups 
A Roast Beef (in the middle of the table) 
Two Hors d’Oeuvres 

SECOND SERVICE: 

Veal Roast with Truffles, Bonne Fe?nme 
Lamb Chops with Basil 
Duck 
Poularde 

The Roast Beef remains 

THIRD SERVICE: 

Two Roasts 
Three Sweets 
Two Salads 

FOURTH SERVICE: 

A Bowl of Fresh Fruit 
A Compote of Apples 
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A Compote of Pears 
A Plate of Biscuits 
A Plate of Chestnuts 
A Plate of Gooseberry Jam 
A Plate of Apricot Marmalade41 

Even if each person ate no more than he would have if served 
individually and with little choice of dishes, the ordering of the 
meal in this way created (and was intended to create) a sense of 
opulence and well-being. It also served to sharpen the image of 
the greedy, gluttonous, gout-ridden, and corrupt rich and may 
have contributed, in the end, to the sharpening of social antag¬ 
onisms and to the development of political consciousness among the 
laboring poor. 

With the exception of the domestic worker in a large house¬ 
hold who ate well on the leftovers of his master’s table, there were, 
in the opinion of contemporaries, no people in the world “more 
badly nourished than the people of Paris”—soup and bread after¬ 
noon and evening, with a bit of bad meat on Sunday and occasion¬ 
ally during the week; some cheese and a little butter from time to 
time; almost no fish; and no green vegetables “because the prep¬ 
aration is always expensive.”42 And the poor paid more than others 
for poorer quality food because they could not afford to buy in 
any but the smallest quantities. As Mercier wrote: “As he never 
has more cash on hand than is sufficient for his daily expenditures, 
he buys even cloves one at a time, in the morning only for his 
lunch, in the evening only for his supper.”43 The menu peuple 
were supplied by regrattiers and especially regrattieres, merchants 
who purchased small quantities of goods in the central markets to 
sell at retail and who, consequently, were middlemen contributing 
to the rise in price of commodities of the first necessity. This 
was all the more true as they themselves were most often so poor 
that they had to borrow from usurers (at twenty percent a week) 
in order to replenish their stocks.44 They did business in the central 
and district markets and also as pedlars in the streets. They (and 
other small tradesmen, like shoemakers, public letter writers, and 
dealers in used clothing) sometimes had little stalls set up against 
the walls of churches and other public buildings so they could dis¬ 
play their goods. The authorities considered them a public nuisance 
and tried to limit their activity more than once. Closely watched 
over by the police and despite the high prices they were forced 
to charge, these petty merchants performed a useful service for 
their fellows among the laboring poor, who could not afford to 



THE NAMES OF KINGS 78] 

go running off to a market (perhaps as far as a mile away) sev¬ 

eral times a day.45 
At the beginning of the Revolution, there were 73 public 

fountains in Paris.46 Their number was grossly inadequate for 
the needs of the population, and the water they provided was 
none too pure. It could be fetched from the fountains but was 
also offered for sale by water carriers at a penny or less a bucket.4' 
A privileged few had wells on their own premises, and running 
water was for all intents and purposes unknown. The first steps 
to remedy this state of affairs were taken only in the 1780s with 
the construction of the great Samaritaine pump near the Pont 
Neuf. Still, only the tiny minority who could afford the price 
of a private subscription were directly helped by this innovation, 
and real change had to await the inauguration of the Canal de 
l’Ourcq under the Empire. Water was nonetheless the habitual, 
sometimes the only, drink of the laboring poor—men, women 
and children. Over time they developed a certain resistance to its 
ill effects, but strangers often fell violently sick from drinking it.48 

It is reported that toward the end of the old regime the poor 
took up the habit of drinking cafe an lait in the mornings in place 
of wine or brandy. The coffee must have been very weak indeed, 
for it cost 22 to 28 sous a pound, and sugar to sweeten it cost 15 
to 20 sous a pound. The only way the laboring poor could afford 
it was to buy it by the cup from street vendors.49 

Beer and cider were drunk by the menu peuple only occasion¬ 
ally, and the consumption of beer in particular seems to have de¬ 
clined considerably from the third quarter of the century. In 1750, 
40 brewers produced 75,000 muids of beer each year, but there 
remained only 23 brewers in 1782, and their total production did 
not exceed 26,000 muids™ Wine was more common but generally 
of poor quality even when it was not cut with vinegar and dye¬ 
stuffs. The abolition in September, 1759 of the privilege accorded 
the bourgeois of Paris, which allowed them to sell wine produced 
from grapes grown on their own estates without paying taxes, 
was a considerable misfortune for their poorer clients. Hence¬ 
forth, excise taxes were imposed on all wine sold in Paris by the 
General Farm, and it was consequently too expensive for the poor. 
Some smuggling went on, enough for the agents of the tax farmers 
to complain loudly about the lack of cooperation given them by 
the police in apprehending the offenders, but hardly sufficient to 
slake the thirst of the working classes.51 On Sundays, they could 
get ferociously drunk at the guinguettes in the suburbs of the 
Right and Left Banks, where a bottle of poor quality wine cost 
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only a penny and a half as compared with four or five sous in 
town. On workdays they were sober because, as an English visitor 
noted, wine upon entering the city “changes into aurum potabile. 
A small measure sells for more at Paris than a Barrel in the Country 
. . . [and the vintners] are almost all Saints, for the Virtue they 
have of increasing this Liquor, by changing Water into Wine, that 
is, by making Bacchus an Adulterer.”52 The construction of the 
new barriers around Paris in 1786 did not affect the taverns of the 
Left Bank, located as they were in Gentilly, Ivry, Montrouge and 
Vaugirard. On the other hand, those located on the Right Bank 
in Clichy, La Villette, La Petite Pologne and Les Porcherons were 
severely threatened by a price rise and consequent loss of business. 
Wine merchants, tavern keepers, grape growers and consumers 
worked together to keep the now contraband drinks flowing. This 
they did in the most ingenious ways—by laying pipelines under 
the barriers and sometimes catapulting sacks filled with wine 
over them. Both the General Larm and the city guard were power¬ 
less to stop them. In July, 1789, the attacks against the barriers 
were led by persons known to be engaged in the contraband trade, 
and disturbances of one sort or another continued to take place 
until the National Assembly repealed the excise taxes in 1791, about 
a year after it had implicitly recognized the attacks on tax collectors 
as revolutionary acts by ordering the suspension of prosecutions 
arising therefrom.53 

III ^ 

The materials for a study of the demography of the Parisian 
laboring poor are all but nonexistent. If common sense leads us 
to suppose that the rich were better protected against illness and 
death than were the poor, that is about as far as we can go, sta¬ 
tistically at least. We do not have the figures by parish, but even 
if we did, they would not necessarily be of great use to us—first, 
because of the mixed nature of the population in each locality 
and second, because we would have no warrant to assume that 
everyone died in their home parish. The figures in Table 3-1 indi¬ 
cate that births and deaths very nearly balanced one another during 
the greater part of the eighteenth century. There are now fewer 
“mortal crises,” years in which there was a sharp rise in the number 
of deaths and a sharp fall in the number of conceptions, than there 
had been in the seventeenth century. They had been replaced by 
years of “latent crises,” which Meuvret has defined for a peasant 
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TABLE 3-1 

Marriages, Births, and Deaths in Paris, 1709-1785 

YEARS MARRIAGES BAPTISMS DEATHS 

1709-18 4,118 16,988 •7,393 

1710-29 4,246 17,948 17,674 

1730-49 4>167 18,692 19,115 

1749-71 19,082 19,104 

1750-69 19,549 19,118 

1764-75 4,766 19,287 19,003 

1752-61 4,208 19,22 I •9>225 

I75° 4,619 19,035 17,853 

1755 T50i 19,412 19,831 

1760 3,787 i7,99i •8,332 

1765 4,782 19,439 •8,934 

•77° 4,775 •9,549 18,719 

1775 5,016 19,650 18,662 

1780 19,617 2 1,094 

O
-i 

0
0

 19,855 2°,i47 

sources: Recherches statistiques sur la ville de Paris et le Departement de la Seine, 4 vols. 

(Paris, 1824-1829), I, Table 55. 
Ville et Faubourgs de Paris—Etat de bapternes etc. Copy may be found in Lk7 6097, 

Bibliotheque Nationale. 
Ms. N.A. fr. 3240, Bibliotheque Nationale. 
Messance, Recherches sur la population des generalites d’Auvergne, de Lyon, de Rouen etc. 

(Paris, 1768). 
J. Auffray, “Etat raisonne des populations de Londres et de Paris,” Journal economique 

(March, 1772): 111-116. 
A. Chevallier and G. Lagneau, “Quelques remarques sur le mouvement de la population 

de Paris a un et, deux siecles d’intervalle,” Annales d’hygiene publique et de medecine legale, 
2nd series, XXXIX (1873). 

society as a “complex of endemic unemployment and growing 
indebtedness ... it did not kill immediately, nor everyone at the 
same time. It slowly wore people out.”54 The same might be said 
of Paris, where so many came to try their hand at survival, only 
to die before their time, used up by malnutrition, exhaustion, and 
the diseases to which this state exposed them. This was particularly 
true of the floating population and the indigent, categories which 
tended to overlap. If anything, we may suspect that the figures 
presented here err on the side of optimism, precisely because they 
probably do not fully take into consideration all of the floaters 
who died while staying in the capital. The proportion of deaths to 
admissions in the Hotel-Dieu, where most of the sick belonged to 
the laboring poor, is a truer reflection of the situation. In the years 
1724 to 1763, this figure was, on an average 1:414, which is some 
measure of the difference between the general death rate and that 
prevailing among the menu peuple.55 The former was variously 
estimated at 1:30 to 1:35 (28.6 to 33.3 per thousand) by con- 
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temporary demographers.56 Clearly, the rate among workingmen 
and women was not seven times as great, but we do have some 
figures for the parish of Saint Etienne du Mont in 1766-1783 that 
work out to a rate of 1:8.75 (IJ4 Per thousand), or almost four 
times as great.57 Saint Etienne was a densely populated and ex¬ 
tremely popular district on the fringes of the faubourg Saint 
Marcel. 

On the basis of figures for 1764-1775, it has been calculated that 
for every 10,000 births, there were 9,853 deaths in Paris.58 This 
was hardly a significant growth ratio, the more so as the calcula¬ 
tion ignores the mortality of infant children sent out of the city 
to be nursed—and to die. Despite a birth rate variously estimated 
at 1:29.5 to 1:35 (28.6 to 33.8 per thousand), Paris would prob¬ 
ably have lost population in the eighteenth century had it not been 
for a steady flow of immigrants from the provinces. They were 
mainly workingmen, and they came from every part of France, 
but particularly from the Parisian region, Normandy and the east. 
At certain times of the year, the seasonal migrants from the Massif 
Central and other provinces arrived to work in the building trades 
or to add to the extraordinary number of petty street workers 
who crowded the hotels and lodging houses. Many of those who 
came with no intention of settling eventually became permanent 
residents, but usually only after several journeys back to their 
homes in the country or some time spent wandering in the environs 
of Paris searching for work.59 

The population of late eighteenth-century France was a young 
one. About 1775, for every thousand persons, 426 were under 20 
years of age, 503 were between 20 and 49, 83 between 50 and 59, 
and only 71 over 6o.m The population of Paris was probably even 
younger, with the greatest portion in the 20- to 40-year age group. 
It was an age pyramid that resulted from the twin effects of infant 
mortality and internal migration. The great majority of migrants 
were young adult males, as the survey of the hotel population 
carried out in the summer of 1791, shows. In the section de 
l’Oratoire, 70.5 percent of this category were aged 20 to 40, while 
the figure for the section of la place Vendome was 66 percent.61 
Although there were perhaps 104 males born for every 100 females 
in the middle of the century, the male death rate was also high, 
115 men for every 100 women. Various explanations of this phe¬ 
nomenon have been proposed, of which two ought to be kept in 
mind. First, men were exposed to more risks than were women, 
in the form of military service, quarrels, accidents of work, and 
travel. Second, bad working conditions and bad hygiene combined 



82] THE NAMES OF KINGS 

to make men more susceptible to the effects of epidemics and 
famine. In any case, it is clear that after the age of 14, women out¬ 
numbered men in the domiciled population to a considerable 
extent.62 The migration of young men from the provinces was 
thus a social and sexual necessity as well as an economic one. 

It was commonly agreed in the first half of the century that 
one-quarter of all children born in a given year would die before 
they reached 1 year of age. In consequence, any statistic of the 
average life span is misleading. Except insofar as they may be 
compared with one another, figures of this sort bear very little 
relation to reality. When Deparcieux tells us that a survey of 3,700 
children born in Paris showed an average life span of 23.6 years, 
as compared to 37 years in the Laon region and 41 years in the 
Cevennes and Bas Languedoc, we may legitimately inquire as to 
what made the capital so insalubrious, but we cannot assume that 
each child had at birth a life expectancy of 23.6 years.63 

Life expectancy is quite another problem. Clearly, once the great 
hecatombs of early childhood were past, the survivors had a better 
chance of living to a relatively substantial age than they had had 
before. According to Duvillard’s calculations, published in 1806 
but based on information concerning the period circa 1770, 1,000 
children at birth had a life expectancy of 28.8 years, but the 767 
survivors at the end of the first year might expect to live an 
additional 36.3 years. The 672 who passed the barrier of their 
second birthday increased their expectancy to 40.4 years and so 
on, with the number of years to live increasing each year and 
peaking at 43.4 for 583 survivors, at age 5. The figure then de¬ 
creased gradually to 40.8 years at age 10, 37.3 at age 15, 34.3 at 
age 20 with only one-half of the original group still living.64 The 
figures in Table 3-2 obtained by Dupre de St. Maur and published 

TABLE 3-2 

Number of Deaths Before Age Five per One Hundred Deaths, Paris 

PARISH AGE O— I 1-2 2-3 3-4 4-5 TOTAL 

St. Andre des Arts ”•7 7-° 5-4 4-7 2.0 3I-5 
St. Hippolyte 30.0 14.4 5.0 2-5 2.4 54-3 
St. Nicolas 19.7 IO.4 4.6 3-3 2.6 41.6 

Paris 20.7 10.7 4.8 3-4 2-5 42.1 

Rural parishes 34-5 8.9 3-2 2.4 1.6 50.6 

St. Sulpice 21.3 (24.8 for ages 1-5) 

source: Roger Mols, Introduction d la demographie historique des villes d’Europe du XIV 
au XVIIIe siecle, 3 vols. (Gem’bloux, 1955—1956), II: 315 and III: 146, 213. 
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by Buffon coincide with Duvillard’s results as to infant mortality 
and life expectancy, the overall differences of a minor sort being 
attributable to the normal variations over a short period of time. 
But there are differences among the parishes which are suggestive. 
Whereas the parish of Saint Nicolas follows the Paris average very 
closely in each of the five years studied, this is not so either for 
Saint Andre des Arts or Saint Hippolyte. The former had a large 
number of robe and intellectual families who probably sent their 
children to be nursed outside the city—hence the relatively low 
mortality rate for the first two years of life. The latter seems to 
be the reverse side of the coin. In a sector where the laboring poor 
were numerous, it is possible that the women of this parish did 
some baby farming, with the usual disastrous results. On the other 
hand, the high infant mortality rate may have affected only their 
own children and have been due simply to the high level of misery 
and poor health conditions. The figures for the rural parishes, we 
can be sure, reflect the losses of urban, as well as rural, children. 

Contemporary doctors were certain that infant mortality 
weighed more heavily on children born in big cities than on those 
born in small towns and in the country, and on the children of 
the poor more than on the children of the rich. The reason for 
this, they said, was that too many urban mothers did not nurse 
their own children, generally out of necessity, particularly women 
of the menu peuple, more rarely (among the aristocrats and the 
bourgeois) for reasons of fashion.65 The wet nurses who replaced 
the natural mothers were often still poorer than their clients. Under¬ 
nourished and haggard, their milk could be nothing else but bad. 
Furthermore, they did not pay proper attention to the children in 
their care, with the result that those who survived often became 
twisted and infirm. Meanwhile, mothers who did not nurse were 
likely to conceive again in too short a space of time before having 
properly recovered from their earlier pregnancy. Children born 
of these mothers would be weak and less likely to live than their 
immediate predecessors.66 

There was much truth in these observations. Women who nurse 
are less likely to become pregnant again so quickly, and this can 
only improve the health of the mother and subsequent children. 
As for the conduct of nurses, it ought to be said in their defense 
that their job was an immensely difficult one. All the conditions 
under which they worked—having several children to deal with 
at once, the prevalence of disease, inadequate medical supervision, 
their own poverty—conspired to kill off their charges, were they 
the sweetest and most tender of women. We hardly need to call 
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on their fancied cruelties to explain infant morality.6' In the 
second half of the century, a campaign developed to induce mothers 
to breast-feed their children or, otherwise, to use animal milk.68 
But cow’s or goat’s milk was an expensive commodity, not so 
easily available to the urban poor. Their children continued to 
be exposed to the contagion of muguet (trush, an oral infection 
with a fungus [Candida albicans] characterized by white eruptions 
in the mouth) carried by wet nurses, despite the efforts of the gov¬ 
ernment to check on the health of women who presented them¬ 
selves for these jobs.69 To this end, a special office called a Bureau 
de Recommanderesses was created in 1715 and reorganized in 
1769. Women wishing to hire themselves out as nurses came to 
its hiring hall, where their milk and general state of health was 
tested. They also had to present a certificate of good morals from 
their parish priest and to prove that they possessed both a cradle 
and a fire screen. If employed, they were paid eight livres a month, 
with the management of the Bureau acting as intermediary between 
the nurse and the parents. The cost was relatively high, and pay¬ 
ments were not easy to collect. The nurses were subject to quar¬ 
terly visits by surgeon-inspectors appointed by the lieutenant- 
general of police. In this way, Parisians sent children into some 
12,000 households within a 50-league radius of the city. Despite 
these precautions, the cures of these villages spent a lot of time 
sending death certificates back to the Bureau.70 

Children who survived their early years often developed poorly 
and were particularly subject to diseases caused by nutritional 
deficiencies, like rickets and malformations of various parts of 
the body. They did not grow tall. According to military records, 
soldiers recruited in Paris reached an average height of from 
5'1" to 5'4", but the evidence indicates that 10 to 20 percent of 
otherwise eligible men were exempt from army service because 
they were shorter than the minimum prescribed height of 5V'.71 
Observers constantly noted the prodigious number of “deformed 
women and girls.”72 If Restif de la Bretonne, an ardent feminist, 
defended women from the charges of deformity, it was only be¬ 
cause of their superior resistance, for he admitted that bad diet and 
poor living conditions did combine to produce physical malforma¬ 
tions of the worst sort among men: 

See all those who are of the people or merchants of Paris, that is, 
three-quarters of the city, floundering from childhood, in the depths 
of the back streets, in a gutter of filth. See their pallor! They look like 
plants that grow in the shade and have neither force nor substance. 
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These misshapen beings grow through the force of their fathers’ blood, 
fathers who are often from the provinces: but if by misfortune they 
are of Parisian origin, they bend backwards, become bandy-legged, 
hunchbacked, twisted and of a fearful deformity; or at least of such 
delicate health that continual attention would be needed to keep their 
chest well. I have been speaking of women. But how does it happen 
that men degenerate faster in Paris, than do women: because girls 
there are often big, pretty, and well-built, although there are excep¬ 
tions! This is because a sedentary life is less harmful to a woman, 
whose fiber is softer. But there is another reason. It is that the moral 
education of Paris is less harmful to the second sex, than to the first. 
Everything is craft, trade, and home work in Paris—which is what 
degrades men, but is particularly suitable for women.73 

The other great scourge of childhood was smallpox. Once again 
it is from army records that we learn that few young adults did not 
carry some pock marks on their bodies as souvenirs of the disease, if 
indeed they survived its visitation.74 Although inoculation was 
practiced by the aristocracy and the top layer of the bourgeoisie, 
it was still unknown among the other classes, least of all among 
the laboring poor. Mercier attributed this to the Parisians’ lack 
of good sense, to their preference for prejudices and outmoded 
ideas. We shall see in a moment that he was substantially correct.75 

In the absence of a coherent germ theory of disease, eighteenth- 
century doctors believed, reasonably enough, that there was a 
very close and direct relationship between climate and illness. 
Each session’s papers of the Societe Royale de Medecine began 
with an extensive analysis of changes in the weather in the year 
just past.76 In the last quarter of the century, a new genre of medi¬ 
cal topographical literature came to the fore, in which the authors 
studied the physical features of the city—the elevation of the 
quarters, the slopes of the streets, the height of the buildings, the 
direction of the winds, the course of the river—with a view to 
ascertaining their combined effect on the health of the population.77 

The climate of Paris was mild, the average temperature being 
12.5 degrees centigrade. In winter, —2 or —3 degrees was normal, 
in spring, 9 to 14 degrees, in summer, 15 to 32 degrees, and in the 
fall, 10 to 22.5 degrees, none of which figures are extreme. Every 
few years it would get cold enough for the Seine to freeze over. 
Happily, the ice did not usually remain solid for more than a few 
weeks, for disruption of water transport over a long period of 
time would have been disastrous. On the other hand, only about 
one-third of the days could be described as fine. A covered sky, 
humid atmosphere, and rain and fog were most usual. Contempo- 



THE NAMES OF KINGS 86] 

raries complained of a constant patch of smog, particularly strong 
in the populous quarters of the city center.78 They agreed that 
narrow streets and tall buildings obstructed the free circulation of 
air, already corrupted by the presence of overly crowded ceme¬ 
teries throughout the city. The common burial pits were left open 
until completely filled, with only a thin covering of earth spread 
over each layer of bodies. The bodies decomposed rapidly enough, 
but the ground was reused again too soon. The odors that emanated 
from the 15-foot deep pits were nauseating and, whether or not 
we can believe, as certain doctors did, that they were the cause 
of maladies of the brain and central nervous system, it is sure that 
they were hard to take, both physically and psychologically.79 
Some idea of this discomfort can be had by noting that each year 
2,000 bodies were buried in the cemetery of the Holy Innocents 
in the very heart of the markets until it was at last closed in 1780. 
Most of the other parish cemeteries were not transferred until 
the Revolution, in what was an attempt to improve public health 
rather than to persecute Catholics and desecrate graves, as has 
sometimes been maintained. 

The stench in the air was made worse by the habit Parisians 
had of emptying their chamber pots from their windows into the 
streets. The total lack of toilet facilities (in older buildings) or 
their disposition in one distant corner of a five- or six-storey house 
rather than any inherent hatred of hygiene, explain this practice 
well enough, perhaps along with the incidental pleasure of victim¬ 
izing the watch companies during their night patrols.80 

The streets were filthy as well as odoriferous. The slaughter 
houses, located in the quarters of heaviest population density (there 
were no fewer than 15 on the rue Saint Martin between the rue 
Maire and the rue de Montmorency, a distance of 160 yards) 
were largely at fault. The blood that flowed from them and the 
waste products strewn about were sources of “dirt, infection and 
illness” for the inhabitants of this “corrupt atmosphere . . . from 
which they cannot protect themselves.”81 Despite continuously 
repeated police ordinances requiring proprietors and tenants to 
clean their courtyards and street frontage, dirt continued to pile 
up year after year. Mud, household garbage, animal and human 
excrement, together with industrial waste from laundries, tanneries, 
weaving establishments, and others were jointly responsible for 
the filth.82 

The chief illnesses, the true maladies populates to which the 
laboring poor fell victim were “stoppage of the bowels, dropsies, 
consumptions [i.e. tuberculosis], and even a tendency to scurvy 
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supported and favored among the class of indigent citizens by 
dearness of food, pollution of the air, and filth.”83 Of the epidemic 
diseases, plague had entirely disappeared, to be replaced by typhoid, 
malaria, and smallpox. Typhoid was endemic because of a poor 
water supply that overcrowding contaminated with fecal matter, 
and an outbreak always meant a high death rate, as in Paris in 1730 
and 1779. Malaria was even more common but less fatal. Known 
as autumnal fever because of its frequency at that season of the 
year and treated with cinchona bark, it was particularly prevalent 
during the second half of the century, in 1773, 1775-1776, 1780- 
1and 1787-1788. Smallpox was also endemic in large cities and 
was particularly murderous when it led to hemorrhaging. In Paris, 
there were epidemics in 1770, each year from 1781 to 1784, in 
1788, and in 1791. The grippe was common throughout the cen¬ 
tury under a variety of names, the ignorance of viruses making 
it impossible to identify its many manifestations as a single disease. 
Seventeen fifty-eight, 1782-1783, and 1799 were years of world 
pandemics, from which Paris was not spared.84 

Among other common diseases were scurvy and erysipelas, both 
of them debilitating but not usually fatal in and of themselves. 
Victims of gallstones and strangled hernias were subject to a high 
rate of mortality during operations to relieve those obstructions. 
Puerperal fever, not yet recognized as an infectious disease, killed 
many women in childbirth, while hypertrophy of the prostate was 
considered a perfectly normal cause of death in old men. Pul¬ 
monary tuberculosis and other lung diseases were rampant; one 
doctor attributed this to “our sedentary labor; our excesses of all 
kinds, our debauchery of every sort: the abuse of coffee, the 
murderous use of swaddling clothes and whalebone corsets.”85 In 
reality, tuberculosis, together with fevers of all types, accompanied 
by rashes and often complicated by pleurisy and peripneumonia, 
were just the kind of diseases that malnutrition, poor lodgings, and 
bad hygiene helped to induce by weakening resistance and provid¬ 
ing breeding grounds for dangerous germs.86 

The narrow circumstances of the poor also facilitated the spread 
of contagious diseases, for many were obliged to sleep with sev¬ 
eral others in a single bed, regardless of their state of health.87 
Similar conditions prevailed in the hospitals, and patients often 
contracted terrible skin diseases, like the mange, which they then 
spread to people they came in contact with in their homes.88 And 
it was the laboring poor, the chief clients of the hospitals, who 
were most often affected by a syndrome known as pourriture 
d’hopital, the crippling and mutilation that resulted from the fail- 
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ure of the staff to clean instruments and bandages that had been 
applied to gangrenous wounds before reuse. 

The existence of occupational disease did not escape the notice 
of doctors, who were particularly keen on this branch of medicine, 
since the Italian, Ramazzini, had shown the way in 1700. His work, 
De Morbis Artificum, remained the standard authority for more 
than a century. 

Metal workers (engravers, boilermakers, mirror makers), paint¬ 
ers, potters, and glaziers were subject to mercury, copper, and 
lead poisoning through the constant inhalation of tiny particles 
of these materials. Although rarely fatal, these illnesses were 
chronic and debilitating. They were characterized by coughing, 
trembling and, eventually, paralysis, and those afflicted became 
incapable of working at an early age.89 Tanners, dyers, saddlers, 
candlemakers, and others who worked with animal products con¬ 
tracted anthrax and similar diseases.99 Dock workers were known 
to carry 1,200-pound loads, and the porters of the Halles carried 
sacks of flour weighing 320 pounds up four flights of stairs. 
Their loads were too great, and the strain caused some to die young 
on account of inflammations of the internal organs and apoplectic 
strokes.91 But sedentary workers fared no better. Tailors, knife- 
grinders, and shoemakers sat all day long in dank, unventilated 
workshops, hunched over their labor. This was an unnatural 
position and “consequently must contribute to the deterioration 
of health. Thus, one hears these workers complain generally of 
bad digestion, flatulence or wind, headaches, chest pains, etc.”92 

The number of doctors and surgeons was grossly inadequate 
to meet the needs of Parisians in our period.93 Considering the state 
of their knowledge, however, the limited access the poor had to 
them may have been a blessing in disguise. In 1758, Arnault de 
Nobleville described bleeding and purging as the “two principal 
remedies in medicine, and almost the only ones that one can use 
among the poor.” And the pharmacopeia was composed largely of 
potions made from roots or even stranger ingredients, like crushed 
snails. External treatment was equally bizarre, viz. the following 
remedy for pleurisy: “Take a live pigeon, cut it down the back 
lengthwise: place it still warm on the aching side . . . and leave it 
there for 18 or 20 hours until the bad odor forces you to re¬ 
move it.”94 

The laboring poor were habitually recalcitrant about taking 
medicine internally, the more so if no results were immediately 
forthcoming.95 The quest for immediate satisfaction of their felt 
needs was a particular characteristic of the menu peuple, but there 
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was something even more basic at work here. The poor were con¬ 
servative, that is, they did not wish to disturb the ordered pattern 
of their daily lives. They distrusted innovation, especially when 
it had to do with one’s body. They particularly disliked the inno¬ 
vators, the doctors and dames de charite who came from outside the 
community and were therefore automatically suspect. The poor 
did not have to, and probably did not, identify them as the class 
enemy in order for suspicion to grow. It was sufficient that they 
were strangers interfering with the normal order of things, impos¬ 
ing their will, and demanding that the poor take medicine if they 
wished to be eligible for charitable aid. 

Instead of following doctors’ orders, the 7nenu peuple clung to 
their own remedies, tested and approved by the experience of 
innumerable centuries. Fever and sore throat were fought by 
carrying cloves of garlic in one’s pockets, which was supposed to 
rid the air of the infection it contained.96 It is important to note 
that popular practice in these matters had already made a certain 
protoscientific progress beyond the use of talismans. In fact, there 
was often not a very great difference between the recipes of the 
poor and the prescriptions of the doctors, although the coincidence 
of method did nothing to alleviate the antagonism felt by the for¬ 
mer toward the latter. Potions and plasters were favorites of the 
poor as well, the crucial difference being that they prescribed for 
themselves. Everyone knew that wine, sugar and 24 hours in bed 
was a sovereign remedy against influenza and that chest com¬ 
plaints could be resolved by living in a cow stable until perspira¬ 
tion had purified the blood and driven off the “malignant humors.” 
For difficult childbirth, one placed a paste made of bay leaf and 
olive oil on the women’s navel, and “at that very moment, no 
matter how difficult the position the child may be in, he will turn 
and present himself so happily and so promptly that there will be 
reason to be astonished.” And so on, with bleeding for madness, 
salt pastes for rabies, elixirs of youth made of wine, brandy, and 
spices for what ails you.97 This was all guarded in the storehouse 
of common wisdom, transmitted by word of mouth and finally 
set down in books. The authority figure represented by the doctor 
(or other outsider) was distinctly superfluous. 

Under these conditions, it is highly unlikely that there was any 
significant decline in the mortality rate in eighteenth-century Paris, 
although there were now fewer instances of catastrophic increases 
in the number of deaths than ever before. On the other hand, the 
birth rate may have begun to fall slightly. If this is so (and we 
can only be very tentative for the time being), our earlier hypoth- 
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esis to the effect that Paris grew in population only as a result of 
migration would be re-enforced. 

The loss of the parish registers means that we shall never know 
the exact number of marriages contracted and of births and deaths 
that took place in the city. In the period 1708-1800, there were 
55 years in which the number of marriages ranged between 4,000 
and 5,000, 18 years between 5,000 and 6,000, only 13 years be¬ 
tween 3,000 and 4,000, and 6 years between 6,000 and 9,000 (in 
the last decade of the century). What little evidence we have 
seems to verify an observation often made by historical demog¬ 
raphers, that the number of marriages tended to increase sharply 
with economic recovery after a run of depression years, a kind of 
upsurge of vitality to restore the recently disturbed balance. In 
the difficult years 1780-1789, there were 8.6 marriages per thou¬ 
sand population, but the figure increased to 10.2 (1790), 11.2 
(1791), 14.9 (1794), before falling once again to 7.8 (1795, a 
result of the severe crisis of the year III).98 

According to Buffon’s researches for the years 1745-1766, the 
greatest number of marriages took place in February and Novem¬ 
ber, the smallest number in March and December. This indicates 
a persistence of Catholic practice in the population at large, for 
March and December correspond to Lent and Advent, when wed¬ 
dings were prohibited. It was a widespread custom among couples 
planning to wed to have the ceremony performed just before the 
interdicted period, to get under the wire so to speak.99 

It is more difficult to explain the frequency of births by month. 
The sources show a high degree of congruence at the top and 
bottom of the scale. It may well be true that the low number of 
births in November and December corresponds to the sexual ab¬ 
stinence of Lent in March and April. But what of June, for which 
October is the month of conception? Might it be that part of 
the male population was away from Paris at that time, looking 
for work or engaged in the grain and wine harvests? As for the 
many conceptions of July, May, and June (births in Adarch, Jan- 

TABLE 3-3 

Months with Highest Number of Births, in Decreasing Order 

Buffon (1745-66) March Jan Feb Oct Aug May April Sept July Nov Dec June 
Messance (1724-63) March Jan Feb April May Aug Oct Sept July Nov Dec June 

sources: Buffon, cited in Roger Mols, Introduction d la demographie historique des villes 
d’Europe du XIV au XVIIIe sidcles, 3 vols. (Gem’bloux, 1955—1956), II: 296—299. 

Messance, Recherches et considerations sur la population de la France (Paris, 1788), p. 179. 
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uary, and February), shall we consider this proof of the old adage 
that in the spring, young people’s fancy lightly turns to thoughts 
of sex? So far, no one has suggested a more plausible explanation. 

According to calculations made by Mols on the basis of in¬ 
formation recapitulating the number of marriages and births over 
more than a century, the simple rate of fecundity (ratio of births to 
marriages over a given number of years) underwent a significant 
decline in our period. Thus, the rate fell from 5.8 (1670-1675) to 
3.8 (1711—1715), then rose to 4.7 (1721-1725), remained stable 
until 1740, fell to 4.2 (1741—1745), varied between 4.4 and 4.1 
(1746-1770), fell again to 4.0 (1771—1775), 3.9 (1776-1785), 
3.5 (1786-1790), and reached the nadir of 2.7 (1791). There then 
followed a notable rise to 3.3 (years I-III) [ 1792-1795], 4.3 (years 
IV-VIII) [1795-1800], and 5.0 (years IX-XIII) [ 1800-1805].100 
It is difficult to know what to make of these figures and how 
closely they reflect reality. The statistics on which they are based 
are more than likely incomplete because there were couples living 
in Paris who had been married elsewhere and children whose 
births were not properly registered, but in what proportion one 
to the other we do not know. Moreover, the figures tell us nothing 
about variations within the city or by class, and they may hide 
short-term movements. The general movement up to the early 
years of the Revolution does, however, support what recent 
demographic research has shown about the widespread introduc¬ 
tion of contraceptive techniques in France from the middle of the 
seventeenth century. Authorities differ in their explanations of this 
phenomenon, some attributing it to the needs of domestic economy 
and the desire to climb up the social ladder,101 others to the new 
consciousness of man’s ability to act upon and control his environ¬ 
ment, still others to an increased understanding and appreciation 
of the value of children.102 In my view, these explanations comple¬ 
ment one another in the case of nobles and bourgeois, among whom 
the movement for family limitation got its start, but it still remains 
necessary, insofar as the laboring poor are concerned, to dis¬ 
cover the reasons for so dramatic a break with an earlier cultural 
heritage. For the moment, we have to content ourselves with evi¬ 
dence that they did, in fact, follow suit sufficiently to provoke loud 
outcries from the populationists and bien pens ants alike. For 
Turmeau de la Morandiere, “It would be sufficient to consult the 
confessors in the city of Paris. . . . This infamous practice is 
spreading like an epidemic, and the confessors will confirm that 
all classes of society, rich and poor alike, indulge in it.” He was 
seconded by the Abbe Jean Novi de Caveinac, who wrote: “The 
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fear of leaving their children in poverty leads men to renounce 
without regret the sweet name of father . . . some master their 
desires, others defraud nature, but all refuse to increase the popu¬ 
lation by honest means.”103 The most common method was coitus 
interruptus, which the moralists labeled the sin of Onan. For Feline, 
“This unfortunate disposition is common to the rich and the poor: 
their motives are different, but their crime is the same.” Nothing 
could justify it, not even poverty and a large number of children. 
After all, “It is up to Providence to furnish the means of subsistence 
to the children of the poor: it takes pleasure in blessing their fam¬ 
ilies, while the families of the rich perish.”104 



M 
ATTITUDES AND 

INSTITUTIONS 

I 

The hospitals of Paris were of many sorts. The two principal 
establishments to which the laboring poor had access were the 
Hopital General and the Hotel-Dieu, which cared for 10,000- 
12,000 and 3,000-4,000 patients respectively at a time.1 The Hopital 
General was made up of several parts, of which the most important 
were La Salpetriere for women and Bicetre for men. In the 1780s, 
the former cared for 4,700 persons with a staff of 1,800, and the 
latter had a population of perhaps 3,500.2 The Salpetriere took in 
women and girls of all ages, and boys up to the age of 4. The 
majority of the inmates were simply poor and/or ill, but there 
were also a certain number of persons detained on account of in¬ 
sanity, prostitution, or by royal or administrative order. Restif 
called La Salpetriere “the dead end of hell . . . the sojourn of 
misfortune, sadness, and despair.”3 Bicetre performed the same 
functions for men, but the population there seems to have been 
older and contained a higher percentage of criminals. The Hopital 
de La Pitie cared for about 1,200-1,400 boys between the ages of 
5 and 16 who came from the foundling hospital and poor families 
of Paris and its environs. When they came of age, they were sent 
out into the world either as apprentices or to become agricultural 
workers in the neighborhood of Melun. In the Hopital de la 
Saint Esprit on the place de Greve, approximately 100 orphans of 
both sexes were taught to read and write before being sent out as 
apprentices. Only those born in Paris or Versailles and whose 
fathers had been master craftsmen could hope for admission to this 

privileged asylum.4 
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Other hospitals, like La Trinite and the Petites Maisons, under 
the jurisdiction of the Grand Bureau des Pauvres, gave shelter to 
the young and old. The first had room for 100 Parisian boys (aged 
8-12) and 36 girls (aged 8-9) of legitimate birth who had lost 
at least one parent. They, too, were made ready to be bound 
apprentices. The second, located on the rue de Sevres, lodged 300 
persons, mainly women, aged 60 or more. They were given a room 
and 40 sous a week, along with a few perquisites like firewood and 
salt, from time to time. The waiting list for admission to these 
institutions was very long, for the space available was grossly inade¬ 
quate to the needs of the city. We can cite the case of Marie 
Anne Morgny, aged 73, who had been waiting for a place for 13 
years. Her application had little hope of success because there 
were still 185 persons, all older than she, to be served before her 
turn came.5 

The Hospice de Vaugirard was founded in 1780 to care for 
pregnant women who had venereal disease, and for their infants 
congenitally affected by it. It does not seem to have been a 
terribly successful enterprise, for in the first three and one-half 
years of its existence, of 598 babies admitted, 336 died of venereal 
disease, 140 of other maladies, and only 36 were cured. The women 
admitted were mainly artisans’ wives “who have got this horrible 
malady from their husbands. These faithless men go to drink in the 
guinguettes with the dregs of whoredom and, all dirtied by this 
infamous commerce, come home to befoul the conjugal bed and to 
give to their faithful spouse and to their children a horrible disease, 
the sad fruit of their libertinage.” This is not to say that the poor 
had a monopoly on extramarital sex but only that they, as distinct 
from their more prosperous neighbors, could turn for help only 
to the hospital and that, in consequence, their misfortunes were 
more likely to be made public.6 

The Hotel-Dieu cared for persons suffering from every sort of 
disease other than “tinea, the itch or venereal ills.” An additional 
300 patients lived in the Hopital des Incurables, where they had 
the right to remain until they died. This accommodation was not, 
however, available to the very poor, for there was an entrance fee 
of 69 livres, and the right to name the occupant of each bed be¬ 
longed to the person who had endowed it or his heirs. Several 
other institutions belonging either to lay charitable bodies or 
religious orders gave assistance to a few hundred diversely afflicted 
individuals. 

The able-bodied inmates of the hospitals were made to work 
for their keep. At Bicetre and La Salpetriere, the spinning and weav- 
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ing of wool and linen were the main occupations. Women were 
also trained to do tapestry and embroidery, while men drew 
water from the wells and threshed and milled grain to meet the 
establishments’ needs.7 In return for their work, older children and 
adults were paid a wage, once they had completed their training. 
Under certain conditions, they were even allowed to trade on 
their own account. 

The daily ration of inmates at Bicetre and La Salpetriere con¬ 
sisted of five quarterons (a pound and a quarter) of bread, and a 
little wine. Three times a week they were given soup and a little 
bit of meat, on Sundays, Tuesdays and Thursdays. On the other 
four days they got a piece of cheese or a little salt butter or some 
peas.8 At the Hotel-Dieu, some elementary dietetic rules were 
followed. Patients who drank only bouillon were given a bowl 
every two hours, while those who could eat more solid food had 
soup and meat twice a day together with a daily ration of a demi- 
septier (quarter of a liter) of wine.9 All in all, this was not a very 
generous diet, but it was probably no less than the amount to 
which the laboring poor were accustomed. The quality of the 
food is another matter altogether. Doctors’ orders were not always 
observed by the nursing staff, and the use of rotten vegetables 
made scurvy and diseases of the mouth very prevalent.10 

Conditions in the hospitals were scandalous. In the Hotel-Dieu 
and La Salpetriere, five or six persons slept in beds scarcely large 
enough for two, while single beds were reserved for those able to 
pay.11 Patients were bedded down indiscriminately with no regard 
to the nature of their illness so that they infected one another. The 
sight of men dead or dying bred terror in the mildly ill as did the 
spectacle of the insane caged in behind iron bars and treated like 
animals. Both must certainly have retarded convalescence.12 To 
the people, the Hotel-Dieu was an “object of terror,” feared and 
detested “by the lowest of men.”13 The excuses of the administrators 
on the grounds of lack of money and space did not carry much 
weight with the poor.14 To them, the hospital was a place one went 
to die, a kind of Malthusian instrument before the letter.15 For this 
belief they had some statistical justification. At the Hospice de la 
Charite, which admitted only patients whose maladies were ame¬ 
nable to treatment and excluded cases of old age (caducite) and 
pulmonary disease, there was a death rate of 1:8. This was a low 
figure in comparison to the ratio of 1:414 prevailing in other 
Parisian hospitals.16 The inadequate medical attention and unsani¬ 
tary conditions that lay at the root of this extraordinary mortality 
were aggravated by corruption among the hospital staff. Working- 
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men who couldn’t afford to pay for services often went without 

care.17 
Towards the end of the old regime, there was a considerable 

movement for hospital reform and changes in the care of the 
indigent. We have already noted the founding of the Hospice de 
la Charite. In addition, some parishes opened small hospices (Saint 
Sulpice, Saint Andre des Arts, Saint Merry, Saint Jacques du Haut 
Pas) or arranged to employ a doctor to attend to those sick who 
could not afford to pay for treatment (Saint Roch, Saint Eustache). 
A few reformers recognized that sending the poor to large hos¬ 
pitals meant depriving them of family and friends and exposing 
them to the added risk of infection while at the same time incurring 
high costs. Dupont de Nemours proposed the creation of private 
nursing homes by the rich for the poor. If such existed, he argued, 
rich masters would be obliged to send their domestics there, and 
the “well-off persons would be solicited by their own hearts and 
by those surrounding them, to support artisans who had served 
them or were well known in their households.”18 

The concern here was with the settled, well-known, one might 
say honorable, poor, rather than with those whose relationships to 
their superiors were more tenuous, the unskilled streetworkers and 
merchants, the floaters who most needed help. The latter were the 
victims of a long-standing prejudice which denied them almost 
all forms of charitable aid except when they were severely ill. 
Beginning in the 1650s, two charity organizations had been formed 
in each parish of the city: La Compagnie des Dames (for the sick 
poor), and La Compagnie des Messieurs (for the pauvres honteux). 
The motives behind their foundation were of a narrowly confes¬ 
sional sort, as much to save one’s own soul as to lead the poor into 
salvation. Only good Catholics were eligible for aid, and very 
careful investigations of their moral characters were made before 
help was given. Threats to withdraw charity were used to keep 
the beneficiaries pious and practicing.19 

Morality is in the eye of the beholder, and most of the char¬ 
acteristics reprehended by parish charitable officers could easily 
be attributed to the nonincorporated poor. The parish of Saint 
Martin des Champs refused aid to “those persons given over to 
wine or debauchery, professional idlers, swearers, and in general 
all those who are of unrighteous conduct, and in the same way 
those who neglect to send their children to school, catchechism, 
and other religious instructions.20 But how many drinks consti¬ 
tuted debauchery, how many days without work constituted 
idleness? And “mauvaise vie et moeurs” could mean almost any- 
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thing, from working in a theatre to renting a room to a prostitute.21 
It was an expression that could and did designate someone who 
was not a master or who did not occupy at least an equivalent 
place in society. 

If moral character were not a sufficient standard by which to 
pick and choose among petitioners for charity, other rules could 
be invoked, all of them intended to fend off the importunities of 
feared and despised indigents. Eligibility was limited to persons 
having a fixed domicile in the parish for at least three years at the 
time of application, but those who lived in furnished rooms or who 
moved frequently, even within the parish, were excluded. No 
doubt this regulation was, at least in part, the result of a fear that 
masses of the poor would invade the city from the countryside 
and force the parishes to support them. But there was also the 
belief that, among the able-bodied indigent, only persons having 
some stake in society ought to be helped. Certainly they were the 
only ones to be trusted with money, for the others would only 
squander it on drink and sin.22 

In sum, then, only the pauvres honteux, that is “persons worthy 
of consideration on account of their birth or professions”23 could 
count on obtaining substantial aid from the parish companies, whose 
principal purpose was to help impoverished master artisans over 
difficult periods. Journeymen were not given assistance because 
they might fall into habits of idleness. Nor were they encouraged 
to become masters for fear of overburdening the guilds. I am not 
suggesting that this practice was conceived of by the donors in 
economic terms. Rather, it was consequent on their world view 
which included a belief in an organically hierarchical and static 
society. Each man was to remain in his place; not even the master 
artisan was to be helped to change his profession. And those who 
were so low down on the social ladder as to have no functional 
place in the hierarchy were not to be helped at all. Work is not, 
in this formulation, a primary value, and it is less important to 
keep people working than to keep them in order, preferably in 
their home districts, where they could be bound by a whole series 
of constraints and would therefore find it more difficult to make 
trouble. Is it too much to suggest that changes in the attitudes of 
administrators of charity at the national level, as evidenced by 
the founding of ateliers de charite and depots de mendicite (which 
shared the characteristics of the workhouse), is part and parcel of 
a developing bourgeois world view? Labor—free, unrestrained, 
and mobile—is now necessary to the dynamics of capitalist enter¬ 
prise. It is therefore desirable to keep the laborers alive and avail- 
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able while inculcating into them habits of work and discipline. 
Even parish charity of the more enlightened sort, such as practiced 
in Saint Sulpice, was now extended to wider strata of the popu¬ 
lation, and its main form was the provision of work to the unem¬ 
ployed. Still, a certain provincialism and fear worked against 
helping the undomiciled poor.24 

Other sources of charitable aid were few. The Grand Bureau 
des Pauvres, founded in the sixteenth century, assisted persons over 
60 and young children, preferably born in Paris and in possession 
of a fixed address for the previous three years. The beneficiaries 
had to have a priest’s certificate attesting that they were good 
Catholics, a requirement which no doubt re-enforced the need for 
a well-established domicile. Once again, the practice of the Grand 
Bureau was to help only master artisans or others of higher rank.25 
The number of persons who were to benefit from this aid was 
fixed annually by the procureur general dn roi. In 1738, the num¬ 
ber was 1,400, in 1791, 1,471. Each adult was given 10 sous a week, 
each child, 5 sous.26 Between 1747 and 1771, 4,565 persons were 
found on the rolls of the Grand Bureau at one time or another 
and beween 1771 and 1791, 6,132.27 Let us assume that the average 
was 1,400 a year. This means that approximately 20 percent of 
the total were replaced each year. Some were taken off the rolls 
only to be sent to the Petites Maisons. In any case, neither the 
practice nor the resources of the Grand Bureau were sufficient to 
meet the needs of even the domiciled poor.28 

Some private organizations, like the Societe Philanthropique de 
Paris, founded in 1780, sought to help the lesser poor, provided 
always that they were stable and did not wander from one dwelling 
place to another. The society specifically excluded master artisans 
from its charities, no doubt reasoning that they could find help 
elsewhere. But it limited its activities to certain rather special cate¬ 
gories: (r) octogenarians (of whom it demanded a baptismal cer¬ 
tificate), (2) persons blind from birth, (3) pregnant women, 
provided they were legitimately married, and (4) widows with at 
least six children, the eldest of whom was not over 15. It was planned 
to help 1,100 persons in 1787. The most instructive thing about 
this program is the rationale adopted for it. The philanthropists 
wrote: 

It is certain that the earnings of a worker, however sober he may be, 
are too limited, so that they are sufficient, at the very most, to allow 
him and his family to live from day to day, and when weakness due 
to age no longer permits him to work, he finds himself completely 
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deprived in the midst of the infirmities which are inseparable from 
old age. ... It is nonetheless true that a worker who has no other re¬ 
source than the work of his hands cannot support a large family, pay 
for the nursing of several infants, and provide the aid needed by his 
wife at the critical moment when she brings into the world a new 
fruit of their union; and that often the unfortunate woman, cursing 
her fecundity, perishes from need in the process of a difficult birth, 
or as a result of postpartum neglect.29 

It was a dismal, but accurate, picture of the human condition as 
experienced by the laboring poor. 

Failing direct charitable aid, a man or a woman desperately in 
need of cash might pawn some belongings at the Mont de Piete, 
founded in 1777 to provide an alternate source of loans to the 
poor and thus take them out of the clutches of usurers who charged 
interest at rates of 30 to 50 percent a year and often stole the 
mortgaged items. The cost to the borrower was two pennies per 
livre each month, or 10 percent per annum. In the event of the 
pawn being sold, the proprietor realized any surplus over and 
above the money originally lent him, plus costs. It was a vastly 
popular institution much resorted to by “the working and labor¬ 
ing class,” whom it protected against “its former leaches . . . the 
odious capitalists of shadowy pawnshops,” as a pamphlet of 1793 
put it.30 The proof is to be found in the list of pawns: a pair of 
buckles at three livres, two men’s shirts and a handkerchief at six, 
sheets, curtains, a pair of stockings, a suit, or a silver goblet at 
similarly modest sums.31 

In crisis years, the authorities were faced with the need to pre¬ 
vent even the able-bodied from starving to death. In 1780, Lenoir 
boasted that each winter the unemployed were put to work break¬ 
ing up ice, cleaning the streets, and repairing the roads. “These 
enormous details,” he wrote, “occupy in winter almost all of those 
who are without work: no economies are permitted on this point; 
and so the number of workers is sometimes excessive.”32 In reality, 
it does not appear that large, not to say adequate, sums were de¬ 
voted to this purpose, except in moments of considerable stress. 
In 1775, a year of grain shortages and high bread prices, 100,000 
livres were granted by the royal government to the city for relief 
work. This was done once more in 1788. At the same time, the 
municipal authorities were reluctant to spend money on ateliers 
de charite, arguing that the little they had to disburse could hardly 
help and would possibly worsen the situation by creating jealousy 
of those receiving aid among the unemployed.33 In ordinary years, 
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less money was spent on providing work for the indigent than 
on hunting down beggars.34 

The poor were often reluctant to declare their poverty to the 
authorities for fear that they would be imprisoned or otherwise 
molested. It was not an idle worry in an era when a suspected beg¬ 
gar could be killed for resisting arrest.35 And when workingmen 
accepted charity, it was not always with the humility and meek¬ 
ness expected of them. They seemed to have identified the dis¬ 
tributors of charity, especially the clergy, with the causes of their 
ills. In 1718, the Lieutenant-general of Police Machault had to 
threaten to throw into prison those poor who “instead of receiving 
aid with gentleness, gratitude, and modesty, not only protest and 
complain but go so far in their ingratitude and insolence that they 
desire to insult, threaten, even to strike and mistreat” the Sisters 
of Charity concerned. At the other end of our period, we read 
of “la populace” insulting priests when fear of bread shortages 
arose, as in the parish of Saint Severin in 1784.36 

To argue that the clergy became the targets of the poor because 
of a long-standing anti-clericalism and the fact that priests were 
well fed is essentially to beg the question. The hatred shown by 
the menu peuple for their social betters, however limited in scope, 
proceeded from an elemental form of consciousness to which we 
may not even attach the prefix “class,” the kind that is capable 
of identifying only the differences between “us” and “them,” the 
ins and the outs, or what Baehrel has called the minores and the 
gros.S7 The wish to avoid the hospital and the refusal to accept 
charity were both aspects of a withdrawal by workingmen from 
the cadres of a society which they despised. It was a withdrawal 
motivated by equal parts of hatred and fear of a society that did 
them harm (psychologically, at the very least) even in the guise 
of giving them help. 

Restif wrote once of “our laws, made by the rich, who can 
pardon nothing to the poor.”38 The scorn and contempt in which 
the poor were held by both the upper classes and government 
agents shows up time and again in our sources and made it possible 
for them to speak of the “poor and idlers” in the same breath and 
to chase the undomiciled poor from the city in time of famine and 
crisis, as in 1740 and 1789.39 Contempt was institutionalized in 
the way hospitals were run, charity given, the army recruited, and 
the law executed.40 But it was perhaps most evident in dealings 
between individuals. In 1784, Hardy reported the case of an “ele¬ 
gant petit maitre” who collided with a mason’s helper in the 
gardens of the Palais Royal. The worker was carrying two buckets 
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of water and spilled some on the fop. An altercation ensued, during 
which the young man ran the worker through with his sword. 
The assassin was immediately arrested, but, as Hardy said, no one 
really expected that he would be punished. Instead, a way would 
be found to blame the whole affair on the dead man.41 

Was this an isolated incident, of no particular value as historical 
evidence? Or was it a manifestation of the kind of violence 
peculiar to the eighteenth century, which found its classic ex¬ 
pression in the duel over matters of personal honor? Violence 
towards the lower classes required no challenge, no elaborate 
organization, but because it might be spontaneous, it was not 
necessarily insignificant. Nor was it contradicted by the paternal¬ 
istic attitude that men of property of all classes were supposed 
to display toward the laboring poor.42 The question that presents 
itself is: Would the petit viaitre have acted in the same way to a 
man of his own class? And the answer is a definite no. 

If we look again at the institutional level, the view of laborers 
as objects for manipulation comes through clearly. 

Educational opportunities for the children of the menu peuple 
were limited but improving in the last century of the old regime. 
As a result of the work of seventeenth-century clerics inspired by 
the example of Saint Vincent de Paul, charity schools for the 
indigent were founded in every parish, beginning with the 1640s. 
By 1765, there were 45 such schools for boys and 29 for girls, 
and the number continued to grow until the Revolution. In addi¬ 
tion, there were several hundred petites ecoles run by religious 
organizations, like the Freres des Ecoles Chretiennes in the fau¬ 
bourg Saint Antoine and by individual schoolmasters, for which 
tuition was paid.43 The charity schools were free of charge, and 
books were provided for those who could not afford to buy them. 
Children normally spent two years in the schools, attending the 
year-round for about five hours a day, morning and afternoon. 
They were taught to read and to write both French and Latin, 
a little arithmetic, and a great deal of religion. In fact, all instruc¬ 
tion was considered subordinate to the training of good Christians. 
The books used were all religious in nature, with the exception of 
the necessary grammars and treatises on pronunciation.44 

“The principal aim of charity schools is to instruct children in 
the truths of religion and to inspire in them the love of piety. . . .” 
It was to this end and to enable them to achieve salvation that the 
children were taught at parish expense, for it was all too regret¬ 
tably true that ordinarily the children of the poor “live without 
having the fear of God, and without knowing the first elements 
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of Christianity.”45 The stated motive implied an attempt to con¬ 
trol the morality of the poor, to mold the children into docile and 
therefore socially acceptable beings or, in current jargon, to social¬ 
ize them to the dominant values of their society. Parents were re¬ 
quired to send their children to school if they wished to benefit 
from parish charities. The children were watched over carefully 
for any sign of mischief in word or deed. While it was recom¬ 
mended that reason be used as much as possible, it would none¬ 
theless be wrong to spare the rod. Warnings, the imposition of 
penitence, and blows across the hands were all to be exhausted 
before the application of the whip, whose moderate use only was 
allowed. Good children were rewarded with praise and the gift 
of pious literature, and the most worthy pupils were placed by 
the parish as apprentices when they finished school. 

The children were taught very much the same doctrine to 
which their parents were exposed in countless sermons. There 
was no salvation outside the Church. Be good, clean, attentive, wise, 
modest; neither swear, lie, fight, nor steal; obey both parents and 
superiors, respect the clergy; eschew familiarity; learn the cate¬ 
chism and attend mass regularly.46 Upon the fulfillment of these 
duties depended one’s happiness in this life and the life to come. 

The teaching of obedience to the children of the laboring poor 
took on a special significance in addition to its general virtues 
if they were later to be used as cannon fodder in the king’s armies. 
Recruitment fpr the armies was carried out, in theory at least, 
on a voluntary basis. In fact, abuses were rampant, despite a series 
of ordinances (in 1701, 1716, 1737, 1760, and 1778) forbidding 
the use of the press gang. The last of these edicts forbade recruit¬ 
ing officers to enter the Hotel-Dieu, which appears to have been 
one of their favorite haunts. They were not allowed to force any¬ 
one into service, nor might they wear disguises to conceal their 
identity. Tavern keepers were ordered not to tolerate them on their 
premises, and a police officer was to verify the good faith of all 
enlistments within 24 hours after they had taken place.47 

The hospital and the tavern were the two places where poor 
artisans and day laborers were to be found in abundance and not 
in a fit state to resist the blandishments of unscrupulous recruiters, 
not to mention the physical force they might employ. All orders 
to the contrary notwithstanding, men were continuously drafted 
in this way and made to serve average terms of twelve years in the 
forces despite the fact that the official period of enlistment was 
first six, then eight years. An incident was recorded in 1788 of 
a man joining the army in the mistaken belief that he was being 



Attitudes and Institutions [103 

engaged as a domestic.48 Recruiters picked up 15-year-old children 
as they came out of school, and they were even known to run 
along in back of carriages hitting at the legs of the postillions in 
order to make them fall off so that they could be pressed into 
service. Persons who refused to volunteer were on occasion killed 
by an overzealous recruiter.49 Given these conditions of enlistment, 
it is no wonder that desertions were so extraordinarily frequent.50 

The laboring poor were abused in yet another way, this time 
institutionalized by the law concerning militia service. By an order 
of October 30, 1742, the militia established in 1688 and recruited 
since that time in all rural parishes was extended to include the 
cities of the realm. This was done at least in part because so many 
peasants chose to leave their homes rather than take part in the 
annual drawing of lots. The ordinance of 1742 required all un¬ 
married men who were “artisans, or sons of artisans, small mer¬ 
chants, and workingmen” between the ages of 16 and 40 and over 
five feet tall to be available to bear arms. If there were not enough 
bachelors to fill the quota, married men were to be taken. The 
“gens de condition” and bourgeois (including the merchants of 
the Six Corps), their children, and at least some of their domestics 
were exempt. Master artisans were granted exemptions for their 
sons, employees, and domestics in proportion to the amount of 
capitation tax they paid. And those who did not qualify for 
exemption on this basis could hire someone to serve in their stead. 
The result was that the major burden fell on the menu peuple, 
even on those who had previously done voluntary service. For 
the poor man chosen to serve, the only means of escape was to 
turn over to the authorities someone who had failed to register 
for the draft, who would then be forced to take his place. This 
he was not altogether loath to do, as shown by the (often un¬ 
justified) denunciation and arrest of some 650 draft dodgers in 
1743. On the other hand, there is evidence that men who gave 
others away were looked upon with contempt by their neighbors.51 

It was not simply “the common people” who served in the militia 
but that portion of them least protected by their jobs or associa¬ 
tions in the city. The first to go were the new arrivals, who were 
assumed to have left their homes precisely in order to avoid the 
militia. In general, the pattern of exemptions for master and, on 
occasion, lesser artisans and for domestics left the unskilled, non¬ 
guild workers holding the bag. They might protest, but they were 
least able to make their protests effective. And so, by a technique 
of divide and conquer, the monarchy filled its military quota and 
at the same time removed from Paris some of the unstable elements 
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of which it was most anxious to be rid. Whether this was conscious 
policy or not, it is impossible to say. The government’s actions 
might be explained just as well by its desire to fill the ranks with a 
minimum of upset on the domestic scene. In any case, the results 
were the same. 

Behind all this lay a set of assumptions the laboring poor could 
not fail to notice. They were inferior and condemned to remain 
so, not because they individually lacked character or personal 
qualities that would enable them to adapt to and advance within 
any given situations, as the later theorists of social Darwinism had 
it, but because they had been born as a group to play a specific 
role or set of roles from which there was no escape. When, on a 
rare occasion, a laborer sought to establish himself in a role for 
which he was thought unsuited, the barriers were set up in a more 
explicit manner. In 1781, the Parlement of Paris, following its 
usual practice of excluding anyone who paid less than a total of 
12 livres in direct taxes or who exercised a “mechanical art,” an¬ 
nulled the election of an agricultural day laborer as a vestryman 
in the parish church of suburban Chaillot. It gave as its reason that 
“persons of a vile profession, or day laborers, who earn their 
living by means which are the proof of their indigence” were 
clearly unfit.52 

Even death did not put an end to the indignities to which the 
menu peuple were subject. A funeral, of whatever class, appears 
to have been a costly affair, for the assistance of the clergy was 
in principle necessary.53 Attempts to raise the price provoked the 
poor to anger as did the refusal of the clergy and the pallbearers 
to do their duty unless properly rewarded.54 In June, 1781, a 
poor parishioner of Saint Sulpice, having somehow come up with 
enough money to buy a coffin for his late wife, still lacked funds to 
pay the pallbearers. Service was refused him, and he finally had 
to solicit the aid of six neighbor women to transport the body 
from his home to the church. This was the kind of thing to which 
the poor were particularly sensitive, as Christians concerned with 
the welfare of their immortal souls. They showed their annoyance 
by treating the parish clergy, whom they held responsible for the 
pallbearers’ loutish behavior, to a steady stream of abuse when they 
dared to appear on the streets at the head of another, presumably 
well-paid, procession.55 The poor, who left little or no trace of 
their existence behind them, could not even be buried properly. 
If relatives or friends did not pay for the burial, their bodies were 
thrown into the common pits of the Cemetery of the Holy Inno¬ 
cents near the Halles or at suburban Clamart, and not much care 
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was taken to record their names. Until a police order put an end 
to the custom in 1775, the death certificate of a person buried at 
public expense could not be signed by his relatives or friends, and 
information for the parish registers was taken from the grave¬ 
diggers only. This was the ultimate indignity, a kind of final 
deprivation of identity.56 

The Parisian poor lived surrounded by violence. It was the so¬ 
cially approved violence of a society based on principles of in¬ 
equality, whose every institution worked to deprive the laborer 
of any sense of his personal worth. The Dickensian image of the 
driver who ran down those who dared to get in the way of his 
coach-and-four is a kind of materialization of an endemic, deeply 
rooted but less tangible kind of violence used as a means of keep¬ 
ing the menu peuple in their place, examples of which form the 
substance of this chapter. There was also the socially disapproved 
violence of the professional criminal, with whom the poor lived 
at close quarters. The laboring poor might be cruel, but the vio¬ 
lence in which they engaged was limited. When they dabbled, 
amateurishly, in crime, it rarely involved physical harm to the 
victim. Quarrels were often loud and boisterous, but they do not 
seem to have usually led even to fist fights, much less to significant 
injuries. Evidence to the contrary is truly exceptional and is asso¬ 
ciated either with defense of hearth and home (a young woman 
threw her landlord out of a window when he came with a police 
officer to complain of her conduct) or with psychopathology (the 
case of three young men, two the sons of petty mercers and one 
the son of a watchmaker, who murdered the whore they had been 
visiting by cutting off her breasts and putting out her eyes).57 

Nor were the laboring poor very anxious to escape the miseries 
of this life by resorting to suicide. True, Hardy spoke of it as “a 
crime become so common since, in the last several years, it has 
been committed almost daily and in cold blood in this immense 
capital,” and he attributed this penchant to the effect of evil books 
and the lack of religious instruction.58 Mercier, too, was convinced 
that the number of suicides among the lower classes had increased 
in the quarter century before the Revolution because of the high 
taxes and bread prices which made life so difficult. His reasons for 
suicide being in fashion were more plausible than those offered by 
Hardy or Laliman, but his figure of 150 a year is not very high 
for a population of well over 600,000.59 

So, far from trying to escape from their life of misery, the labor¬ 
ing poor accepted their condition and tried to make the best of it. 
They were disciplined in the most fundamental sense, although 
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they did not always obey the orders issued by their bosses or the 
public authorities. They got roaring drunk in the guinguettes of 
La Courtille and Les Porcherons on Sundays, where they were 
among their own class, unobserved by outsiders who frequented 
the more fashionable cafes in the city or on the northern boule¬ 
vards. Like their English contemporaries, they often honored 
Saint Monday by continuing their libations.60 Although these 
habits would have made it difficult to integrate them into a mod¬ 
ern factory system of production, they were neither lazy nor 
dissipated. On the contrary, they enjoyed a reputation for assidu¬ 
ity in the performance of their tasks when they chose to work.61 
Not labor but the regularity of the six-day week and the factory 
whistle was alien to them. 

As laboring men worked hard, so they played hard. The amuse¬ 
ments they sought in their taverns or elsewhere were of a rough- 
and-ready sort.62 They pushed one another about, took offense 
at minor insults, and fought and made up before returning home, 
when their money ran out. Their motto was: Vive hodie, eras 
incertum,63 This kind of instant gratification was a great safety 
valve for the daily frustrations to which they were subject. So long 
as they obtained satisfaction from fighting among themselves, they 
were less likely to turn their anger against authority, whether in 
the form of their employers or the agents of government. This 
fact did not, however, stop bourgeois observers from deploring 
what they considered to be the degraded practices of the lower 
orders. Words like “license” and “orgies” constantly recur in 
their descriptions, but one may wonder if at least part of their 
genuine shock did not arise out of their envy of people who, 
however downtrodden, were able to let themselves go completely 
and unself-consciously.64 

Their language, which was both violent and extremely pungent, 
also set the menu peuple off from the rest of the population. Pey- 
sonnel called it “a disgusting monster made up of all the barbar¬ 
isms and solecisms that it is possible to commit in the French 
language.”65 Leaving aside the host of migrant workers who 
spoke French only as a second language, he must no doubt have 
had reference to their inelegant habits, which still persist, of re¬ 
placing de with a as a possessive, or of saying ben for bien, or ga 
for cela. Worse yet was the tendency to place z sounds in unwanted 
places, as in Menez moi-z-y or donnez-moi-z-en, a custom more 
recently associated with North African speakers of French.66 

Our chief source of knowledge of these speech patterns is found 
in the literature of the genre poissard, which flourished in the mid- 
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eighteenth century. Authors like Vade and Cailleau, who them¬ 
selves were of common origin, used colloquial language to write 
about the laboring poor in a realistic, albeit burlesque, fashion.67 
The term poissard is the equivalent of the English billingsgate, 
the jargon of the marketwomen. The most common character¬ 
istic of this language, aside from the grammatical errors, is its 
pungency. Its speakers would call each other everything and any¬ 
thing. A whole range of insults were available for men, from 
espion de culs ntal torches to echappe de Bicetre. A woman was 
better classified as a paillasse de corps-de-garde or a chiffon ramasse 
dans les latrines. Or, to sum it up, the following stanza of invective: 

. . . T’es t’un poltron 
Tu n’vaux seul’ment pas t’un etron. 
Moisy, trouve dans de la paille; 
Tu faraud’s avec ta ferraille 
Qui t’pend z’au cul: 5a t’rend glorieux; 
D’ la merde a ton nez t’sieroit mieux.68* 

The poor did not, of course, normally speak in rhyming couplets, 
but the vocabulary was the same. It shows an extraordinary pre¬ 
occupation with sex and still more with the excremental functions, 
almost as if an entire section of the population was anally fixated. 
Unfortunately, it is not likely that we shall ever be able to under¬ 
stand the full significance of these expressions. 

Perhaps more important is the social content of the insults. 
Apparently the worst thing one could say was an intimation that 
the adversary had fallen, or would fall, afoul of the law or the 
Church. Expressions like reste de carcan, modele de fripon, 
etendard de pilori, carcasse d?excommunie or espion de Lucifer 
were most common, to the point that we may wonder whether 
their use, even in a bantering way, did not betray a fundamental 
respect for law and order. Curiously, it appears that popular 
speech and argot, the language of the criminals, although they 
influenced one another, remained essentially separate until the 
end of the eighteenth century.69 

Preoccupations of a scatological and sexual nature show up once 
again in the humor favored by the laboring poor, much of which 
took the form of practical jokes, and is evidence of a well-estab¬ 
lished strain of cruelty in their character. They liked to scare 

* You’re chicken hearted. You’re not worth a mouldy piece of shit. You swash 
about with that sword hanging down from your ass: it makes you a big deal. 

But shit on your nose would suit you better. 
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old ladies by putting pieces of white metal resembling rats on their 
coats as they walked down the street on the way to church. Or 
they nailed a coin to the pavement next to a hot iron so that the 
person who stooped to gather in easy money was burned.70 But 
perhaps their favorite amusement was the charivari, or what 
Middle Western Americans call chiveree. It was “a confused noise 
made by lower-class persons with pots, pans, cauldrons and other 
pieces of furniture . . . with hoots and cries, so as to insult some¬ 
one who is getting married, and who marries a person of a greatly 
disproportionate age; and especially when it is a second marriage.” 
The victim par excellence was the journeyman who married a 
master’s widow, and the verbal humor that accompanied the 
noise was always in questionable taste even if there was no intent 
to be vicious. If one had asked a laborer why he enjoyed this activ¬ 
ity, he would probably have replied that it was fun, wholly un¬ 
aware that he was, after a fashion, asserting his masculinity or 
escaping the impotence of his daily life in this moment of fantasy.71 

Epiphany, the days of Saint Martin and Saint Jean, the Eve of 
Saint Louis, and the feast of the kings of France, were moments 
of great popular rejoicing, but Mardi Gras, the end of carnival, 
was their principal holiday. The poor (but not only they) went 
around masquerading, parading, drinking, and, in general, having 
an excellent time, the more so as it was preface to the deprivations 
of the Lenten season. The reaction of the solid citizens was the 
same as always when laboring men appeared to be enjoying them¬ 
selves. It was shocking that this low life, these “extravagants,” 
these chianlis (200 years before General De Gaulle) should be 
able to hold the streets with an utter lack of consideration for 
decency and good morals. Hardy was convinced, as he noted 
each year in his diary, that the people of the faubourg Saint 
Antoine, where the bulk of the festivities took place, were either 
employed by the police or clandestinely given money to spend, 
in order that their minds be taken off any causes of current dis¬ 
satisfaction, whether it be the absence of the Parlement in 1772 
or the bread shortage in 1787.72 

In the evenings after work, the laboring poor lived in the streets 
and the parks of the capital—the Tuileries, the Luxembourg, and 
the Palais Royal. Their homes were too small to serve as anything 
other than places to sleep. They could not go to the theatre or 
permit themselves the luxury of a meal in one of the newly estab¬ 
lished restaurants, for those pastimes were too expensive. The 
cheapest seats at a play cost twelve sous, at least one-third of a 
day’s wages, and a meal cost three livres.73 I do not mean to sug- 
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gest that the poor necessarily missed the things of which they were 
ignorant but only the limits of their horizons. On the other hand, 
there is no warrant to assume, as contemporary authors were wont 
to do, that because a poor man did not know what one did at the 
opera, he did not mind being excluded from doing it.74 

Be that as it may, frustrations of a personal nature rarely, if 
ever, gave rise to action for the redress of grievances. To the out¬ 
side observer, one of the most striking characteristics of the Parisian 
laboring poor was their “native cheerfulness.”75 Arthur Young 
thought that “nothing contributes more to make them a happy 
people than the cheerful and facile pliancy of disposition with 
which they adapt themselves to the circumstances of life. . . .”76 
But it was Mrs. Piozzi who got to the heart of the matter when she 
wrote: 

The French are really a contented race of mortals;—precluded almost 
from the possibility of adventure, the low Parisian leads a gentle, 
humble life, nor envies the greatness he can never obtain; but either 
wonders delightedly, or diverts himself philosophically with the sight 
of splendours which seldom fail to excite serious envy in an English¬ 
man, and sometimes occasion even suicide from disappointed hopes, 
which never could take root in the heart of these unaspiring people. 
. . . Emulation, ambition, avarice, however, must in all arbitrary gov¬ 
ernments be confined to the great; the other set of mortals, for there 
are none there of middling rank, live, as it should seem, like eunuchs 
in a seraglio; feel themselves irrevocably doomed to promote the 
pleasures of their superiors, nor even dream of fighting for enjoyments 
from which an irremediable boundary divides them. They see at the 
beginning of their lives how that life must necessarily end, and trot 
with a quiet, contented and unaltered pace down their long, straight 
and shaded avenue. . . .77 

Her rather cavalier dismissal of the bourgeoisie ought not to preju¬ 
dice us against Mrs. Piozzi’s powers of observation. The avenue 
that led the menu peuple through life to an obscure grave was 
neither so long nor so shaded as she indicates, but her statements 
are nonetheless substantially true. Like the many bourgeois who 
aspired only to be noble,78 the laboring poor accepted the basic 
justice of the society in which they lived and never thought of 
offering it any essential challenge. Consequently, contemporaries 
thought of them as “gentle, honest, polite, easy to lead” or “soft, 
pale, small, stunted,” lacking “the nerve and the insolence which 
were the guarantee of “their frankness, their probity, their de¬ 
votion.” On the one hand, they were pleasant enough and easy 
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to handle; on the other, they had not the stuff of which true 
republicans were made.79 They were simple and childlike and, 
in the reformers’ eyes, contemptible, because they represented no 
danger to the status quo. A vicious and circular dialectic of eco¬ 
nomic misery and psychological subjection was at work here to 
imprison the laboring poor who were its victims. They would 
have the greatest trouble in breaking their bonds, and it may be 
argued that if left to themselves, they would never have done so. 
The sans-culottes were, in large measure, born of the laboring poor, 
but they were nurtured by the bourgeoisie. At the height of their 
action in the year II (1792-1793), they were no longer the same 
men they had been in 1789. The force of revolution itself (in the 
first instance, someone else’s revolution) had changed them. It was 
the failure to conceive of revolution as a process of psychological 
liberation, among other things, that, in 1801, still caused Lenoir 
to wonder at the extent of the change that had taken place: 

The same people, in other words, the populace . . . had simple and 
coarse habits, but which seemed rather to lead them to act humanely 
than ferociously; despite the flightiness commonly attributed to the 
French and especially to the Parisians, a kind of constancy and fidelity 
in its customs had for centuries secured to the people of Paris, more 
than to any other people of France, a title which it would have been 
impossible to believe they would lose some day.80 



CO 
PATTERNS OF BELIEF 

I 

The religiosity of the laboring poor in eighteenth-century Paris 
was notorious. The earnestness of their devotion stood in sharp 
contrast to the practice, or lack of it, of other social classes, among 
whom scepticism had already made considerable inroads. For the 
man of the people, the very idea of religious freedom, that is, dis- 
association from the Catholic Church, was impossible, something 
of which he was unable to conceive.1 Unlike the bourgeois, for 
whom uncritical acceptance of orthodox doctrine would under¬ 
mine the development of class consciousness, the menu peuple be¬ 
longed to a community whose distinctive mark was its corporate 
capacity to believe. As Groethuysen has shown, “the simple church¬ 
goer was a believer; without always knowing what he believed, 
he lived in a world which was that of the Church, and he could 
not abandon it to live elsewhere.”2 Even when popular Catholicism 
went beyond the cadres of the Church, when it denied the notion 
of obedience to the hierarchy, as it often did, its adherents remained 
firmly rooted in the ecclesiastical tradition. 

Foreign travelers were quick to note the difference of religious 
practice that existed between one class and another. An English¬ 
man writing in 1706, after a residence of 10 years in Paris, affirmed: 

I never saw People more devout, Priests more sober, Clergy more 
orderly, and Those under Vozvs give a better example. . . . The 
People resort to churches with Piety, the Marchands pray to God to 
prosper their Trade; it is only the Nobles and Great Ones who go 
thither to divert themselves, to talk and to make Love.3 

He was closer to the mark than his countrymen of the latter part 
of the century, who often let their cultural chauvinism get the 
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better of their judgment. The Earl of Clarendon thought in 1789 
that the French concept of devotion was “of so portable and so 
accommodating a nature, that it may with equal ease, and at any 
time, be laid down or resumed,” which explained their failure to 
keep Sunday in the proper English manner.4 And Mrs. Piozzi, 
friend to Dr. Johnson and a lady raised in the best Sabbatarian tra¬ 

dition, complained: 

And surely I never knew till now, that so little religion could exist in 
any Christian country as in this, where they drive their carts and keep 
their little shops open on a Sunday, forbearing neither pleasure nor 
business, as I see, on account of observing that day upon which their 
Redeemer rose again. They have a Tradition among the meaner people, 
that when Christ was crucified, he turned his head towards France, 
over which he pronounced his last blessing; but we must accuse them, 
if so, of being very ungrateful favourites.5 

How Protestant! How rational, as she must have thought! But 
the Parisian menu peuple were neither Protestant nor rational in 
matters of religion. They went to church not to dispute the 
merits of high versus low church, or to hear abstruse reasoning on 
the efficacy of grace. They went, rather, to seek comfort and 
solace against the misery of life outside. They went for the cere¬ 
mony that was the visible manifestation of the hope for salvation 
and for the sacraments which were its guarantee. Sunday was of 
less special significance to them because many heard mass, or at 
least stopped in for a prayer, every day.6 Ceremonies were avail¬ 
able to them in profusion at almost any hour. To cite only one 
example, plenary indulgences might be had by praying before 
the seven altars of the monasteries of the Minimes and the Jacobins 
of the rue Saint Honore or at the parish church of Saint Sulpice.7 

There were 53 parish churches in Paris in the second half of the 
century, whose congregations ranged in size from several hundred 
(La Madeleine in la Cite, Saint Croix in la Cite, Saints Innocents) 
to many thousands (24,000 at Saint Gervais, 26,000 at Saint Paul, 
25,000 at Saint Merry—all in the Marais, 32,000 at Saint Germain 
L’Auxerrois, 36,000 at Sainte Marguerite in the faubourg Saint 
Antoine, 40,000 at Saint Laurent, and 90,000 at Saint Sulpice).8 
There were, in addition, 47 monasteries and 60 convents, in many 
of which the laity could attend mass or receive the ministrations 
of a priest. According to Expilly, the total clerical population of 
Paris in 1768 was approximately 8,000, including 3,156 secular 
priests, 2,023 regulars, 2,128 nuns and 720 nursing sisters.9 The 
parish priests, about 950 in number in 1789, were recruited from 
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every region in France, so that on the eve of the Revolution, only 
one-third came from Paris and its immediate environs, 15 percent 
from Normandy, and 5 percent each from the provinces of Picardy, 
Burgundy, Provence, and the Franche Comte. The laboring poor, 
even those from the most distant provinces, were likely, when 
they felt the need for religious consolation, to find a cleric who 
understood their needs, at least insofar as common origin and 
knowledge of their way of life might make this possible.10 

The availability of religion does not explain devotion but does 
contribute to its continuance. The calendar was marked by a 
series of feast and holy days whose observance was general through¬ 
out the population, not least of all among the laboring poor. 
Whether a majority took communion at Easter, the act which 
the Church set down as the sine qua non of membership in the 
Catholic community, we do not know.11 Parisians of this class 
defined religious duties for themselves instead of following the 
formal precepts of the hierarchy. Assiduousness at Sunday mass 
is not necessarily proof of anything except outward conformity. 
Conversely, the intensity of belief cannot be questioned because 
of failure to go to church or to send one’s child to catechism 
classes in preparation for first communion.12 It is further clear 
that fasting in general and during Lent in particular (that is, the 
taking of only one meal a day and abstinence from meat, imposed 
on all persons over the age of 21) lost currency toward the end of 
the old regime. Archbishop Le Clerc de Juigne implicitly admitted 
as much in 1786 when he exhorted the people to participate in one 
way or another—through prayer, contributions, or privations of 
another sort—in the general contrition of the faithful appropriate 
to that season.13 But while some duties were abandoned, others 
were held onto more firmly than ever. The more intensely religion 
is felt, the more idiosyncratic are likely to be its manifestations, 
especially among the illiterate or uneducated. 

Every indication is that the menu peuple believed in the cult 
of the saints and eagerly participated in honoring those with whom 
they especially identified because of a historical or mythical asso¬ 
ciation between those saints and either the city as a whole or a 
particular parish. Of the 29 obligatory feast days, the most popular 
was the Feast of Sainte Genevieve, the patron of the city, cele¬ 
brated on January 3. No work was done on that day. All Saints 
Day, November 2, was the occasion each year of a “great gather¬ 
ing of people in the cemeteries of Gamart and of the Innocents,” 
in whose mass graves so many of the friends and relatives of the 
laboring poor had been buried. The feast day of the patron saint 
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of each parish was celebrated locally, while the Feast of Saint 
John the Baptist on June 21 called for a bonfire and much uproar 
in the place de Greve. (In the unenlightened past, this had been 
the occasion, on Midsummer’s Night, when witches were exorcised 
by scattering herbs over, and throwing live cats into, the fire. But, 
a properly pious eighteenth-century lawyer noted, “our more 
enlightened century is well cured of these popular errors.”14 It 
is not altogether certain that he was right.) 

For more private devotions, seven-day retreats for male workers 
were held twice a year, at Easter and All Saints Day, in the popu¬ 
lous parishes of Saint Merry, Saint Sauveur and Saint Medard, as 
well as in Saint Roch, Saint Benoit and at the Congregation of 
Foreign Missions. Female artisans were welcomed four times a 
year at the convent of the Filles de Sainte Genevieve if they came 
from Paris, twice a year if they came from the country.15 In 1735, 
special catechism classes and retreats were organized for the 
Savoyards and other street workers of Paris. Times were chosen 
outside working hours, and presently the organizing priest’s efforts 
were rewarded by the regular attendance of several thousand 
students. As one of the founders put it, “Everywhere we found 
these poor people disposed to do everything we wished.” The 
classes and retreats at Easter and All Saints Day soon spread from 
the parish of Saint Benoit in the faubourg Saint Marcel to at least 
five other parishes (Saint Merry, Saint Sulpice, Saint Medard, Saint 
Sauveur, Sainte Marguerite). In 1739, 800 street workers were 
confirmed in a single ceremony at Saint Sulpice and thus presum¬ 
ably set upon the road to salvation. The priest responsible con¬ 
gratulated himself on the achievement and reflected: 

By instructing them, and by making it easier for them to acquire the 
means of saving themselves, we shall save ourselves; and from this 
moment on, we shall have the consolation of seeing the Lord glorified 
by an infinite number of poor people who, however vile and con¬ 
temptible they may appear in our eyes, are no less agreeable to Him.16 

Each saint had a special field of intercession, in which he or 
she was held to be most effective. Saint Apoline of Saint Merry 
cured illnesses that attacked the breasts because hers had been 
cut off in her martyrdom. Pregnant women implored the aid of 
Saint John the Baptist, reasoning that as he had had his head cut 
off, their children would be born in the proper position, head first. 
Other saints had their names, rather than their experiences, to 
recommend them. Thus one appealed to Saint Clair to cure one’s 
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eyes, to Saint Cloud to relieve one’s cloux (boils), to Saint Mande 
to mend (amender) the ways of errant children. And, to stretch 
a point, women and girls called on Saint James because the popular 
saying had it that he could refuse “ni fille ni femme.”17 

The same principle applied to the choice of patron saints for 
the confreries or religious associations, most of which were or¬ 
ganized as adjuncts to the guilds.18 Verbal analogy made the 
Holy Ghost the patron of the spirit makers (Saint Esprit), and 
Saint Clair the patron of the lanternmakers. Saint Joseph shared 
a profession with the carpenters as did Saint Come with the sur¬ 
geons. Saint Laurent was roasted on a grill and thereby became 
associated with the rotisseurs, and Saint Barthelemy, having been 
skinned alive, was destined for the tanners. Saint Nicolas protected 
pilgrims in a storm and so was chosen for the devotions of the 
wood and coal merchants, whose goods reached Paris by water. 
Those confreries not limited to members of a single profession were 
generally placed under the invocation of the Virgin or the Sacred 
Heart of Jesus. All of them sponsored masses, retreats, and various 
charitable works.19 

The great emphasis placed by the masses on the cult of the 
saints offended the ecclesiastical authorities, who considered it to 
be tinged with heterodoxy. No doubt the bishops were right, for 
these special forms of worship bore the stamp of all popular relig¬ 
ion, the tendency to combine into a single entity spiritual aspirations 
and profane concerns, adoration of the mysteries and an affirmation 
of life.20 Such a religion always tends to overflow the boundaries 
of the established church, can easily become anticlerical and anti- 
hierarchical and, given the right circumstances, may even turn into 
a vehicle for the development of political consciousness. Fears of 
this kind of development may have lain behind the action taken 
by both ecclesiastical and secular authorities. The new Parisian 
liturgy adopted by Archbishop Fran5ois Harley de Champvallon 
in 1680, in the midst of the struggle over the Gallican Church, 
restricted worship of the saints and even put less stress than 
previously on the cult of the Virgin, a particular object of adora¬ 
tion of the Parisian masses, which was associated with Jesuit 
ultramontanism.21 More than 40 legends concerning saints were 
dropped for lack of proof.22 In 1760, it was ordered that no 
further confreries should be created, but all this seems to have had 
little effect on the patterns of popular religious belief. The adora¬ 
tion of the saints continued to flourish, even when other seams of 
the church fabric had been almost completely rent. In 1792, an 
English observer noted: 



II6] THE NAMES OF KINGS 

Another absurdity ... is, that most of the almanacks, even that which 
is prefixed to Mr. Rabaut’s [de Saint Etienne] Account of the Revolu¬ 
tion, contains against every day in the year, the name of some saint 
of other, male or female, some of them martyrs, and others not, others 
archangels, angels, arch-bishops, bishops, popes, virgins, to the number 
of twenty four, and of these, four were martyrs into the bargain; and 
this at a time when churches are selling by auction and pulling down, 
when the convents are turned into barracks, when there is neither 
monk nor nun to be seen in the kingdom, nor yet any Abbe, and when 
no priest dares appear in any sacerdotal garment, or even with anything 
which might mark him as an ecclesiastic.23 

Almanacs being one of the most extensively distributed forms of 
mass literature,24 it is perhaps not going too far to argue that we 
have here evidence of the remarkable tenacity of popular faith. 
So deeply were these patterns of belief implanted in the minds of 
the laboring poor that they continued to serve as a framework 
for worship, even when they lost their specifically Christian con¬ 
tent. The de-Christianization policies of the Revolutionary Gov¬ 
ernment may temporarily and partially have won sans-culottes and 
peasants away from the Church, but the need and will to believe 
were not even touched upon.25 

^ II ^ 

Popular, syncretic Catholicism set its own norms of religious be¬ 
havior, much to the horror of Protestants and other outsiders. The 
German traveler Neimitz described the midnight mass at Christ¬ 
mas as 

remarkable. . . . All the churches, all the convents are invaded by 
crowds, and people run from one place to another. It is not precisely 
religious music that is played then in the temples; one hears minuets 
and other profane tunes. Many sacrileges and impieties are committed. 
The populace stays out all night, and from mass they go to the cab¬ 
aret, where they revel until dawn. A fine preparation for so great and 
holy a day!26 

But the fact remains that the poor did go to church, and when 
they did so, they demanded that the ceremonies be well ordered 
and unvarying. It was the only way that their sense of security 
could be preserved.27 No priest ought to be allowed to shorten 
or otherwise change established practice. If he tried to do so, he 
was sure to cause trouble. Hardy cites several occasions on which 
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the municipal guard had to be called in to quell disturbances of 
this sort. In the Parish of Saint Merry on June 19, 1783, the Corpus 
Christie procession had just begun when it started to rain, and 
the vicar ordered a return to the church. Popular reaction was so 
great that he was “forced to go out, to continue the procession, 
and was thus scandalously made to obey the law laid down by 
the menu peuple of his parish who cried out loudly that he was 
not much to be pitied, since he had a whole year in which to get 
dry.”28 On Easter Tuesday, 1786, the parish church of Saint 
Nicolas des Champs was the scene of a similar incident, when the 
clergy decided, for the first time, to dispense with the chanting 
of the Stabat Mater and the benediction of the host. “This people 
. . . of rather bad composition” was so upset by this that they had 
to be put out of the church by violence, and Hardy was moved 
to wonder whether it would not have been more politic to let 
them have their own way.29 

The sermon was an integral part of the mass, and a useful 
means of propagandizing the faithful. Although the practice of 
lay preaching never developed in France in any way comparable 
to that of Protestant England,30 the hierarchy seems to have been 
fearful of unauthorized tampering with the word of God. As early 
as 1673, the statutes of the synod of the diocese of Paris forbade 
anyone to preach who had attained the grade of deacon and did 
not have the authorization of the vicar-general of the diocese. In 
the following year, all laymen were formally forbidden, under 
penalty of excommunication, “to meddle in pronouncing the word 
of God, and in preaching at crossroads and in the streets.” The 
clergy was enjoined to prevent irreverent behavior on these occa¬ 
sions and to call upon the civil authorities to stamp out “these dis¬ 
orders.”31 The danger was that someone might cast protests against 
the temporal order in religious terms, the only frame of reference 
that had any significant meaning for the laboring poor, and thereby 
inflame them into violence and revolt. 

Clearly, the sermons preached to captive congregations were 
intended to have the opposite effect. On this matter, official church 
doctrine seems never to have varied.32 The chief emphasis was 
laid on man’s offensiveness in the sight of God, his sinfulness, the 
need for Christian humility, the efficacy of regular church attend¬ 
ance and prayer, and the cult of the Virgin and the saints.33 The 
elements of traditional Catholic teaching were all there: trust in 
the Lord rather than in one’s self, make good use of your spiritual 
and physical powers, and pray and hope that the grace of God 
will descend upon you.34 But beyond these generalities, it was 
also agreed that one did not preach to everyone in the same way. 
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Sermons and counsel ought to be appropriate not only to the 
occasion but also to the social position of the parishioner. Joseph 
Lambert, who held his doctorate in theology from the Sorbonne, 
cited no less an authority than the Council of Aix la Chapelle in 
the year 816 to argue that it was 

a bad way of instructing the poor to speak of things not usual among 
them. . . . When one teaches the poor, one must choose one’s subject 
with greater care. The truths of the Gospel presented clearly, simply, 
and in a paternal manner are heeded. They please and nourish [the 
listeners’ souls]. Declamation that is strong but prudent and charitable 
in denouncing impurity, revenge, intemperance, drunkenness, com¬ 
plaining, indecency, quarrels, injustices, theft, dancing, late-night 
parties, and laziness in fulfilling the duties of a Christian; that is the 
morality of the countryside.35 

And of the city, too, if we read further in his homilies. Above 
all, the poor must be told to be happy with their poverty. They 
owed God an immense debt for having put them in a situation 
that made it easier to be saved than if they had been rich. “Not 
only does the true believer not complain, but he blesses God in 
his poverty. . . . How unhappy are those who are so preoccupied 
by their poverty that they do not think of God. They are un¬ 
happy, not because they are poor, but because they forget God.”36 
To do otherwise than to accept one’s fate with resignation and 
thanks was to be guilty of “criminal revolt,” the implication being 
that damnation would be too generous a punishment. The man 
who was truly poor, in spirit as well as in pocket, was an un¬ 
complaining cog in a very great wheel. As an artisan, he offered 
and dedicated his work to God. As a parent, he raised his children 
in the fear of God. As a domestic (“for holiness is communicated 
to all”), he remembered that Christ himself had served the apostles 
and so was faithful to his masters. As a man . . . the category 
did not exist.37 

III 

Superstition was a strong element in the syncretic Catholicism of 
the laboring poor. That they believed in miracles is not surprising 
and does not set them apart, although they were no doubt more 
willing to recognize a miracle than were their more sophisticated 
contemporaries or the official doctrine of the Church. But they 
also believed in the ubiquity of the supernatural, and they carried 
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this belief, not totally unsupported by the theologians, to extremes.38 
There was no doubt in their minds that ghosts existed, so it was 
normal for crowds to gather whenever one’s presence was re¬ 
ported.39 More unusual but still possible for the menu peuple to 
credit was the report that the wife of de Barentin, premier presi¬ 
dent of the Cour des Aides, had given birth to “a bush recognized 
as a gooseberry bush, although without gooseberries, but bearing 
. . . cherries. This monster of an entirely new species had nothing 
of human shape about it and was absolutely inanimate. This singu¬ 
lar birth could not fail to cause much chagrin to the entire 
family.”40 After all, God in His infinite wisdom could do anything. 

Neither the poor nor the maintenance of public order were 
threatened by these aberrant beliefs. But the effect of rumor 
mongering and credulity was not always so benign. In a society 
like that of Paris in the eighteenth century, where the majority of 
people were functionally illiterate and the means of communica¬ 
tion underdeveloped, it was extremely difficult to control the flow 
of information. There was no mass media to counteract the spread 
of news and speculation by word of mouth. Government publi¬ 
cations were either not read or disregarded, while rather more 
attention was paid to “mauvais propos” and clandestine pamphlets.41 
Given proper conditions of stress, the propensity to believe might 
have dangerous effects indeed, as witness the incidents of May, 
1750, when a roundup of stray children by the police caused a 
riot and several deaths because it was thought that their blood 
was to be used to bathe a princess stricken with a disease for 
which it was the only cure.42 Lenoir reported that 50 years later 
the memory of the events had not yet faded among the people of 
Paris.43 

This was not an isolated incident. In the summer of l771i a 
rumor spread that sun spots recently observed were the biblical 
signs foretelling the end of the world, and it was necessary to in¬ 
voke the authority of the astronomer Lalande in order to calm 
nerves.44 Two years later, there was the case of the self-styled 
prophet Dame Sainte-Catherine who, finding herself pregnant, 
preached that she was about to give birth to the Messiah. She lived in 
the rue Louisine of the faubourg Saint Marcel, where her landlord, a 
master carpenter named Jamel, gave her space in which to hold 
prayer meetings. She had converted some 300 persons to her sect 
and asked of them principally that they no longer attend mass. 
Worse still, she was accused of keeping a great number of parish¬ 
ioners of Saint Hyppolite from performing their paschal duties.4'' 

The extent to which rumor can play upon the fears of the menu 
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peuple is again illustrated by the case of Lavallee d’Arancy, who 
was imprisoned by order of the lieutenant-general of police in 
July, 1778. He had for some time been telling his neighbors— 
“40 locataires du bas peuple”—in great detail of a plot to kill 
the royal family and seize control of the state apparatus. Far from 
thinking of him as insane, they were inclined to take his warnings 
seriously. Hence, his tales “might give rise to ferment and trouble 
public order” and he had, as a preventive measure, to be put away.46 
Each time the government or municipal officials reacted harshly 
to the spread of gossip, it was less on account of the specific con¬ 
tent of the story told than because uncensored speculation might 
have the unfortunate effect of bringing into question the authority 
of the constituted bodies, both of church and state. 

We have the word of no less an authority than Restif de la 
Bretonne that the gens du peuple were superstitious.47 And among 
them, the poissardes or marketwomen stood in the first rank. They 
were 

to the utmost extent pious and superstitious, pray to Sainte Genevieve, 
the Patron of Paris, have an unconditional confidence in the splendid 
chest in which her relics are preserved, love the clergy so long as they 
buy and pay for their fish, but execrate the atheistic Abbes who eat 
meat on Friday, and doubly so, because it is a sin, and still more be¬ 
cause their principles might harm the fish trade. . . .48 

As they were further in the habit of talking politics and philosophy, 
the authorities might well worry about their effect on their equally 
credulous listeners. 

Afarville put the matter perfectly in 1745 when he spoke of 
being “threatened” by two new saints. In these years, when a 
vulgarized kind of Jansenism was still very popular among the 
menu peuple, it was not unusual to hear of rioting at the death of 
a particularly beloved priest or deacon. For example the hair and 
nails were cut off and the clothes stripped from the corpse of the 
Abbe Maurice Tissart before it was buried. After the funeral, 
large numbers of people came to pray at his grave and to fill their 
mouths and pockets with this holy earth.49 A generation later, in 
1772, a faith healer attracted gatherings of as many as 30,000 per¬ 
sons in a single day by his miraculous cures. The crippled were said 
to walk, the blind to see, and the deaf to hear once they declared 
their belief in God. A guard had to be set up around his house 
and the prophet himself finally disposed of, for fear of the “fanati¬ 
cism of the people, who believe in God.”50 
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The trouble was less that the people believed in God than that 
they chose to identify Him with certain individuals and move¬ 
ments here on earth. The case in point is the Jansenism with which 
they were repeatedly associated between the 1720s and 1750s. 
Now, I think we may take it as given that the laboring poor knew 
little and cared less about the abstruse problems of the debased 
nature of man, the sufficiency of grace, and predestination. Augus¬ 
tine, like Aquinas, was an intellectual’s saint, lacking the attributes 
that attract popular reverence. If the poor distrusted reason, it was 
not because they thought it to be the product of a corrupt nature 
but because it was a tool with which they were unfamiliar. Never 
did they dream of retiring from the world in the fashion of a 
Duvergier de Hauranne or a Pascal. It was a luxury they could 
not afford. Similarly, the many values—individualism, democracy, 
and national independence—to whose development Jansenism is 
supposed to have contributed—were empty concepts to them.51 
If by the early eighteenth century Jansenism had become a political 
movement, it was not as such that it appealed to them either, 
although it may be said that their affinity for it was manipulated 
by others, notably the Parlement of Paris, for political ends. Indeed, 
it may be argued that the menu peuple were not attracted to Jan¬ 
senism as much as they happened to cross paths with it at a propi¬ 
tious moment. As I have already noted, the laboring poor were 
constantly searching for consolation and assurance of salvation, and 
the Church was not, some of them felt (no doubt, obscurely), giv¬ 
ing it to them. Their dissent, or better still their dissatisfaction, was 
not doctrinal but visceral. They displayed no reforming zeal, did 
not believe, in the manner of the Calvinists, that the Church had 
unfrocked itself, and proclaimed no holy war against the Beast, 
despite the example of the Abbe Etemare.52 Even to call them en¬ 
thusiasts is perhaps to abuse the word insofar as it has come to 
be associated with ultrapersonal, mystical religion.53 They were 
not mystics, for mysticism presupposes the kind of individualism 
that is at the opposite pole from the communal patterns of belief 
so characteristic of them. But they were dissatisfied with the dreari¬ 
ness of the usual Catholic practice and the vagueness of its promises. 
They were thus available for another experience within the con¬ 
fines of the Catholic community, an experience to which they 
would bring their usual enthusiasm and excitation. The Jansenist 
movement, just then fighting for its life against the pressures of 
pope and king, symbolized by the Bull Unigenitus, was much 
present and talked about. Certain Jansenists had acquired remark¬ 
able personal reputations for holiness and charity among the poor, 
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which could not help but facilitate its liaison with popular religion. 
What was needed was some catalytic agent, and that came in the 
form of a series of miracles associated with the person of the 
Diacre Paris and other Jansenist worthies. 

The first of these miracles took place in June, 1725 in the fau¬ 
bourg Saint Antoine. The wife of the woodworker Lafosse had 
been paralyzed for a long time when she attended the parish pro¬ 
cession for Corpus Christi. She prayed for a cure, using the words 
of the paralytic in the Gospel, “Lord, You can cure me, if You 
will,” and she walked. The initial phase of incredulity past, she 
became the object of political-ecclesiastical covetousness, with 
both the Molinists and the Jansenists trying to get her to say that 
she was in their respective camps. She protested her ignorance of 
such matters, with the result that the credit for her cure went to the 
Jansenists, since the vicar of her parish was an appellant against the 
Bull.54 

This miracle remained, however, an isolated incident until about 
two years later and the death of the Diacre Paris. Paris was the 
son of a counselor of the Parlement who had been led by the 
intensity of a mystical experience to abandon his worldly concerns 
in favor of a simple life of exemplary piety on the Jansenist model 
among the poor of the faubourg Saint Marcel. The veneration 
and awe in which he was held by the people testify to the force of 
his personality. On the day of his burial, a certain Madeleine 
Biegney, another 20-year paralytic, claimed to have been cured by 
kissing the feet of the corpse. She was followed by Mademoiselle 
Thibault, who was cured of what may have been arthritic or 
rheumatic pains by praying at the tomb.55 It will be noted that in 
the miracles that followed, the great majority of the beneficiaries 
were women and mainly, with few exceptions, of the laboring 
poor. By October, 1728, the Diacre’s reputation was so secure and 
his sect so popular among the people that they looked upon the 
Cardinal de Noailles’ break with Jansenism as reprehensible and 
little short of treason. Anyone who dared to question the authen¬ 
ticity of the miracles put his life in jeopardy. Orders emanating 
from the Archbishop forbidding worship at the tomb were com¬ 
pletely ignored and, in fact, had the effect of re-enforcing the 
practice. As Barbier wrote, “The people will make him a saint 
without the Court of Rome if this continues.”56 In order that this 
might not happen, the royal administration thought it best to close 
the cemetery of Saint Medard on Januuary 27, 1732, an action 
which gave rise to an immortal piece of graffiti found the next day 
posted on the gates: 
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De par le roi 
Defenses a Dieu 
De faire miracle 
En ce lieu.* 

Popular affection for Jansenism was circumstantial rather than 
profound. When the menu peuple worshipped (it is the only 
appropriate word) Paris, they were also attracted to the memory 
of Dourdan, a monk of the Abbey of Saint Victor, who died in 
1729. He, too, had a reputation as a great friend of the poor, and 
he died without the sacraments because he had refused to take them 
from the hand of his superior, a Jansenist. Yet by 1731 his cult had 
waned into nothingness for reasons far removed from his prac¬ 
tice of the Donatist heresy. There was no one ready to exploit 
this popular infatuation as there was in the case of Paris. Whereas 
robe and other well-placed Jansenists were not averse to mobilizing 
the menu peuple for their own ends, essentially to scare the royal 
authorities, the Molinists were in power and consequently thought 
they could dispense with this popular support.57 

The movement built around Jansenism might have become the 
central element in the development of political consciousness among 
the poor. As we have seen, it was far from lacking in ideas useful 
for challenging the distribution of power and its institutional forms. 
Yet it became neither a radical sect, like the Anabaptists of 
sixteenth-century Germany, nor a training ground for future mili¬ 
tants, like some of the Methodist communions in late eighteenth- 
and early nineteenth-century England. The old bourgeoisie and 
nobility of the robe, who were its chief adherents, were frondeurs, 
not revolutionaries. They were fundamentally attached to the main¬ 
tenance of the old regime, as their actions in 1732 (observation 
of the law of silence**) and in 1754 (end of the affair of the re¬ 
fusal of sacraments) show. The new, enterprising bourgeoisie might 
be attracted by its potential for liberalism, individualism, and its 
morality of conscience but was repelled by its unfriendliness toward 
the bourgeois values of capital accumulation and worldly suc¬ 
cess.58 The laboring poor were as yet incapable, without leader¬ 
ship from another class, of creating their own ideology. They 
began the long and arduous process of doing so during the revo- 

* The King’s order 
Forbids God 
To make a miracle 
In this place. 

** The law of silence was the expression used to refer to the royal order for¬ 
bidding discussion of all matters pertaining to the Jansenist controversy. 
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lutionary period and afterward, while being transformed into a 
proletariat. At this stage, the Church, as an instrument of reaction, 
had been so discredited that no system of ideas in any way related 
to traditional Christianity could appeal to them. And by then, 
the revolutionary experience and the consequent transformation of 
the mode of social existence had made alternatives available. 

In the meantime, popular Jansenism rapidly degenerated into 
personal hysteria. As early as July, 1731, there were reports of 
violent seizures among the women who came to pray and be cured 
at Paris’s grave. These were generally considered by the believers 
to be part of the cure. But very shortly after the closing of the 
cemetery of Saint Medard, these convulsions seem to have taken 
on a life of their own, to have become, strictly speaking, a form of 
religious witness. Various mysteries of the life of Christ, especially 
his sufferings, were acted out. The participants spoke in tongues, 
preached against Molinism, and prophesied on the apostasy of the 
Gentiles, the conversion of the Jews, and other matters of great mo¬ 
ment. They also demanded and received what came to be called 
secours, or beatings, a practice which alienated some of the more 
bien-pensants among the Jansenists. As one who was favorable to 
these activities wrote: 

The beatings that these girls call for with alacrity are administered 
to them by men in preference to women, and often in preference to 
other men; their choice does not waver, and falls commonly upon 
priests and men: the women sit on their laps so as to allow their 
convulsions to pass; they demand that the men lift them into the air, 
like children; they sit astride their necks, as they would on a horse, 
their legs hanging over the stomach, and are thus carried around 
the rooms; they have marked predilections for certain men, whose 
hands, they say, bring them greater comfort than others, and all these 
charitable kindnesses are rewarded by airs and graces, sweet words, 
lewd gestures, little slaps.59 

Others were less indulgent, scandalized by the physical pain in¬ 
flicted on the young ladies, albeit at their own request and without 
their experiencing any apparent harm as a result. They were 
stomped upon, choked, and crucified in order to make manifest 
“the omnipotence of God in the state of invulnerability in which 
He places them.”80 Adversaries of these procedures sniggeringly 
suggested that the assemblies of convulsionaries were nothing more 
than free-wheeling orgies, an assertion for which there is no proof. 
But the sexual symbolism of the constant piercing of all parts of 
the women’s bodies with knives and pins, as well as in the pressing 
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and pulling of their breasts by male accomplices is unmistakable.61 
The acting out of libidinous fantasies found its religious justi¬ 
fication in that current of Jansenist doctrine which called for 
a rejection of this-worldly standards and a total dedication to the 
will of God. Like the Cathari and a hundred other sects, the con- 
vulsionaries were seeking to purify themselves so that they might 
play the role God intended to confer on them in His plan for 
the transformation of the universe. 

The poverty of the convulsionaries was the sign of their election. 
Once in a while, a member of the sect made a more explicit con¬ 
nection between poverty and goodness, on the one hand, and 
wealth, power, and evil, on the other. In August, 1770, a certain 
Mademoiselle Maillard, identified only as a worker but probably, 
from the internal evidence, a chambrelan, wrote a letter to the 
king, in which she pleaded for the release of a fellow Jansenist. 
This woman, Mademoiselle Mote, had been captured by the parish 
clergy of Saint Andre des Arts, a group of furious Jesuits, and 
was being held against her will somewhere in Paris. Four persons 
had fallen on her “like poverty upon the world” and had attempted 
to kill her. Because the petitioner had come to her aid, she, too, 
was in danger. There was a giant conspiracy afoot by the Jesuits 
to foment civil war. They were in league with atheists who poison 
people’s minds with vicious books. The atheists were “more vile 
than the atoms that fly in the air” and the Jesuits were an “evil 
sect that likes to play ball, but hasn’t enough skittles.” Satan was at 
work in their machinations, and it was by magic “that they cause 
cupidity to reign in this world. It is at a high point, and they do so 
in order to give the world over to the devil.” She outlined the 

king’s duty: 

Vous nous donnerez de bons pasteurs pour epurez nos ames et nous fair 
approchez sil est possible tous les jours de la sainte communion. . . . 
dieu createur du ciel et de la terre a bien voulu morire pour nous sur 
larbre de la crois et rependre tous son sang pour le faire ruiseler dans 
les veine de tous les du genrumain et il ruiselle encore tous les jour 
sur nos autelle pour nous en nourire dune maniere invisible pour le 
salue de nos ame et nous accordez tout les grace que nous lui demandont 
pour la necesite de la vie. . . . O mon dieu . . . delivre encore les pauvre 
qu’il ni ai plus darchez de gaux [archers de gueux] car qui persecute 
le pauvre persecute Jesus Christ [deux mots illisibles] ete par la mani- 
gance de tous ces vilains gens que le peuple a tant soufert par la fain 
la soif la nudite il avoit trop de monde il falloit les faire morire et 
jetez des cantite de ble dans la riviere et cela pour les exceder et les 
reduire par la grand misere a une guere civile il ni a pas jusqu’au 
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religieuse qui font des envoy [de grains?] Cest pour parvenir a leur but 
il posede lor et largent ils en donne au roy il lui font leur cour mais 
cest pour parvenir a leur but et par consequan se rendre maitre. . . . 

You will give us good pastors to purify our souls and bring us to the 
communion table every day if possible. . . . God the creator of 
heaven and earth, condescended to die for us on the tree of the cross 
and to spill all His blood so as to make it run in the veins of all the 
human race, and it still runs every day on our altars to nourish us in 
an invisible manner for the salvation of our souls and to give us all the 
grace we ask of it for the necessities of life. . . . O my God . . . 
deliver us, the poor. May there be no more policemen [archers de 
gueux] for whosoever persecutes the poor persecutes Jesus Christ [two 
illegible words] was by the machination of all these evil men that the 
people have suffered so greatly from hunger, thirst, and lack of cloth¬ 
ing. The population was too large. It was necessary that some should 
be caused to die, and quantities of grain be thrown in the river so 
as to harass them and reduce them through great misery to a civil war. 
Even the nuns make shipments [of grain]. To reach their goal, they 
possess gold and silver. They give to the king and pay him their court, 
but it is in order to reach their goal and consequently to become the 
masters. . . ,62 

The accusation contains all of the common themes: fear of star¬ 
vation, the existence of a pacte de famine, the oppression of the 
poor by magic and secret machinations, Jesuitical omnipotence, the 
fear of the devil, the distrust of intellectuals and atheists (often 
taken to be synonymous terms), trust in the king but not of those 
around him, and belief in the virtues of poverty. Its formulation 
in the phonetic spelling of a semiliterate workingwoman is testi¬ 
mony to the fact that popular Jansenism had at least some potential 
as a vehicle of political protest. But that potential was never de¬ 
veloped any further. Unlike some of the primitive rebels studied 
by Eric Hobsbawm,63 the Jansenists remained socially passive and 
their movement left no heritage on which to build a new politics. 
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BEGGARS AND 

CRIMINALS 

I 

The number of persons arrested as beggars was very considerable. 
In 1763, Sir William Mildmay described “the swarms of beggars, 
which infest the streets of Paris . . . for as their hospital can hold 
only a certain number, it is suspected, that as fast as the magistrates 
send a crowd of vagrants to be admitted at one door, the admin¬ 
istrators let out as many at another.”1 Despite the difficulties of 
execution to which the repetition of antibegging ordinances calls 
our attention, Bicetre, La Pitie and the Salpetriere counted 2,158 
entries of sturdy beggars and 1,985 of sick beggars in 1751.2 The 
still more rigorous practice of the Royal Declaration of 1764 pro¬ 
duced a total of 18,523 prisoners in the depots de mendicite of the 
Generality of Paris by the end of 1773. (Of these, 11,895 were 
eventually allowed to go free, while 88 entered the army, 3,158 
died in captivity, and 1,963 escaped.)3 The number of arrests con¬ 
tinued to be high in the last years of the old regime. Between July, 
1784 and June, 1785, the commissaires of the Chatelet had arrested 
and imprisoned 1,762 beggars. In 1788, 2,650 persons were arrested, 
of whom 2,219 were jailed.4 In 1784, Necker estimated that there 
were 7,000 to 8,000 beggars in 33 depots at any given time.5 

When arrested, beggars rarely admitted their fault, or, if they 
did, sought to invoke extenuating circumstances, as for example the 
journeyman leather worker who told the police that “it is only when 
he has no work that he begs in order to survive”6 and the case of 
Edme Gardy, a street messenger condemned in June, 1775 to stand 
in the pillory for two hours, to pay a fine of three livres, and to 
be banished from Paris for three years. His tale is familiar: age 27, 
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born near Auxerre, he had been coming to Paris regularly over a 
period of three years before having settled there six months earlier. 
He worked when he could find employment. He had recently sus¬ 
tained an injury while doing some farm work in the Brie and so 
had to beg to tide himself over.7 

The police may have been suspicious of these professions of 
innocence, but they rarely took the trouble to press their investi¬ 
gations. If the accused said he was not guilty, he was generally 
given his freedom within a few days. If he pleaded guilty with an 
explanation, as in the examples cited above, he got a light sentence 
and was sent away from Paris. Only if he were suspected of fraud 
(faking an illness, pretending to be at death’s door) or of having 
bad morals (that a suspect was living adulterously with a married 
woman was a point urged against him) did the judges take stronger 
action, usually branding and commitment to the galleys. These signs 
appear to have been the means employed by the authorities to 
distinguish “simple, nondangerous beggars” from “beggars sus¬ 
pected of maintaining relations with the thieves of Paris.” In 
1780, the police began to hire the former to spy on the latter but 
with what results we do not know.8 

In 1764, this somewhat pragmatic way of distinguishing between 
good and bad beggars was sytematized by a royal declaration. The 
simple beggars were already covered by the legislation of 1724, 
which provided for their return to the home parish. The point of 
the new law was to punish the “vagabonds et gens sans aveu” who, 
it was felt, constituted the real danger to social peace. They were 
defined as those who “for six full months have not exercised either 
profession or trade, and who, having neither status nor place to 
live, cannot secure testimony to their good morals from persons 
worthy of belief.” Men between the ages of 16 and 70 were to be 
sentenced to three years on the galleys for a first offense, nine years 
for a second. The time was the same for women, children, and 
men over seventy, but it was to be served in a hospital. After 1767, 
the specially created depots de mendicite took the place of the hos¬ 
pitals and sometimes the galleys. They also served as temporary 
detention centers for beggars being sent home.9 The Paris Gener¬ 
ality counted five depots at Saint Denis, Pontoise, Sens, Meaux 
and Melun. Two others, at Dreux and Senlis, were closed in 1773. 
At Saint Denis, a factory of woolen cloth and blankets was estab¬ 
lished, while the administrators of both Meaux and Pontoise put 
their inmates to work spinning cotton. In return for their work, 
the prisoners were paid' a token sum, given daily rations of one and 
a half pounds of mixed grain bread, some vegetables, and a bit of 
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meat three times a week, and were allowed to sleep only two to a 
bed. It was a regime calculated to be “better than prison, worse 
than the army.”10 

The provisions of this legislation corresponded to an illusion 
nourished by contemporaries as to the great number of habitual 
or professional beggars supposed to be infesting the realm. They 
were, in this formulation, persons “whose profession it is to do 
nothing and to live at the expense of others, who have given up 
work and residence completely, who know neither rule, nor yoke, 
nor superior, who are not only independent, but know how to 
inspire fear and obedience in others.”11 Another commentator called 
them “born beggars” and found many of them living as couples in 
Paris, Picardy, and Champagne. “These households,” he wrote, 
“are recruited among weak laborers whom women debauch by 
promising to support them. . . . They then hide in the guise of 
small mercers, repairers of buckles, founders of spoons, sellers of 
Saint Hubert’s rings, etc.”12 And Turmeau de La Morandiere 
claimed to know in Paris “among other idlers, four families who 
have lazily indulged in begging since 1740, and whose male and 
female children and grandchildren are big and strong, just like 
their fathers and mothers, who were tall. In the hay harvest season, 
these rogues have a scythe; in the grain harvest time, they have a 
sickle; at the time of the grape harvest, they have sacks and pails, 
so as to persuade people that they have found no work, and that 
they are ready to work; but these misfits are not really looking 
for any.”13 

This was a happy breed, or would have been, had it existed in 
truly significant numbers. There were, of course, beggars on the 
model of Peachum and company, indistinguishable from the fra¬ 
ternity of professional criminals. They covered themselves with dis¬ 
guises to simulate infirmities in order to attract the pity of the 
public. To this end, women hired sick children to hang onto their 
apron strings so as to demonstrate how difficult life really was. The 
more miserable and downtrodden the children looked, the more 
they were likely to fetch in this odd market place. A German ob¬ 
server reported a fight between two beggar women in the faubourg 
Saint Antoine over who was to have the right to the use of one 
such child.14 And in the evening, in a “cabaret hidden off in some 
faubourg,” they drank and rejoiced over their frauds.15 The great 
Cour des Miracles off the rue Saint Denis had been cleared by La 
Reynie, the first lieutenant-general of police, in 1667, and there 
were no longer any great national/regional associations of beggars 
as in the sixteenth century and earlier.16 The unemployed and the 
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uprooted wandered all over Paris and appear to have had their 
favored meeting places. They were not necessarily gens sans aveu 
or vagabonds in the legal sense of the words, but it is clearly to 
them that the various ordinances against popular assemblies refer. 
Just as in 1789 the Great Fear of brigands was to hold all France 
in its grip, the last years of the old regime saw the ruling classes 
develop their old fears into a paranoid dread of crowds. In 1784, 
not only vagabonds and gens sans aveu but also water-carriers, port¬ 
ers, and other laborers were forbidden to enter, assemble, or pass 
through the place Royale. In 1781, the seigneurial court of the 
Chapter of Saint Medard, in the midst of the most populous quar¬ 
ter of Paris, complained about and forbade 

the almost continual gatherings of vagabonds, and vagrants who play 
all sorts of games, do not respect the hours of divine service . . . often 
quarrels take place among them which give rise to curses, blasphemies, 
which are heard in the Churches . . . they throw stones which fall into 
the choir or the Churches of St. Marcel and St. Martin, which troubles 
and disturbs divine service . . . 

It may be argued that esthetic or religious considerations suffi¬ 
ciently explain this diligence, but it is also possible to see in it an 
avowal of a deteriorating social situation and of the authorities’ in¬ 
ability to exercise control.17 

In this era of the Enlightenment, when advanced thinkers 
prided themselves on having at last found that the long sought 
after philosopher’s stone was, in the words of the Abbe Malvaux, 
nothing else but work, the menu peuple, who did not mainly de¬ 
fine themselves as producers, were out of step with the cause of 
progress.18 Beggars who did not work were assumed to be running 
away from productive activity. They were evil because they were 
not useful but rather a burden to society. By refusing to do their 
share, they made it necessary for others to work harder and at 
the same time to pay great taxes in order to support them. Their 
unsettled habits—and first of all, their irregular family life— 
caused an increase in debauchery and a loss of population, without 
which society could not expand and develop.19 The indictment 
reads like a list of bourgeois values—work, thrift, sobriety—which 
perhaps explains why it could not be shared by the laboring poor. 
This is just another way of saying that workingmen and women 
were conscious of belonging to the same social group as the beg¬ 
gars into whose ranks they might fall at any moment. They often 
took action to prevent the capture of a beggar by the police. 
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Soldiers and domestics were known to claim that the person about 
to be arrested was in fact no beggar but a member of their regi¬ 
ment or household and, if that did not work, to force his surrender 
by violence. For the Parisian people, whether a person worked or 
not was of secondary consideration in comparison to his quality 
as a poor man and therefore a possessor of Christian virtues.20 

Laws against beggary were an absurdity in a country where 
one-fifth of the population was always “because of circumstances 
about to ask for charity.”21 Leclerc de Montlinot went on to say 
that it was calumny to denounce workingmen for drinking or 
their failure to save money for their old age. They had no money 
to begin with, and they drank only for the lack of anything else 
to do. In what is perhaps the most eloquent defense of the laboring 
poor published during the old regime, he wrote: 

Society devours the poor man like a bit of food.If the remedy 
were not contained within the evil itself, if nineteen-twentieths of the 
people without property did not die before their time, the weight of 
these unfortunates could not even be borne by the Administration; 
it is a sophism to say that those who exercise the arts [i.e., who work] 
live as long as those who enjoy them. One meets walking skeletons 
only in the city. All that is weak dies an early death, especially in 
the country. Most of those who write about the people are not suffi¬ 
ciently aware of this frightful truth, and they slander them almost 
always.22 

But before they died their premature deaths, beggars dragged 
their misery about for all to see. The legislation against them, 
while annoying and without any hope of helping them to resolve 
their difficulties, was intended not so much to punish them as to 
render them less visible. There is no evidence to indicate that any 
systematic attempt was ever made to control the flow of labor on 
the model of the English laws of settlement. What mattered above 
all was that the unemployed be kept away from the turbulent 
atmosphere of the great cities, where their presence could only 
add another explosive element to a situation already difficult to 

control. 
I have already indicated that this policy was, in general, an 

extraordinary failure. Paris was the great magnet for the laboring 
poor from all over the kingdom, although some areas were more 
privileged in this regard than others. Of 421 male beggars sent 
to Bicetre in 1750, 35 came from Paris, 58 from the Parisian region 
(lie de France, Beauce, and the dioceses of Sens and Auxerre), 38 
from Normandy, 39 from the north, and 47 from eastern France 
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(Champagne, Lorraine, and Alsace). Burgundians numbered 30, 
and there were 20 Lyonnais. The center furnished 79 recruits, of 
whom 46 were Auvergnats. On the other hand, only 26 persons 
came from the west between Blois and the sea, together with 13 
from Brittany. The southeast sent 11 representatives. Provence 
and the southwest were least well represented, there being only 
9 from the entire region. There were, in addition, 15 foreigners.23 
To be sure, the figures may be slightly misleading in regard to the 
patterns of migration of the laboring poor as a whole. First, the 
sample comes from one year and one establishment only. Second, 
certain groups of migrants, like the Savoyards, were so well or¬ 
ganized that they got into trouble with the police less frequently 
than others. On the other hand, the statistics do coincide rather 
well with other samples taken from the police records of Versailles 
and Saint Denis, to the effect that the Parisian region, Normandy, 
the north and the east, the areas of easiest access to the capital, 
accounted for 50 percent of all migrants in the city at a given 
time. Burgundy and the Massif Central constituted a secondary 
area of recruitment. This pattern also held true for the street mer¬ 
chants discussed above.24 

The median age of the beggar in this sample was 51 to 55, which 
meant that a large proportion were likely to be ill or otherwise not 
in a position to exercise their trades. Their qualifications read like 
a list of the occupations of the laboring poor. The largest group 
consisted of 109 agricultural laborers. Of this number, 56 were 
unskilled: manoeuvres (unskilled workers in general), journaliers 
(agricultural day laborers or any unskilled worker hired at a 
daily wage), batteurs en grange (threshers), jar dimers (gardeners). 
There were 30 vine-growers, 10 labour eurs, 3 horse and cattle deal¬ 
ers, 2 millers, and 2 blacksmiths. Sixty-nine persons were unskilled 
urban workers: gagne-deniers (workers at menial jobs), commis- 
sionnaires (errand boys), and water carriers. Forty-six made or 
sold clothes; 16 worked in food industries and 27 in construction. 
There were also lesser quantities of innkeepers, boilermakers, 
pedlars, schoolmasters, and public letter writers. Lastly, there were 
13 domestics, 17 who had no profession, and a single noble. The 
figures indicate that the unskilled, both in town and country, 
were somewhat more likely to become beggars than skilled artisans, 
but the latter, especially when unsupported by capital and a 
master’s title, were often constrained to ask for charity with in¬ 
creasing frequency as they grew older and lost their health. 

Samples taken from the archives of the depots de mendicite 
tend to confirm initial impressions. The beggars were recruited 
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from the ranks of the unskilled workers and, to a lesser extent, of 
journeymen artisans. Rarely is a master artisan accused. Some of 
those picked up were aged and infirm and were, indeed, cap¬ 
tured only a short time after leaving the Hotel-Dieu.25 Others had 
been ruined by imprisonment on suspicion of crimes they had 
not committed. There were also army deserters, thieves, imbeciles, 
and filles libertines. None of these descriptions were incompatible 
with membership in the laboring poor. As the certificate of good 
character given to Jacques Verdier, who had been detained at 
Meaux, by his fellow townsmen of Compans and Briom near Besse 
in the Auvergne put it: 

For several years he has been in the habit of leaving the province 
during every [off] season and of going into foreign provinces to earn 
his living there by his labor and industry and to bring some help to 
Marie Auzany, his wife, and to their six children, of whom the eldest 
is with him helping to sweep chimneys, and the youngest is still being 
breastfed. . . . The said Jacques Verdier goes home every spring to 
plow his small piece of land and to busy himself, as best he can, with 
the work of the land. We believe him to be an upstanding man [honnete 
homme], we have never heard nor known him to practice the 
trade of beggar. . . ,26 

“The trade of beggar . . It is a phrase which marginally 
respects the truth. Verdier would have no doubt maintained that 
there was a vast difference between beggary as a profession and 
his practice of asking for an occasional handout. At least that was 
the common defense of his fellows, as for example Franqois Bernard 
of Bressac who admitted to having begged off and on over a 
period of three years but asked nothing better than to return to 
his hometown, where he might find work as an apprentice water¬ 
man. Rare were those who, like Catherine Bouillat, the wife of a 
navvy of Molonpied (Election of Saint Flour), legitimated their 
importunings as being part of their chosen profession—in her case, 
to make pilgrimages on others’ behalf.27 

Of the provincials arrested in Paris, a large number had been 
in the city only a few months, further proof of their mobility 
but also of how difficult it was to find work once in the capital. 
Brought to Paris by the search for employment or in consequence 
of work they had been doing, like Flerve Peron, ouvrier en bois 
flotte (a worker who accompanied wood floated down to Paris) 
of the Generality of Rennes, few expressed the desire to settle 
there permanently. Time and again the notation recurs of a stay 
of two, four, or eight months, usually in one of the most populous 
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quarters like Saint Jacques de la Boucherie, Saint Jean de Greve, 
or les Halles, and of a wish to return home.28 Miserable, ill, some¬ 
times crippled, often illiterate,29 what choice had they but to throw 
themselves on the mercy of the arresting officers? Shoeshine boy, 
street cleaner, shepherd, apprentice artisan, these were men and 
women who had reached what they took to be the nadir of their 
fight for survival only to find that there was still another level of 
misery below. Under the circumstances, one had to learn to live 
by one’s wits, and honesty was hard put to remain whole. A per¬ 
spicacious observer like Caillard d’Allieres, president of the Bureau 
du District of Mamers (Sarthe), may have been rather too fatalistic 
in his analysis of the inevitable progression from beggary to crime, 
but he expressed both his own fears and those of his class when 
he wrote in March, 1789: 

Beggary is the apprenticeship of crime; it begins by creating a love of 
idleness, which will always and everywhere be the greatest political 
and moral evil: in this state the beggar, having no principles or at 
least no habit of honesty, does not resist the temptation to steal very 
long. Soon, there is no other brake on his ideas of plunder than the 
fear of punishments due wrongdoers, and as soon as he has acquired 
enough skill to persuade himself that he will always escape from police 
investigations, he becomes a thief at the very least on a daily basis and 
often a professional thief. Among brigands, there are very few who 
did not become so through this fatal progression, of which begging is 
the first stop and indigence the first cause.30 

We may be permited to doubt that idleness is the devil’s workshop 
in so simple a manner as is here stated. But what is important to 
note is that society, unable to deal with beggars as such, was ever 
waiting for them to cross the line into criminality. In this expec¬ 
tation, it was rarely disappointed. The occasional beggar of today 
became the amateur criminal of tomorrow. 

I I 

The next day ... I was present at the execution of a person who was 
broke on the wheel, as ’tis commonly called; and as several mistaken 
notions are entertained of this ceremony, the following account may 
be depended on as accurate. The unhappy criminal was convicted for 
shooting at a person with an intent to kill him; he wounded him terribly 
in the face, ’tis true, but the man survived; sentence of death, however, 
was notwithstanding pronounced against him. . . . The execution was 
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performed in the place de Greve, which is a sort of square, where 
stands the townhouse or maison de ville. In the middle of this square 
was erected a scaffold; and at half an hour after four, the prisoner was 
brought in a cart to the place of execution, attended by the city guards, 
walking in procession two by two. A priest, or father confessor, accom¬ 
panied the dying man. On the scaffold was erected a large cross, 
exactly in the form of that commonly represented for St. Andrew’s. 
The executioner and his assistants then placed the prisoner on it, in 
such a manner, that his arms and legs were extended exactly agree¬ 
able to the form of the cross, and strongly tied down; under each arm, 
leg, etc. was cut a notch in the wood, as a mark where the executioner 
might strike, and break the bone with the greater facility. He held in 
his hand a large iron bar, not unlike one of our laborer’s iron crows, 
and in the first place broke his arms, then in a moment after both his 
thighs: it was a melancholy, shocking sight, to see him heave his body 
up and down in his extreme agony, and hideous to behold the terrible 
distortions of his face: it was a considerable time before he expired, 
and it would have been longer, had not the executioner given him 
what they call here the coup de grace, or finishing stroke, on his 
stomach, which puts an end to the poor wretch’s inexpressible misery: 
when he was dead, they took him from the cross, and put his dead 
body on a wheel, fixed to the end of a pole, and there he was exposed 
for some time; and this part of the ceremony occasions the common 
expression of a person’s being broke upon the wheel, whereas ’tis on 
a cross, as above described.31 

The ceremony described by an English traveler in 1738 was 
a regular feature of Parisian life in the eighteenth century. On 
occasion the execution was carried out on the spot where the crime 
had been committed, but the location ordinarily chosen was the 
place de Greve, on the right bank of the Seine in the center of the 
city, in the midst of the poorest and most populous quarters. This 
choice of site was sanctioned by the tradition of centuries, and 
it also presented a certain administrative convenience. The Con- 
ciergerie prison, the death row where condemned men awaited 
their fate and were subjected to preliminary tortures, lay just across 
the river on the left bank, and the Hotel de Ville, to which those 
who were about to die were brought if they indicated a last- 
minute desire to betray their accomplices and/or to receive the 
final ministrations of religion, stood on the place itself. There was 
thus no need to parade the criminals through the streets and there¬ 
by face the difficulties of controlling an unruly crowd. 

The tactical reasons for choosing the place de Greve were, how¬ 
ever, of secondary importance. The authorities’ choice had been 
made with malice aforethought, so to speak, the better to demon- 
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strate to the “lower orders” on their own home ground that crime 
did not pay. The theory was that law and order could be preserved 
by repeated examples of terrible retribution visited upon the guilty. 
Crime was considered to arise from the vicious nature of the 
criminal rather than to be socially conditioned. Cause and effect 
were radically confused and, accordingly, more attention was paid 
to the control of vice than to the removal of the conditions that 
bred it. Precisely for this reason all efforts to extirpate crime were 
doomed to failure. Far from throwing the fear of God into those 
who witnessed them, public executions only increased their con¬ 
tempt for the law and the society they were meant to defend. 
The contempt the audience felt and the frustration they experi¬ 
enced in not being able to do anything to stop the law from taking 
its inexorable course were thoroughly apolitical sentiments. By 
themselves, they led nowhere. Yet one may wonder if they did not 
contribute in some way to loosening the ties that bound working¬ 
men to the larger community, thus creating the possibility for 
them to respond one day to a revolutionary situation not of their 
own making. The powerful called upon death as their ultimate 
weapon in the struggle against both individual and social disorders. 
The laboring poor, fearful and superstitious though they were, 
would not yield to this kind of blackmail. The paradox of their 
behavior is that they were consciously afraid of death and of the 
torments and punishments of purgatory and hell, but at the level 
of the subconscious its terrors had no hold over them. There is no 
Catholic equivalent—at least not in this milieu—of a Jonathan 
Edwards reaching into the innermost recesses of his sinners’ hearts 
to make them writhe with guilt and pain.32 Is this because the poor 
Catholic believer had been too often told of his fundamental good¬ 
ness in the eyes of God and the Church?33 Or perhaps was death 
conceived of as just another episode in a life that was a constant 
struggle for survival? In fact, both the material situation and a par¬ 
ticular religious spirit were so intertwined as to make the most 
common response to the threat of death, whether from disease 
or the law, a desire to strike out for immediate gratification before 
it was too late. 

Executions did attract large crowds. When the victim was well 
known, all the windows of buildings facing the place de Greve 
were rented well in advance, as in the case of Cartouche in Novem¬ 
ber, 1721.34 But executions became so common that they soon 
ceased to disturb the rhythm of work and commerce in the sur¬ 
rounding neighborhood. Business went on as usual except, perhaps, 
for the few minutes men spent casting a curious glance at the con¬ 
demned. Hanging days were not public holidays, contrary to 
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English practice. One Englishman was so astonished by what he 
saw in Paris in 1777 that he wrote: 

An execution in France is attended with all imaginable solemnity: no 
giving the unhappy object of punishment drink—no crying out, “Die 
like a cock”—nor those kind of expressions too commonly used among 
the vulgar in England—nor any of those comments which we hear 
after our Tyburn executions of “He died hard,'” and was “as bold as 
brass.”35 

This behavior may well have been the means by which the labor¬ 
ing poor refused to be made accomplices in the maintenance of 
an unjust legal system. Plow, after all, could they feel indignant 
about theft when they were surrounded on all sides by “the ex¬ 
travagance and dissipation of luxury”?36 The feeling that “there 
but for the grace of God go I” created a certain solidarity between 
the condemned man and the spectators. The crowd would not 
allow itself to be intimidated. It was not they, but their social 
betters, the pillars of the community who drew the moral lesson 
from the proceedings. The workingman did not despise the crim¬ 
inal but tended rather to celebrate his daring in life and his courage 
in the face of death. The difference in attitude between property 
holders, fearful of losing what they possessed, and laborers, who had 
nothing to lose, is a measure of the social conflict latent in Paris 
at this time. 

On occasion, the crowd manifested its discontent more con¬ 
cretely. In 1721, a coachman in the employ of a renter of carriages 
in the rue des Grands Augustins stole an iron bar worth 30 sous 
from his employer. He was sentenced to be whipped and branded 
before the door of the establishment. When his employer’s wife 
cried out that he should be whipped more soundly, the 4,000 
assembled spectators went out of control, entered the house, broke 
the windows, set some carriages ablaze, and dragged them burning 
around the corner into the rue Saint Andre des Arts. In the follow¬ 
ing November, an even more serious outbreak occurred. A domestic 
was condemned to stand several hours in the pillory for having 
made some disobliging remarks about his mistress. The 5,000 to 
6,000 people present broke the pillory and the windows of the 
employer’s house. Called to the scene, the police opened fire and 
killed four or five of the participants. In the words of the lawyer 
Barbier, it was no longer possible to sentence offenders to the 
pillory for this was the third time in a single year that violence (he 
called it “sedition”) had erupted as a result. Nor did it stop then. 
In 1726, “le peuple” took similar action against an employer whose 
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servant had been sentenced to hang for having attempted to extort 
money from him. Barbier thought the measure was harsh but 
necessary in order to set an example. But those to whom the lesson 
was given do not seem to have been listening.'1' 

The stubborn refusal of laboring men to adopt the values of the 
establishment was additional proof (to nobles and bourgeois) that 
there was something inherently wrong with them from the outset. 
As one reads their commentaries, one can fairly hear the tongue 
clicking sounds of disapproval. What the commentators did not 
understand was that crime, or, more often, vicarious participation 
in crime, was one of the few means available to the poor, short 
of an unthought-of revolution, for exhibiting their discontents. 

This participation took various forms, some of them rather 
bizarre. We are told that when Antoine Francois Desrues was 
broken on the wheel and burned in 1777, “scarcely had the body 
of this scoundrel been reduced to ashes than a crowd of day 
laborers combed through them to find bones that they sold to 
the highest bidder.”38 The bones were believed to have magic 
power and to enable the possessor to win the lottery. It ought to 
be added that Desrues, who was executed for the murder of Madame 
La Motte and her son whom he had previously cheated in a busi¬ 
ness transaction, was widely believed to be not guilty. Was it his 
humble origins that gained him popular sympathy? (He was the 
son of a petty merchant from Chartres.) Or was it merely his 
constantly reiterated professions of innocence? In any case, the 
Lieutenant-general of Police Lenoir found it necessary to com¬ 
mission pamphleteers to write the official version of the case. Not 
only was it desirable to establish proofs of the act of murder against 
Desrues but also to demonstrate, in line with the official ideology, 
that he was a monster, evil from birth.39 

Macabre incidents like this one were, however, uncommon. 
Ordinarily the great deeds of evildoers were celebrated in words 
only. Let us take the example of Louis Dominique Cartouche, who 
more than any other criminal captured the imagination of his con¬ 
temporaries. Portraits of and poems about him were sold every¬ 
where. A play purporting to chronicle his career was presented at 
the Comedie Franqaise while he lay in prison awaiting execution 
(he is rumored to have tempted the fates by going to a perform¬ 
ance during his short-lived escape from jail). The story of his life 
published in the Bibliotheque Bleue and other mass-consumption 
media went through innumerable editions until well into the nine¬ 
teenth century. It was even translated into English by Defoe, and 
a Russian version also exists.40 

The facts of Cartouche’s story are easily established.41 He was 



Beggars and Criminals [139 

the son of a modest tormelier (cooper) who spent his boyhood on 
the streets of Paris playing in the neighborhood of the Foire Saint 
Laurent. One day during his early adolescence, he stayed out too 
late and, fearing to go home, he took up with a band of Gypsies. 
After live years spent in their company, he did return home and 
went to work as an apprentice cooper. His life of crime was begun 
by stealing to provide for an exigent girlfriend. His father wanted 
to punish him by having him locked up in the prison of Saint 
Lazare, a place for prodigal sons likely to bring disrepute upon 
their families. But the younger Cartouche would have none of it. 
He made his escape and then worked for a time as a thief taker 
and army recruiter (a polite way of saying, a member of a press 
gang), and then served in the army himself. Returning to Paris, 
he organized his celebrated gang, over 200 in number, and went 
on to terrorize the city for the better part of four years, 1717-1721. 
His men were recruited from all strata of Parisian society, even 
among the “young men of family [both noble and bourgeois] 
taken in the seminary of Saint Lazare, where they were doing 
penance.”42 For the most part, they were members of the laboring 
poor down on their luck. They had contacts among domestics 
and the women known as recomvianderesses who found employ¬ 
ment for them in the homes of the rich, the gang’s favorite target. 
Other ties bound Cartouche and his men to inn and tavernkeepers 
(whose establishments served as places of refuge), to gunsmiths, 
and to jewelers and goldsmiths who acted as fences for stolen 
goods. The gardes frcmgaises, whose reputation for brutality and 
corruption was well earned, helped them to commit robberies on 
the king’s highways. 

Cartouche was distinguished from the ordinary criminal not only 
by the quantity but also by the quality of his work. His specialty 
was looting the houses of the rich,43 although his gang did not dis¬ 
dain to do a little pickpocketing on the side. He frowned upon the 
unnecessary use of violence, and he enforced a strict code of 
honor among his subordinates. If not precisely a reincarnation of 
Robin Hood, Cartouche was nonetheless a man of the people, 
essentially benevolent and nonviolent. If he did not make massive 
contributions to the poor, he never, so the story goes, refused a 
man in need. He was gallant to the ladies and audacious in his 
numerous close calls and escapes from the long arm of the law. 
He was loyal to his peers and contemptuous of his social betters. 
Brave and unyielding under the worst torture, he finally denounced 
his accomplices at the very last moment and then only because they 
had failed to rescue him in accordance with promises earlier made. 

In sum, Cartouche has a far from unattractive character. The 



THE NAMES OF KINGS I4o] 

men, women, and children who thrilled to his exploits did not nec¬ 
essarily approve of them any more than modern audiences who 
applaud Dillinger, Pretty Boy Floyd, or those currently fashion¬ 
able heroes, Bonnie and Clyde, would like to have them as next- 
door neighbors. It is sufficient that the criminals be seen as rebels 
against the established (by definition, rotten) order of things for 
crowds to identify with them. Even the moral conclusions of the 
cheap pamphlets intended for the consumption of the poor but 
not always in agreement with their own point of view reflected 
this spirit. On the one hand, Cartouche was blamed for wishing 
to abandon his station in life: “He had always had the ridiculous 
ambition to distinguish himself from his peers by wearing better 
clothes and by taking on certain foppish airs. That had been the 
cause of his first thefts, and it also contributed to his relapse into 
the abyss, from which he had so happily freed himself.” He first 
went astray because his father had sent him to a Jesuit school where 
all the other students were, at the very least, sons of the bourgeois 
de Paris. He had taken to crime in order to keep up with them in 
dress and other items of expenditure. Young men, beware the en¬ 
ticements of wealth, the story seems to say, and so the cause of 
classic morality is served. On the other hand, these same writers, 
as though knowing their audiences, are led to cast Cartouche in 
the heroic mold: “[he] had in him qualities which could have made 
an admirable man of him. Much wit, vivacity, and memory. A 
great presence of mind, judgment, and intrepidity. But false ideas 
of wealth and, by an easy extension, of the great of this world, 
destroyed him.44 Or, once again and still more complimentary, the 
poem of Nicolas Ragot de Grandval described this master thief as: 

Vaillant dans les combats, sgavant dans les retraites, 
Ferme dans le malheur, sobre dans les Guinguettes, 
Fidele a ses pareils, tranquile, modere, 
Et des traitres sur-tout ennemi declare. . . . 

Tout le monde admiroit sa physionomie; 
Sa douceur, son parler, son air, son doux maintien, 
Bref, chacun le prenoit pour un homme de bien.*45 

* Valiant in fighting, skillful in retreats, 
Firm in misfortune, sober in the taverns, 
Loyal to his peers, calm, moderate, 

And above all the declared enemy of traitors. . . . 

Everyone admired his appearance; 

His gentleness, his way of speaking, his air, his quiet bearing, 
In short, everyone took him for a man of honor. 
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At once “homme de bien” and criminal challenging the injustices 
of wealth and, by an easy extension, of the great of this world, 
here was a man to celebrate. But he was not alone. The only 
criminals condemned out of hand by the Parisian people in the 
eighteenth century were the blasphemers of holy persons or 
things, like Damiens, executed for his attempted assassination of 
Louis XV in 1757, or the Chevalier de la Barre, executed for 
breaking a statue of the Virgin in 1766. The king was the father 
of his people and therefore untouchable. And the laboring poor, 
among whom Catholic belief was very strong, were much at¬ 
tached to the cult of the Virgin. Even here it was the overt act, 
and it alone, that merited punishment in the eyes of the masses. 
In September, 1758, one Mauriceau de la Motte, a huissier des 
requetes de Vhotel, was sentenced to death for having made a 
seditious speech against the king. (The huissier was a minor judicial 
officer, equivalent to the court officer today who carries out sen¬ 
tences handed down by judges. His duty, for instance, was to 
seize persons to be taken into custody or to carry out confiscation 
of property.) In fact, all he had done was to question the conduct 
of Damiens’ trial. A large crowd attended his execution, but the 
sentiment they expressed was generally in his favor. As Barbier 
reported: “Some said that people aren’t put to death for words or 
simple writings; others hoped that he would have his reprieve; but 
one wanted to make an example of a bourgeois of Paris, a man 
occupying an office, in order to suppress the license of a number 
of fanatics who speak too boldly of the government. . . .”46 The 
impersonal one was ruling-class justice. Once again, the laboring 
poor showed that they did not share its standards. 

««§ III 

Of 108 death sentences issued by the Parlement of Paris between 
January 1, 1775 and December 31, 1776, 69 were sanctions against 
thefts of one sort or another. Only 37 premeditated murders were 
so punished together with one rape and one case of sodomy.4' 
If capital punishment, however horrible, did not succeed in con¬ 
trolling criminal activity, it was not the only weapon in the arsenal of 
repression commanded by Parisian judges on the eve of the Revolu¬ 
tion. For lesser crimes, such as stealing a handkerchief or a loaf of 
bread, a man might be sentenced to imprisonment for a number of 
years48 or, more likely, be sent to suffer the miseries of the galleys 
on the Mediterranean. Some men, like Louis Fremont, “thief, 
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pimp, sodomist,” who would ordinarily have been imprisoned at 
Bicetre, were exiled “a la suite d’un regiment.”49 In all cases, the 
punishment was accompanied by the branding of the offender 
with a V (voleur, thief) or GAL (galerien, galley slave) and ban¬ 
ishment from Paris for a period of years after the expiration of 
the sentence.50 Heavy sentences upon petty offenders were made 
even worse by the abuses built into the judicial system. An accused 
person might be detained for months without trial. He was most 
often not represented by counsel, and there was no right to trial 
by jury. The appeals machinery was so cumbersome as to be, for 
all intents and purposes, unavailable to the great majority. On the 
other hand, the government prosecutor might appeal to a higher 
court to increase the sentence originally decreed by the trial judge 
(appel a minima). Also, imprisonment by direct order of the king 
without benefit of judicial process was common, especially in the 
case of habitual criminals. The lack of procedural and substantive 
safeguards was only to be expected in a society concerned not 
with rehabilitation but with retribution, not with justice, but 
with securing convictions. Where there was no promise of equal 
protection by the law, there could be only pity for the poor 
“criminals” who might fall victim to an excess of judicial zeal. 
One particularly horrible but by no means unusual instance suffices 
to make the point: on July 6, 1750, a journeyman joiner and a 
pork butcher, aged 18 and 25 respectively, were burned at the stake, 
having been caught in flagrante delicto in sodomy (i.e., homosexual 
activity). An example was made of them, for the crime, it was said, 
was becoming all too widespread. As Barbier noted, the fact that 
they were both workingmen did not do them any good: “And as 
these two workers had no relations with men of distinction . . . 
this example was made without any regard for the consequences.”51 
In civil cases, too, the poor were the victims of their social situation 
and, more specifically, of their inability to bear the costs of trial. 
They could therefore be attacked with impunity by the “powerful 
man . . . bold enough to oppress [them] every time it was in his 
interest to do so.”52 

IV 

The criminality of old-regime Paris had many faces. Men and 
women, old and young, soldiers, domestic workers, apprentices 
and journeymen of the guilds, street merchants, unskilled laborers, 
persons domiciled in the city for a long while, or floaters who 
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were only passing through, all engaged in occasional criminal activ¬ 
ity.53 They were the amateurs of the Parisian underworld. Profes¬ 
sional criminals, those who depended on crime for their habitual 
livelihood, were another group altogether, however difficult it may 
be in practice to draw the fine line that separates one from the 
other. The laboring classes and the dangerous classes lived in con¬ 
stant communion with one another, and the passage of individuals 
between them was doubtless a gradual process more than the 
result of a conscious decision to lead a life of crime. 

“Beggary seems to be the point of transition between the labor¬ 
ing classes and the criminal classes,” wrote Lenoir.54 One can easily 
imagine how one activity might be a prelude to the other. In 
principle, the administration made some attempt to distinguish 
between beggars who would not work out of perversity, and those 
who could not work for lack of a job or because of age or in¬ 
firmity. The latter were cared for while the former were punished. 
In reality, however, these distinctions were not always maintained, 
and beggars were treated increasingly like criminals, especially if 
they were caught asking for charity more than once. A first offense 
was normally dealt with by assigning the beggar to the workhouse 
or merely sending him back to his place of origin if he could demon¬ 
strate that there was someone back home willing to vouch for his 
future good conduct. Poverty was so widespread and beggars so 
omnipresent that the administration found itself incapable of 
doing much more than sweeping the problem under the rug. 

For the laboring poor beggary may have been a shame, but it 
was certainly no crime. What evil was there, after all, in asking a 
fellow Christian for charity, even if the clergy, in this regard no 
more than agents of the state, refused to bless the action? It may 
be that beggary led to a life of crime because the honest beggar 
was seduced in the course of his wanderings by his dishonest fel¬ 
lows, the professionals of the trade. But the moral judgments of 
bad nineteenth-century novels ought not to color our historical 
appreciation. A more satisfactory explanation of the connection 
between beggary and crime is that government repression of men¬ 
dicity had the opposite of its desired effect by leading men to steal 
what they could no longer obtain by persuasion. A few contempo¬ 
raries like Hardy sensed as much when he attributed the wave of 
robberies of the summer of 1777 in the Parisian region to the ex¬ 
pulsion of beggars from the city by the ordinance of July 27. Some 
people were opposed to its execution, he wrote, because it might 
lead only “to peopling the forests and the highways with brig¬ 
ands.”55 And time and again one comes across records of beggars 
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engaging in the pettier sorts of crime. The stories are often melo¬ 
dramatic in the extreme, for example, the case of a woman arrested 
in December, 1767 for stealing a loaf of bread. Under questioning, 
she declared that she had a husband and four children living “in 
the direst poverty.” A police officer escorted her home, only to 
find that her husband, upon hearing of his wife’s arrest, had hanged 
himself in the presence of the children. The widow had better luck 
than Jean Valjean, for she was immediately released, and the police 
officer himself paid for the bread she had stolen.56 

Parisians were arrested for drunk and disorderly conduct, for 
libertinage, for defrauding the Farmers General at the customs 
barriers, and for running out on unpaid bills.57 Murder and arson 
were far from unknown, and a treatise might be written on the 
varieties of prostitution alone. Still, thefts so far dominated the 
criminal scene as to make up nine-tenths of all the crimes com¬ 
mitted. The citation of statistics to back up this impression would 
be fastidious in the extreme, nor would it be certain that by using 
them we would come any closer to the reality at hand. The dark 
figure so well known to criminologists, that percentage of crime 
that goes forever undetected by the police and which, under 
eighteenth-century conditions, may have been greater than known 
breaches of the law, ought to be sufficient to warn us against undue 
reliance on numbers, however attractive and scientific they may 
appear.58 My statement about theft remains an assertion based on 
long examination of the archives, notably the collections of the 
Prefecture of Police and of the commissaires of the Chatelet in the 
Archives Nationales, not proven and not, in any absolute sense, 
subject to proof.59 

The picture of Parisian crime that emerges is that of a pre¬ 
industrial Revolution urban center in which crimes against prop¬ 
erty far outweigh crimes against persons and where personal violence 
is a means to an end but not an end in itself. I have not studied 
the seventeenth-century records and so can say nothing about 
changes in the nature of Parisian crime in the course of the century 
before the Revolution. But the role of theft is clear, and on this 
point I am in agreement with the work of Gegot and Boutelet on 
the tribunals of Falaise and Pont-de-PArche, when they speak of 
the increase in stealing in the eighteenth century. Clvaunu adds that 
“the criminality of the thieves of the eighteenth century is a crim¬ 
inality of vagabonds. It corresponds, in liaison with the demo¬ 
graphic upsurge, to the rise of a mass of seasonal migrants, of day 
laborers without ties and without land, the privileged milieu of 
‘passive professional criminals who refuse to work.’ ’,60 In Paris, 
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too, much of the theft was carried on by migrants and/or vaga¬ 
bonds—the two are not the same—and one precise distinction that 
can be drawn between them is whether or not they have any 
attachment to a home base. Gegot’s remarks are less likely to apply 
to Paris when he insists on the professional nature of his thieves, 
organized into gangs and living on the margin of society. Such 
groups did exist in Paris, but they were only a small part of the 
whole. The difference between Gegot’s observations and my own 
may very well be due to the fact that he has studied a rural popu¬ 
lation and I, an urban one. Gangs may have had a greater raison 
d’etre (the need for protection) in open country and greater 
stability (relative freedom from police surveillance) in the country 
than in the city. 

The motif, then, is clear: an extraordinarily high incidence of 
theft carried out by amateurs, like the 35 judged by the Parlement 
in February, 1732 and found to be mainly gens de metier and 
domestics, which, as Barbier said, “was of great consequence.”61 
Not all the thefts for which laboring men were arrested can be 
viewed as true offenses. One example that comes to mind is the 
case of three young soldiers banished from Paris for three years 
because they were found in possession of grapes “stolen from the 
vineyards of Belleville for which they could not properly account.” 
But the lowest common denominator of amateur crime was that 
the perpetrators stole out of need and whatever lay close at hand. 
To take money from a church poor box or bread from a baker 
was the most common method of appeasing one’s hunger, but this 
could not always be managed.62 Sometimes it was necessary to con¬ 
vert stolen goods into cash before going to the baker’s shop, and 
for this any kind of property would do—handkerchiefs, watches, 
blankets, a sheet from the Hotel-Dieu, lead from rooftops, coal 
from a dockside, wood from a building site. One gravedigger was 
arrested for selling a cadaver for dissection, and one of his col¬ 
leagues employed in the parish cemetery of Saint Sulpice was sen¬ 
tenced to the galleys for stealing a shroud.63 Gardeners stole 
vegetables from suburban farms to sell at les Halles, and workers, 
especially domestics who had the greatest opportunities to do so, 
frequently stole the personal effects of their employers. Domestics 
accused of crime, together with journeymen locksmiths found in 
possession of skeleton keys, were the most despised and most se¬ 
verely dealt with by the law, presumably because it was difficult 
to control their movements and because they constituted a direct 
threat to the security of home and person. 

Like the beggars held in the depots de mendicite of the Gener- 
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ality of Paris, accused malefactors came from all parts of France 
and even from foreign countries.64 Especially numerous were na¬ 
tives of Normandy, the north, and the east. Paris was a center of 
emigration as well as of immigration,65 and even many natives of 
the city and its region spent a good part of their time traveling 
through the provinces in search of work. It was very common for 
a man or woman to spend part of the year in Paris, part in 
home village, and another part following the harvest or other agri¬ 
cultural labor wherever it might lead. This was admittedly the case 
of Louis Prevost, an ironmonger who spent only his winters in 
the capital, and of Michel Albert, a native of Naples who wan¬ 
dered about as a “kind of pilgrim selling kinds of relics . . . begging 
in the evenings[,] lodging at two sous the night [and] suspect.” 
Even a long and uninterrupted stay in Paris did not guarantee a 
permanent settlement. Claude Breton, a worker in the silk stock¬ 
ing manufacture, did nothing unusual when he left Paris after a 
sojourn of 34 months to spend a year in his native Nimes.66 

Although the typical criminal found in the police records is a 
man between the ages of 18 and 40, neither age nor sex was an 
obstacle to carrying out an occasional crime. There are numerous 
examples of young boys imprisoned for petty theft in one or an¬ 
other of the hospitals of Paris. In 1749, Nicolas Dejouatte, aged 
10 Z2, was given three years for having stolen 24 livres from a 
piggy bank belonging to someone else. Five years later, Charles 
Lebret, a 12-year-old apprentice blacksmith, suffered the same fate 
for pinching a few shirts. Both were soundly whipped in the 
bargain. 

Women are also to be found in the ranks of accused thieves. 
Whether acting independently or as aides to their husbands and 
lovers, their reasons for stealing were the same as those of their 
male coworkers. They wanted to survive. As Angelique Jubin, a 
69-year-old nurse and widow of a stocking weaver, said, she stole 
a hamhock “on account of need” and a bread “because it had been 
two days since she had eaten.”67 

<*§ V 

Although there is no evidence that the rate of crime, either ama¬ 
teur or professional, increased notably as the century progressed, 
fear of criminal attack became an increasingly dominant motif in 
the minds of the Parisian bourgeois. They constantly alluded in 
their diaries and letters to bands of thieves lurking in the environs, 
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and they attacked the officers of justice for being too indulgent in 
dealing with those they had arrested.68 Hardy seems almost to 
have been paranoid in his constant denunciations of dangerous 
“libertines.” Rumors were always reaching him of a newly dis¬ 
covered den of thieves, and this allowed him to exercise his 
jrondeur spirit against the administration.69 

If the fears appear somewhat exaggerated in retrospect, they 
did nonetheless have a basis in fact. Gangs of professional crim¬ 
inals did exist, like the one led by Raffiat in the 1740s. He was him¬ 
self a crieur de listes de loterie and recruited his personnel from 
among the journeymen craftsmen of the capital. The gang was 
called assommeurs, from their habit of knocking their victims on 
the head with clubs.70 The existence of such gangs was a matter of 
common knowledge, and there were periodic outbursts of public 
indignation whenever they became particularly active or annoying. 
In 1752, Barbier reported that “one no longer dared go out in the 
evening” for fear of being knocked down. In 1778, one risked 
being attacked and robbed “by a group of libertines and bandits 
called epateurs, no doubt because they lay people flat with blows 
either to the back or the stomach, or by clubbing them on the 
head.”71 And in 1784, Poulaillier appeared on the scene, the last 
professional Parisian criminal to capture the public imagination 
before the Revolution. Like Cartouche, he was generally supposed 
to have been born in the faubourg Saint Antoine or Charenton, the 
son of a humble artisan. He was dynamic, daring and attractive as 
he stood at the head of his troops headquartered in the Bois de 
Vincennes. In the words of the somewhat scandalized but still 
impressed Hardy: 

Each day some new story was told of this ingenious brigand who . . . 
took a malicious pleasure in introducing himself each time he left a 
place. He had a reputation for humanity. Which is why he not only 
did not permit any kind of killing, but also was very open-handed, 
zealously helping the indigent. It was claimed that once in a tavern 
he had paid the chit for a brigade of the marechaussee [mounted 
constabulary] that had drunk there with him, not failing to identify 
himself, as was his custom, when making off.72 

The only characteristic these gangs necessarily had in common 
was their professionalism. A man or a woman becomes a profes¬ 
sional criminal at the point when he or she gives up the usual, so¬ 
cially approved means of making a living to become parasitic upon 
society. This is not easily measured by the number of times he 
has been arrested nor even by his skill in carrying out a job 
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characteristics which, to complicate matters still further, may be 
inversely proportional to one another. If professionalism is equated 
with skill, it follows that the professional crook stands more of a 
chance of avoiding the attention of the police than the poor wretch 
who turns to crime on two or three occasions only to be caught 
each time. To make of the latter a hardened criminal on the basis 
of a long series of arrests would be a gross error. 

It is commitment to a life of crime rather than success in any 
particular undertakings that defines the professional thief, arson¬ 
ist, or murderer. Furthermore, the professional did not generally 
limit himself to only one kind of activity, and he did not work 
alone. He may have been a member of a large group or worked 
with one or two associates only. Cooperation of this kind was made 
necessary by the need for labor in carrying out plans and in dis¬ 
posing of stolen goods. The records are full of cases of men sen¬ 
tenced for having stood watch while a crime was being committed 
or for acting as fences. Sometimes the professional’s business part¬ 
ners were also his relatives. There are examples of entire families— 
father, mother, and children—laboring together in the good cause. 
In 1747, Edme Godier, Anne Rabbe, his wife, and Jean, their son, 
were arrested near Ecouen because they appeared suspect. In their 
baggage was found a big skein of thread weighing three or four 
pounds and five tin spoons of different sorts, the whole no doubt 
stolen. The police report continued: “The woman admitted that 
the said Godier had been in prison in Meaux several times. And 
the child [stated] that his father had met some people near the 
Forest of Senlis who, he explained to the mother, were wool- 
combers turned thieves. He himself [the child] had in his pocket 
an instrument for stealing chickens which he called a baga?iche, 
and with which he admitted having stolen some several times.” 
The father and mother were sentenced to three years’ banishment 
from the Parisian region, and the boy was sent to Bicetre “for 
correction.”73 In all particulars, this family was typical of one 
sort of professional criminal. They were floaters, long since de¬ 
tached from their provincial roots (in this case, Burgundy). They 
came and went from Paris, begging and stealing for a living, each 
member of the family contributing to the common fund. There 
are instances of criminal dynasties that extended over several gen¬ 
erations. All were not necessarily as mobile as the Godiers, although 
theirs was the common pattern. There were those who remained 
sedentary, working only in Paris and even remaining in a single 
quarter, like the environs of the Pont Neuf, a notorious center of 
mischief. Family gangs seem also to have been rather stable 
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arrangements, albeit men and women lived together without bene¬ 
fit of clergy.74 

We have already noted the importance of the role played by 
women among amateur criminals. They were equally well repre¬ 
sented in the professional milieu as, among other functions, simple 
thieves or false beggars—the case comes to mind of Marie Mercier 
from Lorraine, fined in 1779 for soliciting charity by claiming to 
be pregnant by a priest, no less.75 But the crime par excellence of 
women in eighteenth-century Paris was prostitution. “Voleuse et 
concubine” was the usual notation set against a woman’s name in 
the police records, and for good reason. In 1762, a police informer 
put the number of prostitutes at 25,000, and Restif de la Bretonne’s 
estimate of 20,000 is of the same order of magnitude.76 Many, it 
would appear, engaged in the trade only because they were “more 
starving than libertine” and were seeking to supplement their 
inadequate wages.77 The fact that only clandestine prostitution 
was punished while the organized variety was allowed to go on 
undisturbed made it possible for women to be sold into it by 
their relatives, but we have no way of knowing how frequently 
this may have happened. Our only indication is a comment by 
Berenger in 1790 to the effect that the massive poverty of recent 
date “has prodigiously increased this revolting crime.”78 

Numerous categories of prostitutes existed (a contemporary 
listed 12). Their degree of professionalism, in our sense of the 
professional criminal, was determined not only by the frequency 
of their activity but by their ability to make a living from other 
sources. There was all the difference in the world between a 
woman kept as the mistress of a single noble or bourgeois and 
the “fllles de moyenne vertu, qui ne se prostituent que par interim, 
dans des mortes saisons pour leurs metiers, et dans la vue de subvenir 
a des besoins pressants,” as there was, in terms of wealth and status, 
between the former and the boucaneuses, raccrocheuses and bar- 
boteuses of the whorehouses and alleyways.79 The last named 
were those who had fallen to the lowest depths—miserably poor, 
ill-fed, ill-lodged and abandoned by the keepers of houses of pros¬ 
titution and exploited by small-time pimps, they were the least 
likely to be reintegrated into the society of the laboring poor and 
the most likely to turn to other sorts of antisocial works. All the 
evidence suggests that the milieu in which they worked and the 
relationships to which it gave rise had more resemblance to the 
degradation of a Hogarthian universe than to the modern myth 

of the whore with the heart of gold. 
When both mother and father were thus engaged in getting 
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their daily bread, it was normal that some children should be born 
to criminal ways. The police and public opinion took youthful 
crime to be a sure sign of an evil nature, but in reality, it was 
the result of adult pressure on children to make themselves useful 
in the family business. Like Jean Godier, of whom I have written 
above, or Louis Lantier in league with Jean Baptiste Marce and 
Martial Desbois “aged 11 or 12,” whose specialty was to slip into 
the crowds that gathered around the Pont Neuf and slip out again 
with a pile of handkerchiefs, boys and girls were seasoned thieves 
by the time they reached puberty. 

The existence of classes dangereuses, of what is today called the 
milieu, was a constant scandal to eighteenth-century administrators. 
A careful record was kept of relationships among criminals, and 
no entry in the registers was complete without a reminder of the 
origin of the accused, usually intended as a casual statement. When 
a young priest with the predestined name of Pierre Chrisologue 
Toussaint Delplane was arrested for theft in 1747, it was noted that, 
despite outward appearances of education and good breeding, he 
was the son of a beggar and a washerwoman. Similarly, any breach 
of the accepted moral code by the accused was used as evidence 
against him. In 1748, Michel Ourdet and Claudine Chenu, sus¬ 
pected of theft and the receipt of stolen goods, were put down as 
living together “as if they were married, although they were not.” 
The fact that a woman named La Forget, called Quarante Coups, 
was “the mistress of Marlet and of the majority of the thieves of 
Paris” was far from immaterial to the law officers, although she 
was imprisoned for other reasons altogether. One may imagine 
the indignation provoked by Jean Baptiste DuVarry when it was 
discovered that “he lived with his 40-year-old mother, and although 
he was 22 he slept with her because they had only one bed. . . .” 

Professional criminals formed a special subculture within Parisian 
society. They even had a language of their own, called argot. The 
word has by now lost much of its meaning and may be translated 
as slang, of which there are many varieties in all languages. But 
from the sixteenth to the eighteenth centuries, it was used to refer 
specifically to the language des gueux, criminal parlance as dis¬ 
tinct from popular speech. In many gangs, one member was 
given the responsibility of teaching argot to new recruits and chil¬ 
dren, along with other tricks of the trade, so that they would be 
able to communicate with their fellows without being detected 
and know what to say to the police when arrested.80 To be sure, 
many expressions passed from argot into popular speech, if only 
because criminals were in the main recruited from the menu peuple 
and remained in constant contact with them.81 
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For the rest, it may be said that contemporaries placed too much 
emphasis on the supposedly radical denial of commonly accepted 
standards by professional criminals. A couple lived together with¬ 
out being married, and a mother and son shared a single bed, but 
this is not to say that any of them had the intention of violating 
the susceptibilities of their “betters.” Married or no, couples were 
remarkably stable, and there is nothing more than an assumption 
to show that the poverty that made mother and son share a single 
bed also caused the taboo of incest to be broken. The relationship 
of the criminal subculture to the dominant culture was basically 
a mimetic one, with only a few adjustments made either from ne¬ 
cessity or convenience. If criminals refused to act in accordance 
with the legal norms of behavior of a society that they might 
legitimately feel had rejected them, they nonetheless shared many 
of the moral and ethical values of their law-abiding fellow subjects. 
Criminologists and literary men have been impressed by this 
phenomenon in a variety of settings. “When a felon’s not employed 
in his employment or maturing his felonious little plan . . . ,” he is 
good, honest, loyal, brave and the rest of the adjectives of the 
boy-scout oath, to paraphrase W. S. Gilbert. And we have all 
heard humorous references to the Mafioso who thinks nothing of 
committing murder but would consider himself criminally negli¬ 
gent if he failed to open a door for a lady. There is more than 
humor here, for what the evidence points to is the fundamental 
attachment of the professional criminal to the society upon which 
he is parasitic. He does not want to kill the goose that lays the 
golden eggs. More important still, he in fact approves of the way 
in which society is run. Far from being a radical critic of social 
arrangements, the professional criminal seeks to reproduce them 
in his own milieu. The principle of hierarchy and obedience is 
observed absolutely in the underworld, and its chiefs imitate in 
dress and bearing men of similar rank in the larger society.82 

The real threat to the establishment, insofar as it came from 
criminals at all, was presented by the amateurs, by people who 
only occasionally and incidentally fell afoul of the law. To 
them crime was always a way of satisfying an immediate need 
when all other means had been exhausted, rather than the sole 
source of revenue or a way to get rich quickly. Their criminality 
was caused by the poverty and rootlessness83 endemic to urban 
centers in the old regime and may even be seen, in part, as a pro¬ 
test against that poverty. It was apolitical, but it may have been a 
stage through which the laboring poor had to pass on the way to 
political consciousness. When they attained it, they put away the 
childish and ultimately futile thing that is individual petty crime. 
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It was a simple matter for counter-revolutionaries to point to the 
criminals in the ranks of the Parisian revolutionary crowds. Their 
rhetoric was not so much wrong as it was out of date. There were 
criminals present beyond any doubt, the professionals among them 
being attracted to violent action and the hope of loot. But the 
purpose of the crowd and of the majority of its constituent ele¬ 
ments had become political, an entirely new state of affairs. 



IXl 
IN THE GUISE OF 

CONCLUSION: 

POLITICAL ACTION 

IN A CULTURE OF 

POVERTY 

^ I 

The laboring poor were essentially prepolitical. They never or¬ 
ganized themselves to take power or change society at its roots. 
Indeed, they were absolutely incapable of doing so. Like the social 
bandits studied by Eric Hobsbawm, their aim, when they acted in 
an upsurge of fury and around a specific issue, was “fair dealing 
in a society of oppression,” rather than the creation of a new and 
egalitarian social order.1 But they could create a good deal of 
trouble in the short term, and the government was attentive to the 
rumors and rumblings to be heard among them. The police even 
went so far as to hire men to spread joy and good cheer in the 
popular districts on important occasions.2 

Fair dealing in the old regime meant the protection of the people 
against death and destruction by their father, the king. The attach¬ 
ment of the Parisian menu peuple to the person of the monarch was 
proverbial. He could do no evil. The fault for everything that went 
wrong, even the high price of bread, might be attributed to the 



154] THE NAMES OF KINGS 

machinations of the ministers, but never to the sovereign himself, 
for, as two German travelers noted in 1789, “the people, especially 
since the assassination of Henry IV, have come to think of the 
king as so holy, venerable and sacrosanct, that to revile him is to 
blaspheme God. . . .”8 The king was the people’s talisman as well 
as their protector, a fact which goes a long way towards explain¬ 
ing why they so desired the presence of the royal family in Paris 
at the beginning of the Revolution and why they felt so betrayed 
by their flight to Varennes in 1791. On earlier occasions, a bit of 
good news from Versailles, like the birth of the dauphin in 1781, 
had been capable of turning the people’s attention away from the 
resentment they felt at the dismissal of Necker and the increase in 
taxes, so much so that Hardy was moved to write that Louis XVI 
was surely the happiest of kings for he was the one “who could 
count most on the love, respect, and inviolable loyalty of his sub¬ 
jects.”4 It would take all of his considerable ineptitude to destroy 
this stock of confidence. 

Allegiance to the king was never, even in the best of times, ex¬ 
clusive. The laboring poor were loyal also to the Parlement of 
Paris and generally took its side in its disputes with the government, 
at least on occasions when it seemed to be defending the rights of 
the nation against the usurpations of the royal ministers. If the ac¬ 
tion of the Parlement in protesting the reduction of the rate of 
interest on state obligations (April, 1720) or the collection of the 
centieme denier on judicial offices (1748-1749) failed to capture 
the popular imagination, it was because these issues were totally 
foreign to the preoccupations of the laboring poor. In any case, 
they constitute the sole exceptions to the rule in the eighteenth 
century.5 

The Parisian laborers were particularly sensitive to two ques¬ 
tions on which the magistrates periodically took positions. The 
first had to do with the suppression of Jansenism, the second with 
the regulation of the grain trade. 

A great wave of popular Jansenism swept through Paris in the 
late 1720s and early 1730s.6 This was the epoch of Diacre Paris 
and the convulsionaries. It was also the time when the govern¬ 
ment was doing its best to enforce religious uniformity by demand¬ 
ing the acceptance of the Papal Bull Unigenitus. Parliamentary 
remonstrances in 1730 and 1731 were to no avail. From Septem¬ 
ber to November, 1732, the Parlement was exiled briefly until a 
compromise with the monarchy could be reached. After 20 years 
of relative calm, the controversy broke out once again in 1751. 
When a priest refused the sacraments to a dying man accused of 
professing Jansenist doctrines, the Parlement ordered his arrest 
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and kept him in prison for a short time. But the magistrates were 
not yet willing to fight to a conclusion. The next year, more 
refusals of extreme unction brought the matter to a head. The 
Parlement fined priests guilty of such conduct and then forbade 
the clergy to refuse the sacraments because the person concerned 
had not proven his acceptance of ecclesiastical discipline. A flurry 
of conflicting orders now came from the King’s Council and the 
Parlement, which ended only when the latter was exiled in April, 
1753. The exile lasted until September, 1754. For three more 
years the struggle went on between the magistrates, on the one 
hand, and the Archbishop of Paris, Christophe de Beaumont, and 
the government, on the other. With the help of the feeling of 
unity and loyalty to which Damiens’ attempt on the king’s life 
gave rise, a compromise was achieved, whereby the disciplinary 
measures taken against members of Parlement were revoked, and 
the declaration of submission to Unigenitus—as a law but not as an 
article of faith—was registered. Hereafter, Jansenism ceased to 
have any major political significance, although discrimination 
against Jansenists could still provoke unfavorable crowd response.7 
In those years, it is clear that hatred of an untaxed clergy and the 
suspicion that high bread prices were the result of speculation in 
the grain supply played at least as conspicuous a role in determining 
the hold of Parlement over the people as religious principles or the 
love of freedom.8 In addition, the exile of Parlement meant the 
absence from Paris of a great many people who normally gave 
employment or custom to the laboring poor. Domestics were let 
go and hotels remained empty. All in all, the government’s order 
caused considerable economic harm to persons least able to afford 
it.9 

The freedom of the grain trade inaugurated in 1763 was opposed 
by the Parlement, which was careful to appear to champion the 
people’s interest. It was only in December, 1768 and January, 
1769, in the wake of a considerable rise in the price of bread, that 
the magistrates petitioned the king to restrict the grain trade once 
again. They went so far as to issue an order implicitly abrogating 
freedom in this domain, but the monarchy would not let them have 
their way. The following March, the Parlement revised its posi¬ 
tion to ask only that the export of grain be prohibited and some 
protection be afforded against monopoly but that free circulation 
within the realm be allowed to continue. How the menu peuple 
reacted to this spirit of compromise we do not know, but if there 
was any feeling of resentment toward the judges, it soon vanished 
in the face of a more serious challenge. 

The destruction of the Parlements by Maupeou in 1771 was 
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greeted by Parisians with marked hostility, not least of all because 
the Abbe Terray, the chief promoter of an unfettered grain trade, 
was intimately associated with the policy. Maupeou himself could 
hardly ride about in public without being insulted. In 1772, Hardy 
reported public indignation at the hanging of two burglars, a not 
uncommon occurrence. But this time, the sentence had been 
stiffened on appeal to the new Parlement, and people said it was 
too harsh “especially on the part of judges like the inamovibles 
(i.e., those having life tenure), who could be neither too much on 
their guard nor too distrustful of their knowledge.”10 Executions, 
however unpleasant, could be accepted but only when the order 
came from properly constituted authority, not from usurpers. 

The laboring poor were so apt to express their joy at the return 
of Parlement from exile that special measures to keep order usually 
had to be taken. In 1754, it was decided not to recall the Parlement 
before August 15 because of the procession of the Feast of the 
Assumption. If the Parlement had been in attendance, too many 
of the menu peuple would have come along, and it was to be feared 
that they might do “something indecent” to the Archbishop. When 
the presiding magistrate of the Court returned on the night of 
August 27, there were “demonstrations of joy with bonfires, 
illuminations and fireworks until four or five in the morning.”11 
At the end of August, 1774, patrols had to be sent into the court¬ 
yard of the Palace of Justice to put an end to gatherings of a 
“quantity of workers of all trades” who were exploding fireworks 
and saying nasty things about the magistrates who had served 
Maupeou. Forced from the courtyard, the demonstrators continued 
their activity in adjacent streets until the early hours of the morn¬ 
ing. A brigade of the guard reported that the crowd was made up 
of “laborers, Savoyards, and other vagabonds, and shop boys,” 
which just about accounts for all the constituent elements of the 
laboring poor, a larger and more significant group than the clercs 
de procureur (law clerks) and other gens de palais (subordinate 
personnel of the law courts and clerical workers) to whom re¬ 
sponsibility for this sort of rejoicing is usually attributed. They 
were in attendance, but they were not alone. The situation wors¬ 
ened, so that on September 1, Hardy thought it imperative that 
means be found to calm the furious crowd. He wrote: 

The so-called magistrates who since the exile of their protector 
[Maupeou] have been able to administer justice only in the midst of 
a great number of soldiers dared, it was said, to go to the Palace [of 
Justice] only in colored dress [in contrast to the ordinary black robes, 
by which they might be identified] and entered by back doors. Those 
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whose clothing testified that they might belong to the new magistrature 
were insulted in the streets.12 

In November, the same crowds welcomed the return of the old 
Parlement with great joy.13 

There can be no easy explanation of the loyalty of the laboring 
poor to the Parlement. It was not simply the coincidence that they 
found themselves on the same side of questions of religion and 
bread, although that certainly helped. The poor tended to appro¬ 
priate any current religious idea, Jansenism no less than simple 
superstition, and to adjust it to their own needs. We have seen 
that they wished to determine their own modes of belief and did 
not like others to tamper with them. The magistrates, on the other 
hand, fought the crown on this issue less out of Catholic conscience 
than to determine who should rule. For the poor, the regulation of 
the grain trade and of market prices was a matter of life and death. 
For the Parlement, it was once again a matter of exercising power 
and of establishing a clientele.14 A rise in grain prices would pre¬ 
sumably have been to the benefit of the land-owning magistrates, 
but they were willing to sacrifice immediate pecuniary gain in the 
interests of power and because they believed in the obligations 
that power carried with it. Moreover, they were, and took care 
to appear, the only visible friends of the poor. They had no ad¬ 
ministrative responsibilities, so they could not really be blamed 
for the inadequacies of the government machinery. On the con¬ 
trary, they were able to denounce every failure in the fine rhetoric 
of the rights of the Nation and the role of the corps intermediates. 
In an era when the menu peuple had not yet learned to look for 
leaders in their own ranks, he who appeared most willing to defend 
them from the abuses of power would gain their support. If the 
abusers were seen, with some truth, as men of low status (police, 
administrators) in comparison to the “natural superiors” of the 
robe nobility, the alliance became that much easier to achieve.15 
The alliance would last as long as the poor, who had no political 
role to play in the system, remained unconscious of their right to 
step outside it and of the threat they would constitute if they did 
so. The belief that government policy is “like the course of the 
sun, physically determined by an unvarying nature”16 was basic 
to the acceptance by the laboring poor of their need for protection 
and, hence, the impossibility of independent action. It was left to 
the reform movement of 1787-1788 to begin to give these assump¬ 

tions the lie. 
In the early days of prerevolutionary agitation, there was little 

reason to believe that popular action would go beyond the normal 
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bounds of the traditional bread riot or protest movement. The 
disturbances led by the clerks of the Palace of Justice and the 
apprentices and journeymen of the luxury trades of the place 
Dauphine after the exile of the magistrates in the early summer of 
1787 were of a familiar sort, resembling in every particular those 
of 1771 to 1774. The withdrawal of the offending edicts on Sep¬ 
tember 21 was the pretext for a further series of outbursts, but 
the Parlement had only to call for an end to them on October 3 
for order to be restored. The working people, only a small frac¬ 
tion of whom were active here, were still obedient.17 

In May, 1788, the Parlement was once again able to mobilize the 
support of the laboring poor on its behalf with a declaration against 
the tyranny of arbitrary government. The magistrates were once 
again exiled for their trouble, but it was not until bread prices 
started to rise in mid-August (from 9 to 11 sous for a four-pound 
loaf) that serious resistance began. This time, numerous wage- 
earners joined the ranks of demonstrators favorable to restoration 
of the Court. The dismissal of the hated Lamoignon on September 
14 and the return of the Parlement a week later, so far from 
putting a stop to the rioting, only served to increase its scope. 
Journeymen, master craftsmen, and small traders and shopkeepers 
from the center of the city, the faubourg Saint Germain, and the 
northern quarters now took a hand. It soon became clear that all 
this agitation was adding up to an experience qualitatively different 
from any earlier one. If the threat to the bread supply still remained 
the key to the behavior of the masses, a new factor had just made 
its appearance on the scene: bread and politics were no longer con¬ 
sidered in isolation from one another. A junction between them 
had been effected so that it was now impossible to raise the question 
of hunger without simultaneously questioning the viability of the 
regime. The next step was to cast the discussion in terms of power, 
and that, too, would be done in the last half of 1788, after the 
principle of the convocation of the Estates General had been es¬ 
tablished. 

Analyzing the troubles of August and September, Charon wished 
to distinguish between peuple, public, populace, and canaille-. 

It was the People [he wrote] who asked for the expulsion of the two 
ministers, their enemies, and who applauded the justice of the Monarch 
who accorded it to them. 

It was the Public who, crowded into the Chateau de Versailles, caused 
the apartments to resound with the repeated cries of Long Live the 
King. 
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It was the Populace who mustered in the Place Dauphine and lighted 
bonfires there. 

And it was the Rabble (canaille) who burned the effigies of Mm. de 
Brienne and de Lamoignon in the place de Greve. 

But he also admitted that “it is to be noted that the public encour¬ 
aged the populace, and that the latter emboldened the rabble.”18 
He was pointing to the effect upon the menu peuple of the increas¬ 
ing activity of the bourgeoisie. From this time onward, the labor¬ 
ing poor would become infused with ideas of liberty and equality 
and with the notion that politics was a legitimate enterprise. As 
George Rude has said, “Once these ideas began to permeate the 
common people ... a new direction and purpose was given to 
popular unrest, already nurtured on economic hardship and tra¬ 
ditional grievances.”19 Mercier had once written that “a riot that 
would degenerate into sedition has become morally impossible” 
in Paris because of the presence of the police among other reasons.20 
He had not been entirely incorrect, but it seems that what changed 
matters was not any removal of the police so much as the dissolu¬ 
tion of the consensus supporting the monarchy. What made popular 
revolutionary action possible was the disaffection of the bour¬ 
geoisie and a part of the classes superieures in general. In a more 
lucid moment, Mercier had seen them as “the most powerful 
brake on a populace gone astray.” “The populace,” he had main¬ 
tained, “will always look to the bourgeois classes; and so long as 
the bourgeois smile, the People will find it impossible to bestir 
themselves for more than two weeks.”21 The bourgeois were no 
longer smiling, and the laboring poor were ready to take their cue. 

The only arena for political action available to the laboring 
poor was the streets, for they were still excluded from the normal 
or newly created channels of expression. Persons who paid less 
than six livres capitation tax could not take part in the assemblies 
that elected deputies to the Estates General, and this provision 
effectively barred the menu peuple.22 The capitation rolls for Paris 
have been lost, but surviving ones for the suburban town of Saint 
Denis show that artisans (we may assume that they were journey¬ 
men) rarely paid more than two or three livres and that unskilled 
laborers and petty traders paid as little as one livre, four sous.23 
If they could not vote in the primary assemblies, it was all the more 
true that they could not be named electors. Of the 407 electors of 
Paris intramuros, 170 were men of the law, 137 were negotiants, 
shopkeepers, merchants, and master artisans (among whom only a 
handful may have at one time, but clearly no longer, belonged to 
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the menu peuple), and 95 were members of the intelligentsia (civil 
servants, doctors, men of letters, artists).24 In the words of the 
anonymous author of the Petition de cent cinquante mille ouvriers 

et artisans de Paris, who wrote in May, 1789: 

Scarcely can we distinguish, among 400 electors, 4 or 5 persons who, 
knowing our needs, our way of life and our misfortunes, can take a 
reasonable interest in them. . . . 

Where then are there among you those men accustomed to guiding 
our steps, to directing our labor? Did you think that the disciple of 
Demosthenes or the emulator of Plato would suddenly transform 
themselves into founders, engravers, locksmiths, carpenters, stone¬ 
cutters, roofers, plumbers, etc., etc., limeburners, porters, etc., etc.; 
all of us who, like you, have difficulties and troubles peculiar to our 
various stations in life? Why do we not see among your commissioners 
and your representatives, our masters and your brothers? Will the 
scholar and the man of letters be able to appreciate or interpret our 
needs before this august tribunal, where all just demands ought to be 
discussed and welcomed?25 

It is curious to note that the persons attacked are all intellectuals, 
the disciples of Demosthenes and the emulators of Plato, rather 
than the bankers, merchants, and big businessmen who were pres¬ 
ent in almost equal number. This was no doubt the result of the 
outstanding vociferous role played by the former in the delib¬ 
erations, but it is also evidence that the laboring poor—or their 
spokesman of whatever class—still believed in a necessary union 
between master and worker and had not yet begun to think of 
oppression in terms of economic exploitation, that is to say, they 
had as yet no class consciousness. 

The citizens who participated in the electoral process were oc¬ 
casionally aware of their isolation from the menu peuple but seem 
to have relied on a theory of virtual representation in the manner 
of English counter-revolutionaries a decade earlier. Thus they 
spoke of “the class of citizens . . . who have confided us their 
interests, like agricultural workers and urban laborers,” who had 
done nothing of the kind. Once in a while, but not very often, a 
district cahier would allude to the special problems of the poor, 
asking that they be exempt from taxation and that they be allowed 
to ply their trades or peddle their wares without official hindrance.26 
Normally, the poverty of workingmen and women was mentioned 
only in connection with the crise de subsista?ices. Insofar as this 
was accompanied by declarations to the effect that “poverty ought 
not to be the lot of workingmen,” it may be seen as an expression 



\ 
Political Action in Culture of Poverty [161 

of the generosity of the revolutionary bourgeoisie. At least the 
poor were not to be held responsible for their own misery, which 
was attributed instead to the high price of bread.27 Alternately, 
the blame was laid in more radical fashion on a “shameless luxury” 
that allowed nothing to stand in its way. The interests of the rich 
and poor were “common and inseparable,” but too often insuffi¬ 
cient provision was made for the protection of the poor. The 
arbitrary power of the government had to be limited, and the abuse 
of property and freedom by some individuals corrected. Hand in 
hand, proprietors and nonproprietors, the only two “truly distinct 
classes of citizens,” would carry the day. In these words of Lam¬ 
bert, as in Sieyes, there is some attempt to create a nation out of 
the disparate elements of the Third Estate, but whereas the latter 
preached the triumph of the bourgeois world order, the former 
spoke in the accents of radical Jacobinism: 

The unanimous wish of all France is that a constitution be drawn up 
which, in all areas of public order, may deliver us forever from arbi¬ 
trary power. Property, liberty, that is what all the cahiers come down 
to in the last analysis. But, if only the State is taken care of; if private 
persons continue to be able to abuse both property and liberty, every¬ 
thing will have been done for the rich man, but nothing, absolutely 
nothing for oneself, as a man. . . . The Constitution would, in this 
hypothesis, have delivered up the poor to the entire discretion of the 
rich. 

It is no doubt necessary that the rich should never cease to be the 
masters of their purse strings, but it is no less necessary that it not be 
in their power to be unjust and inhuman towards the hardworking 
and useful man who carries for them the burden of the day and of 
the heat, that they may no longer lightheartedly sacrifice to their 
ever-renewed and never satisfied whims of an insatiable and destructive 
luxury those very men who have with such great difficulty acquired 
definite rights to their unlimited gratitude.28 

While the primary assemblies and the Estates General were pre¬ 
paring their several varieties of revolution from above, the menu 
peuple descended into the streets but not all at once and not always 
in support of revolutionary goals. Insurrection became their method 
while reform was still their madness. Not quite three months 
would pass after the beginnings of insurrectionary action until the 
unity of form and content was achieved. 

The winter of 1788-1789 was one of the most severe in human 
memory, comparable to the furies of 1709, of which three gen¬ 
erations had already been accustomed to speak. The price of bread 
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went up to 14 sous on February 1 and remained at that level until 
the following July. Thousands of people poured into the city in 
search of subsistence and the work that was denied them in the 
country. It was under these conditions that the agitation of 
Orleanist and other politicians could gain ground. The shortage 
of bread and the benevolence of the bourgeoisie, the twin con¬ 
ditions of popular revolutionary action, were like germs maturing 

in an ever more favorable culture. 
The first really insurrectionary action was the attack on Reveil- 

lon’s wallpaper factory in the faubourg Saint Antoine on April 27. 
A few days before, Reveillon had spoken in the electoral assembly 
of the Sainte Marguerite district and had made a claim that it was 
no longer possible to pay a worker 15 sous a day. Whether this 
was a prelude to an attempt to reduce wages or not, we do not 
know. In any case, the issue raised went far beyond the fate of 
the manufacturer’s 350 workers. His remarks stirred indignation 
among the wage earners of the faubourg, and they took up arms 
against him. The insurrectionaries were mainly journeymen arti¬ 
sans, and what they sought was a decrease in the price of bread. 
Necker and the third estate would give them the bread they needed, 
so they shouted their support even as they were being massacred 
by the gardes frangaises under the orders of the Due du Chatelet. 
What made this movement insurrectionary was not only the fact 
that arms were taken up but that a political meaning was conferred 
on the slogans used. As Rude has pointed out, Vive le Tiers Etat 
in the mouths of workingmen was a “rallying cry of the poor 
against the rich rather than of the nation as a whole against a hand¬ 
ful of privileged persons.”29 In this sense, the bourgeois Reveillon 
was outside the third estate. There is one point, however, on which 
I find myself in disagreement, perhaps only in a matter of emphasis, 
with Rude. He writes that the Reveillon riots were unique in the 
history of the Revolution because they represented an insurrec¬ 
tionary movement of wage earners, the only occasion on which an 
appeal was made to them as a social group.30 But bread still remained 
the point of reference among the Reveillon rioters even though it 
now was one of two terms in an equation that related wages to 
purchasing power. It seems to me that the appeal to wage earners 
was a matter of circumstance only (Reveillon was an employer 
of labor) and not indicative of the existence of a self-conscious 
group in contradistinction to the sans-culottes or the laboring poor 
as a whole. 

Anonymous appeals to respectability notwithstanding,31 it 
was indeed the artisans of the faubourg Saint Antoine who made 
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life difficult for Reveillon. They were not joined in any substan¬ 
tial measure by persons from outside the immediate vicinity nor by 
other elements of the laboring poor. The participation of petty 
traders, laborers, water carriers, building workers, and the unem¬ 
ployed of the ateliers de charite came later in the revolutionary 
days of July 12-14. Even then, there seems to have been a kind 
of division of labor between the journeymen, on the one hand, who 
were notably absent from the attacks on the barriers and the grain 
stores of the Saint Lazare Monastery, and the rest of the menu 
peuple, on the other, which points to a more highly developed 
political consciousness on the part of the artisans. The latter were 
already capable of striking for power, albeit not independently, 
while other wage earners and petty traders, both domiciled and the 
floaters among them, could still concern themselves only with the 
food supply. (To be sure, their willingness now to take part in 
an insurrection and no longer to content themselves with moaning 
and small-scale riots is a sign of their evolution.) That this should 
be so is not surprising for a variety of reasons. First, the artisans 
worked and lived in a stable environment, in which they had been 
able in some small degree to cultivate a tradition of defense of 
their corporate interests. This was the “insubordination” of which 
Mercier complained when he wrote that journeymen no longer 
cared for whom they worked, thinking themselves the equal of 
their masters and being tied to them only by the consideration of 
wages.32 Second, and paradoxically, the compagnons still worked 
side by side with their masters, who were thus able to act as their 
political as well as their professional cadres. Just as a revolution 
without the bourgeoisie to set the process in motion was unthink¬ 
able, so was the formation of the sans-culottes without the par¬ 
ticipation of the master artisans impossible. The sans-culottes as an 
entity were not synonymous with the laboring poor of the old 
regime. They were rather one of the provisional forms, in this case 
primarily a political one, that grew out of the disintegration of 
that regime as carried on by the Revolution. It is even possible 
that what has so often been spoken of as the basic identity of in¬ 
terests among the sans-culottes around questions of bread supply 
and the establishment of a Jacobin style of society may be more 
a specific revolutionary phenomenon than a legacy of the old 
regime, although it no doubt had roots in the earlier period. If, as 
I have argued throughout this book, the laboring poor is a useful 
category of social analysis in a precapitalist society, then there was 
a real cleavage between the master artisans, on the one hand, and 
the journeymen and the rest of the lower-status groups on the 
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other, a cleavage that must have been all the more felt as mobility 
across the line was restricted in the years before the Revolution. 
At the same time, relations between masters and journeymen in 
the work process may be viewed as the coming into contact of two 
distinct, if related, cultures. The contact may have permitted the 
journeymen to make some progress towards liberating themselves 
from the debilitating culture of poverty in which they lived and 
thus to prepare themselves for revolutionary action. 

The concept of the laboring poor loses all validity as soon as 
modern industrial capitalism starts to become the dominant mode 
of production. The paradox is that political consciousness begins 
to penetrate the ranks of the menu peuple at the very time they 
lose their integrity as a social group. Not only must the popular 
movement in the Revolution be seen as a struggle between bour¬ 
geois and sans-culottes, but the contradictions among the sans¬ 
culottes must be conceived of as a result of the political alliance 
between the master artisans and independent shopkeepers (pro¬ 
prietors), on the one hand, and the laboring poor (wage earners, 
or more generally, nonproprietors) on the other. Furthermore, 
within the disintegrating ranks of the laboring poor, the condi¬ 
tions of life and the ideological options were many and varied. In 
France, the transition to modern capitalist society was long and 
hard, and the social struggles were numerous before its embodi¬ 
ment was achieved in the bourgeois state of the Third Republic. 
For the workingman, these struggles began with his progressive 
liberation from the repression of the old regime and from the cul¬ 
ture it had imposed on him. They ended, temporarily, in a new 
form of exploitation but one in which a working-class culture could 
grow and lay the foundation for a new tradition of revolutionary 
struggle. 

<+% II 

For a long time historians tended to regard the initiatives of the 
laboring poor, both before and during the Revolution, as the 
result of manipulation by their “social betters.” It is only in rela¬ 
tively recent years that we have, by stages, come to recognize the 
often autonomous nature of their action. We have even tried to 
explain that action as a set of simple responses to the stimuli of 
bread shortages and high prices, exclusively. This is not enough. 
While I have no doubt that the laboring poor believed with Brecht 
that one ought “first feed the face and then tell right from wrong,” 
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bread alone—or the lack of it—will not explain what makes a 
man obedient or what turns him into a revolutionary. The entire 
experience of the eighteenth-century bread riots bears witness to 
the fact. Contemporaries were consistently astonished at the in¬ 
activity of the common people in the midst of wanton poverty. 
The best they could do was to attribute it to the “natural tendency” 
in man to do nothing. As Leclerc de Montlinot wrote: 

II y a peu d’hommes qui ne fassent entrer comme element dans leur 
speculations de bonheur, une oisivete, sinon absolue, au moins relative. 
Le Sauvage qui reste les bras croises plutot que de se donner une 
sensation de plus, et l’homme police qui se contente, de peu, plutot 
que de s’agiter se ressemblent plus qu’on ne pense. Cette apathie, 
cette indolence imprimee par la nature, est peut-etre la plus grande 
sauve-garde des proprietes. ... II n’est guere arrive de revolutions, 
que quand toute une Nation occupee de la meme idee, l’a suivie avec 
fureur.33 

There are few men who do not include in their speculations on hap¬ 
piness a certain sum of idleness, relative if not absolute. The savage 
who keeps his arms crossed rather than give himself one additional 
sensation and the civilized man who contents himself with little 
rather than take action resembles one another more than one might 
think. This apathy, this indolence created by nature, is perhaps the 
greatest safeguard of property. . . . Revolutions have happened 
mainly when an entire nation has shared a single idea and pursued it 
with fury. 

Even when great ideas were abroad in the land, they were not 
always accepted. In 1789, we hear an unemployed and starving 
decoupeuse en gaze (textile worker) say: “The king is good; if he 
knew how unfortunate we are, he would not allow us to suffer 
. . .”34 She had six children, and her husband made 18 sous a day, 
earning an annual wage of about 252 livres, assuming that he could 
find work on at least 280 out of 365 days a year. (Rude estimates 
that on 111 days per year there was no work because of Sundays 
and holidays, in which case the total wage would come to 228 
livres.) In 1790, a year of more or less normal prices, the Comite 
de Mendicite of the Constituent Assembly estimated that a family 
of five needed a strict minimum of 435 livres a year in order to 
survive.35 In other words and making full allowance for the wages 
received by the woman in question and perhaps several of her 
children, we have here a case of absolute indigence accompanied 
by protestations of loyalty to the monarchy and, by inference, the 
established order. Despite her misery, this woman was unlikely to 
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join her next-door neighbors in storming the Bastille. Why this 
should be so, why it took so long for political consciousness to 
mature among the menu peuple are the questions this book has 
attempted to answer. If, at the end, I can still agree with Mercier 
that the lack of bread was a necessary condition for the upheaval, 
I must also conclude that it was not a sufficient one.36 

I am convinced that a culture of poverty did in fact exist in 
eighteenth-century Paris and that it consisted of a great deal more 
than getting drunk on gin or cheap wine. If this culture of poverty 
and the conditions in which it grew were not the same as those 
brought to our attention by contemporary social scientists,3' the 
results they had were often similar. Like the residents of present- 
day ghettos, individuals raised in the slums of Paris had strong 
feelings of fatalism, helplessness, dependence, and inferiority. The 
strong orientation toward living for the present, coupled with a 
disinclination to defer gratification of desires and to plan for the 
future, the gregariousness of the community, the distrust, not to 
say hatred, of the institutions of the ruling classes—all character¬ 
istics cited by Lewis—are to be found in prerevolutionary Paris 
as much as in present-day Spanish Harlem. 

For the laboring poor there was no way out and no place to 
hide. The channels of mobility were narrow and becoming more 
so as the century went on. A properly trained journeyman had 
less hope than ever before of becoming a master, while the un¬ 
skilled new arrival from the country, come to make his fortune 
in the great city, was lucky to get even the lowest sort of menial 
work and as often as not was forced to rely on public charity or 
to resort to beggary. In addition, death was a constant personal 
threat at a time when fewer than one-third of the population 
reached the age of fifty. There can be no wonder that working¬ 
men developed a sense of futility, that they lost whatever dyna¬ 
mism they may once have had—and I am thinking here in 
individual, as well as collective, terms of the young men who set 
out to make their way in the world only to be ground down by 
defeat into despair. Their attitude toward death itself is charac¬ 
terized mainly by acceptance. “Adourning and consternation” were 
indeed present, but death was implacable, and there was nothing 
to be done but to take the cold comfort offered by the maxim 
Mort saisit sans exception. Because they had never been able to 
control their destinies, the very thought of someday exercising 
control was foreign to the menu peuple at this time. Babies kept 
coming and children kept dying, prices went up, real wages went 
down. It was the way of the world, not to be questioned. 

In a society characterized by hereditary legal inequality, there 
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are what may be called the ordinary discriminations, privileges 
having to do with taxation, justice, access to careers, precedence, 
etc., which, in theory at least, affect equally all non-noble persons. 
In reality, however, to be rich was a good thing, no less then than 
now. Money, if it could not buy honor—and it sometimes could 
and did just that—made the lack of it tolerable. The poor man 
lacked this resource. He lived with his family in a miserably fur¬ 
nished narrow little room devoid of material comfort. The single 
room and lone bed that often constituted his total patrimony 
meant that he was totally deprived of privacy, and even sex be¬ 
came a public activity. It is possible that he did not feel this 
deprivation, for privacy is very much a bourgeois value, and there 
is no evidence to say that the poor had accepted it. But this was not 
a state of affairs calculated to give the poor a sense of self-esteem. 

The menu peuple saw just enough of another kind of life to 
know that they were excluded from it. When they ventured forth 
from their hovels, they came into contact with people outside 
their own class and could measure the gulf that separated them 
from others. Their clothing was generally secondhand and there¬ 
fore out of fashion. (Even when new, the cut and cloth of the 
costume readily pointed to the wearer’s status.)38 The food they 
ate was as limited in variety as it was in quantity. They walked 
while others rode. They went to taverns in the Halles and to guin- 
guettes in the suburbs but not to the new restaurants.39 They could 
take no hand in politics or administration, and they could often not 
get a proper funeral. In a word, the laboring poor had neither the 
right nor the means to conform to the socially dominant patterns 
of behavior. 

Under these circumstances, the poor had no alternative but to 
accept their situation and to make the best of it. They turned 
inward upon themselves to form a community with its own 
values and norms of behavior. The community was at once a 
cushion against the harsh realities of their daily lives and a barrier 
against full participation in the world at large. Although feelings 
of frustration no doubt remained quite strong at the individual 
level, the culture as a whole was characterized by the growth of 
a psychology of acceptance. As that psychology was passed down 
the generations from parents to children, it made it impossible for 
the group to develop self-esteem and class-consciousness and there¬ 
by to engage in political action. 

Acceptance had its rewards. Although thoroughly despised by the 
men of power, “le bon peuple de Paris” enjoyed a tacit freedom 
to get drunk and to engage in other amusements deemed worthy 
of the canaille, to let off steam in ways not dangerous to society. 
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But let them engage, as they occasionally did, in the smallest strike, 
demand for bread or similar protest movements, then all tolerance 

fell by the wayside. 
The turning inward of the poor may be characterized as a con¬ 

tinuous process of sublimation. Unconsciously, they repressed the 
hatred they felt for the hospitals, the charities, the police, and 
the courts—all of them vaguely perceived as agencies of control 
over their lives—until it became almost impossible for them to react 
to oppression at all, at least on a sustained basis. Only the Church 
escaped their disaffection, but the precise function of that insti¬ 
tution was to re-enforce their sense of futility, their inability to 
act. Similarly, concern for personal and family honor, very strong 
among the poor, was a surrogate not only for material goods but 
also for political consciousness. An errant son brought to book 
or a disobedient wife punished might satisfy an ego weakened by 
the permanent frustrations to which it was exposed. The litigious¬ 
ness of the poor, particularly evident in their constant demand for 
reparation of verbal insults, had the same function. 

In the culture of poverty as it exists today, slum dwellers are 
aware of the socially dominant values, although they reject them 
as a code of behavior. This is what social workers, in their some¬ 
what condescending vocabulary, call characterological difficulties. 
Was this equally true in eighteenth-century Paris, where com¬ 
munication was still in a primitive state and where there were no 
mass media to be used for the purpose of manipulating public 
opinion? 

On the one hand, the laboring poor did meet representatives of 
other classes in the course of their work and in the streets. The 
gossip mill may have—and no doubt did—keep them abreast of 
what was going on in a limited portion of the outside world, the 
rest of the city, and, just possibly, the rest of France. On the 
other hand, insofar as there was a special community of which 
the domiciled poor were a part (and the floating poor as well, but 
only if they carried their community with them by living and/or 
traveling in regional or local groups), they were guaranteed a 
certain set of roots, a place in the shadow, if not in the sun. The 
community protected its members by keeping them out of constant 
and direct contact with the pressures of the dominant culture and 
by giving them an alternative milieu in which to function. The 
poor man may thus have been spared some part of the personality 
conflict he would otherwise have experienced had he known the 
full meaning of his inability to conform. 

The poor were set off from the rest of society by so many 
differences of work, life, and culture that they could not fail to 
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develop some sense of themselves as belonging to a separate group, 
that of the bottom dogs. They knew they were different from, and 
less fortunate than, the nobles and bourgeois, whom they no doubt 
joined together in their minds in the single category of men called 
Monsieur. This sense of difference, which takes into account only 
the most obvious phenomena of social life, is perfectly compatible 
with a sense of inferiority, a psychology of acceptance, and defer¬ 
ential behavior in general, although it may serve as well to create 
feelings of suspicion and even contempt towards those outside the 
group. It is very different from class consciousness which, by 
definition, involves an identification of the individual with an 
entity having positive attributes. Corollary to class consciousness 
(as it develops among those deprived of power in a society) are 
ideas of oppression and the need for change. The bourgeois of 
1789 were class conscious and were therefore able to make a rev¬ 
olution. The laboring poor, by contrast, had not yet developed 
to the same point, hence they could, in the first instance, serve only 
as a force d,'appoint. In a very real way, this group consciousness 
corresponded to the social situation in which they found them¬ 
selves. The laboring poor did not constitute a single class but rather 
a melange of producers and merchants, skilled and unskilled, seden¬ 
tary and nomadic. The positive identifications open to them— 
with a craft, a province, or an occupational group—were always 
within the larger category of the laboring poor, never encompass¬ 
ing the whole. They were divisive, rather than unifying. Only 
later, with the development of capitalist industry, were the condi¬ 
tions for the development of a unitary class consciousness created. 

This said, it should be remembered that the laboring poor were 
neither foolish nor blind. They were capable of resentment and 
anger, even of identifying the representatives of authority as the 
agents of their ills. In the main, they blamed the king’s ministers for 
their misfortunes, but they could be driven to curse the monarch 
himself. At the death of Louis XV, a popular jingle was heard 

all over Paris: 

Cy gist Louis le faineant 
Qui donna papier en naissant 
La guerre en grandissant 
La famine en viellissant 
Et la peste en mourant.*40 

* Here lies Louis the Do-Nothing 
Who gave us paper [money] at his birth 

War as he grew up 
Famine as he grew old 
And the plague when he died. 
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But this remained a personal criticism, rather than a call for the 
destruction of the monarchy. When Louis XVI ascended the 
throne, he was immediately acclaimed a worthy successor to Henri 
IV of glorious memory, although one wit wrote: 

D’Henri ressucite j’adopte le bon mot 
Mais pour me decider, j’attends la poule au pot.*41 

The poor were not capable of sustaining their anger because they 
did not—could not—place it in a larger context. 

I submit that they were incapable of thinking in larger terms, 
incapable of transforming their dislike for a man or a set of men 
into a critique of society, not only because they were poor, over¬ 
worked, badly nourished, and uneducated but because all of their 
disabilities, which were the result of bitter exploitation, had led 
them into the blind alley of the culture of poverty. Once there, 
they came to feel themselves helpless, dependent, and inferior. 
They were caught in a vicious circle, and they could not break 
out until someone showed them the way. As Professor Lewis has 
remarked, “Any movement . . . that organizes and gives hope to 
the poor and effectively promotes a sense of solidarity with larger 
groups must effectively destroy the psychological and social core 
of the culture of poverty.”42 The revolutionary bourgeoisie began 
to do just that by putting forth the idea that it was possible, not 
to say legitimate, to challenge the established order. The bour¬ 
geois used the laboring poor as their shock troops, and the laboring 
poor, or at least some of its constituent elements, was in part 
shaken out of its lethargy and soon began to pursue a program 
of its own. At last they had a chance to prove what Marivaux had 
said of them 40 years earlier, that they were “much more people 
and much less rabble” than was generally believed. 

To say that Henri lives again, I agree 
But to be certain, I await the chicken in the pot. 
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Gardy, Edme, 127-128 

Gatinais, 46 

Gegot, J. C., 144, 145 

General Farm, 5, 30, 42, 75, 78, 79, 

144; wall, 4, 14 

Generality of Paris, 23, 64, 127, 128, 

145-146 

Generality of Rennes, 133 

Gens de metier, 145 

Gens de palais, 156 

Gens du peuple, 120 

Gens sans aveu, 130 

Gentiles, 124 

Gentilly, 79 

Geoffrey Lasnier, rue, 24 

Germany, 123 

Gesvres, quai de, 6 

Gilbert, W. S., 151 

Gobelins, 43, 75 

Godier, Edme, 148 

Godier, Jean, 150 

Gonesse, 11, 72 

Graillouneuses, 57 

Grain, price, 157; shortage, 99; trade, 

G4> i55, G6 
Grand Bureau des Pauvres, 94, 98 

Grands Augustins, rue des, 137 

Gravilliers, 21 

Gravilliers, rue des, 43 

Great Fear, 130 
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Grenelle, 9 

Grenier a Sel, 6 

Greve (qtr., pi.), 5, 7> 45i 56> 69> 93, 

114, 135, i3<5, i59 
Greve, Port de la, 15 

Grippe, 87 

Groethuysen, Bernard, 111 

Gros, 100 

Gros Caillou, 9, 10 

Gros Chenet, rue du, 25 

Guet, 23 

Guilds, 28, 29, 30-31, 56, 97, 115; 

abolition, 37; cost of, 36 

Guinguettes, 12, 75, 78, 94, 106, 140, 

167 

h 

Hainaut, 46 

Halle aux Draps, 42 

Halle aux Toiles, 42 

Hardy, Simeon Prosper, 18, 37, 38, 

70, 100, 101, 105, 108, 117, 143, 147, 

i54, i56 
Harley de Champvallon, Archbishop 

Francois, 115 

Haute-Vienne, 33 

Hawkers, 45 

Health, 17, 81-82 

Hecquet, Philippe, 27 

Henri IV, 74, 154, 170 

Heterodoxy, 115 

Hierarchy, 60, 97 

Hobsbawm, Eric, 126, 133 

Holidays, 108 

Holy days, 113 

Holy Ghost, 115 

Holy Innocents, Cemetery, 6, 86, 

104, 113 

Hommes de peine, 41 

Honorific rights, 60 

Hopital de la Saint Esprit, 93 

Hdpital des Incurables, 94 

Hopital General, 93 

Hdpital la Trinite, 94 

Hdpital Petites Maisons, 94 

Hospice de la Charite, 95, 96 

Hospice Petites Maisons, 98 

Hospice Saint Andre des Arts, 96 

Hospice Saint Jacques du Haut Pas, 

96 

Hospice Saint Merry, 96 

Hospice Saint Sulpice, 96 

Hospice de Vaugirard, 94 

Hospitals, 93-96; conditions, 95; cor¬ 

ruption, 95; fees, 94; reform, 96 

Hotel d’Evreux (Elysee pal.), 10 

Hotel de Ville, 20, 47, 135 

Hotel-Dieu, 5, 80, 93, 94, 95, 102, 

i33, i45 
Households, 61; see also Families 

Housing, 13-14, 68 

Huissiers, 141 

Humor, 107-108 

I 

Ideology, 51-52 

Idleness, 54 

lie de France, 46, 131 

lie de la Cite, 5, 6, 16, 17, 70, 73, 112 

He Saint Louis, 21, 22 

Imprisonment, 127, 142, 146; see also 

Arrests 

Inamovibles, 156 

Indenture, formula of, 35 

Industrial Revolution, 38 

Industry, 8 

Inequality, 59 

Infanticide, 62, 83-84 

Infant mortality, see Children, birth- 

death rate 

Institutions, 93-126 

Insults, 107 

Invalides, 9 

Ivry, 5, 11, 79 

**§ J £*> 

Jacobinism, 161 

Jacobins monastery, 112 
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Jail, 138; see also Imprisonment 

Jansenism, 120-122, 123, 124, 125, 

126, 154-155 

Jardiniers, 132 

Jardins, rue des, 23 

Jesuits, 115, 125, 126, 140 

Jesus Christ, 118, 124, 126 

Jews, 37, 124 

Jobs, types, 132 

Johnson, Samuel, 112 

Journaliers, 41, 132 

Journees, 46 

Journeymen, 28, 31, 34, 36, 37, 38, 

52, 97, 163, 164 

Jouy-en-Josas, 64 

Judges, 142 

Judicial system, 142 

K 

Karamzine, Nikolai, 4 

Kidnapping, 24 

King, 153, 154, 165; see also Royalty 

King’s Council, 155 

Kitchens, 69 

«•§ L 

La Barcelonnette, 43 

La Barre, Chevalier de, 141 

Labbe, 24, 25 

Labor, 97-98, 130; division of, 41; 

unrest, 38-41 

Laboureurs, 132 

Labrousse, C. E., 53, 54 

Lackeys, 49 

La Calandre, rue de, 25 

La Concorde, place de, 8 

La Conference, Port de, 5 

La Courtille, 9, 106 

La Feraille, quai de, 6 

Lafosse, 122 

La Harpe, rue de, 16 

Lalande, Joseph J. L. de, 119 

Laliman, 105 

La Madeleine, 8, 14, 112 

La Marche, 33 

Lambert, Joseph, 118 

La Megisserie, quai de, 44 

La Milliere, 63 

Lamoignon, M. de, 158, 159 

La Mortellerie, rue de, 20, 43 

La Motte, Mme., 138 

Landowning, 11 

Language, 106-107 

Langage des gneux, 150 

Lantier, Louis, 150 

Laon, 82 

La Pitie, 9, 93, 127 

L’Arbre sec, rue de, 7 

La Reynie, Lt.-genl., 18, 129 

La Roule, 9, 10 

Latin Quarter, 8, 22 

Lavallee, Joseph, 67 

Lavallee, d’Arancy, 120 

La Vannerie, rue de, 43 

Laverdy, 74 

La Vie de Marianne (Marivaux), 4 

La Ville l’Eveque, 9, 10 

La Villette, 79 

Lavoisier, Antoine, 71 

Lebeau, 24 

Lebret, Charles, 146 

Le Clerc de Juigne, Archbishop, 113 

Leclerc de Montlinot, 131, 165 

Lefebvre, Georges, 19 

Left Bank, 8, 9, 22, 43, 78, 79 

Legal system, 137 

Lenoir, Lt.-genl., 39, 42, 50, 75, 99, 

119. C8i M3 
Lent, 90, 108, 113 

Leporello, 49 

Leroy, Louis, 63-64 

Les Enfants de Salomon, 38 

Les Enfants du Maitre Jacques, 38 

Les Enfants du Pere Soubise, 38 

Les Halles, 5, 6, 14, 21, 45, 56, 69, 

72, 88, 104, 134, 145, 167 

Les Porcherons, 9, 25, 79, 106 

Lewis, Oscar, 166, 170 

L’Homme Arme, 21 

Licensing, 57 

Life expectancy and span, 82 
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Life styles, 52 

Limousin(s), 30, 31, 33, 43 

Liturgy, 115 

Lockout, 39 

Lodging, 69 

Lombardy and Lombards, 20, 21 

London, 15, 17 

Longshoremen, 42 

Lord, 117; see also Jesus Christ 

Lorraine and Lorrainers, 33, 46, 132, 

149 

Louchitsky, Jean, 11 

Louis IX, see St. Louis 

Louis XIII, 7 

Louis XIV, 7, 10, 74 

Louis XV, 8, 14, 141, 169 

Louis XVI, 154, 170 

Louisines, rue, 119 

Louis le Grand, rue, 21 

L’Ourcq, Canal de, 78 

Louvre, 7, 10, 20, 47, 50, 69 

Luxembourg Gardens, 8, 108 

Luxury, 137 

Lyonnais, 31, 43, 46, 132 

M 

Machault, Lt.-genl., 100 

Madelonettes convent, 7 

Magic, 126 

Magistrates, 157, 158; see also Judges 

Maillard, Mile., 125 

Maire, rue, 86 

Maison du Roi, 22 

Maladies populaires, 86 

Malaria, 87 

Malvaux, Abbe, 130 

Mange, 87 

Manoeuvres, 132 

Manouvriers, 29, 30 

Marais, 7, 43, 67, 112 

Marce, Jean Baptiste, 150 

Marchands de plaisir, 44 

Marche des Innocents, 20 

Marche Neuf, 73 

Mardi Gras, 108 

Marechaussee, 23, 147 

Marivaux, 4, 170 

Marne, 39 

Marriage, 57-59, 90, 91, 108; con¬ 

tract, 58; illegal, 60-61; norms, 60; 

social mobility, 60; and status of 

husband and wife, 58 

Marville, Lt.-genl., 120 

Mass, 113, 116 

Massif Central, 81, 132 

Masters, 35, 36, 49-50, 62, 97, 163, 

164 

Maubert, place, 20, 43, 73 

Mauconseil, 21, 23 

Maupeou, Rene Nicolas de, 155, 156 

Meat, origin, 75; price, 75-76; type, 

75. 76 
Meaux, 64, 128, 133, 148 

Medicine, 88-89 

Megisserie, quai de la, 6 

Melun, 93, 128 

Menu peuple, see Poor; Workers 

Menuret de Chambaud, 17 

Merchants, 29, 79; registry, 45 

Mercier, 23, 50, 53, 56, 69, 77, 85, 

105, 159 
Mercier, Marie, 149 

Mesalliances, 59 

Messance, 20, 32, 90 

Messengers, 39, 41 

Messiah, 119 

Meuvret, J., 79-80 

Methodism, 123 

Midsummer’s Night, 114 

Migrants, 32-33, 39, 146 

Mildmay, Sir William, 127 

Militia, 64, 103 

Minimes monastery, 112 

Minor es, 100 

Miracles, 122 

Miserables, 27, 28, 32; see also Poor 

Mistresses, 149 

Molinism, 122, 123, 124 

Molonpied, 133 

Mols, Roger, 90, 91 

Monasteries, 112 
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Money, 167 

Mont de Piete, 99 

Montfaugon, 11 

Montmartre, 5, 9, 43 

Montmorency, rue de, 86 

Montparnasse, 9 

Montrouge, 5, 43, 79 

Morality, 96, 97 

Morgny, Anne, 94 

Mote, Mile., 125 

Mouches, 23 

Muguet, 84 

Murder, 25, 144 

*+§ N 

Nanterre, 72 

National Assembly, 12, 79 

Necker, Jacques, 32, 127, 154, 162 

Nemeitz, J. C., 116 

Nevers, 46 

Newborn, 62 

Nimes, 146 

Noailles, Cardinal L. A. de, 122 

Nobility, 19, 29, 67, 169 

Nonnains d’Hyeres, rue, 24 

Normandy and Normans, 30, 33, 46, 

75, 81, 113, 131, 132, 146 

Notre Dame, 5 

Notre Dame, Pont, 6 

Notre Dame des Victoires, rue, 21 

Nouveaux riches, 50 

Nouvelle France, 9, 10 

Novi de Caveinac, Abbe Jean, 91-92 

Noyers, rue de, 39 

Nursing, 83, 84 

O 

Oberkampf, 64 

Observatoire, 43 

Officiers-porteurs du charbon, 42 

Oise, 39 

Opera, 15 

Oratoire, 20, 21, 81 

Orders in Council, 45, 63 

Orgies, 124 

Orleanists, 162 

Orleans and Orleanais, 33, 46 

Orphans, 93; see also Foundlings 

Orvietan, 30 

Ostracism, 44 

Outlay eurs, 44 

Ourdet, Michel, 150 

Outbreaks, see Riots 

Ouvriers, 24 

Ownership, 68 

P 

Facte de famine, 126 

Palais de Justice, 5, 156, 158 

Palais Royal, 7, 9, 22, 47, 50, 67, 72, 

100 

Palais Royal, Gardens of, 108 

Pantheon, 8, 21 

Paris: administration and policing, 

22-25; a?e °f citizens, 81; area, 4- 

5; arrests, 144; beggars and crimi¬ 

nals, 127-152; character of people, 

no; climate, 85; conduct in, 144; 

construction in, 12-14; crowding, 

70; demography, 79-83, 90-91; 

described, 3-26; environment, 15- 

18; expense of, 13; fountains, 78; 

growth, 14; landowning, 11; peo¬ 

ple’s diet, 71; population, 5, 18-19, 

20-22; size, 13; society, 29; stench, 

86 

Parlement(s), 5, 22, 25, 39, 58, 104, 

108, 122, 141, 145, 154, 155, 156, 

157, 158; and monarchy, 154 

Pascal, Blaise, 121 

Passy, 5 

Paternalism, 28 

Patrons, see under Saints 

Pauvres honteux, 96, 97 

Pawning, 99 

Pay, see Wages 
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Pedlars, 6, 44, 55, 77 

Peron, Herve, 133 

Petite Pologne, La, 79 

Petites ecoles, 101 

Petition de cent cinquante mille 

ouvriers et artisans de Paris 

(1789), 160 

Peysonnel, 106 

Philanthropy, 98-99 

Philippe, Robert, 71 

Picardy, 46, 113, 129 

Pirouel, Louis, 64 

Piozzi, Hester Lynch, 109, 112 

Plague, 87 

Plato, 160 

Pleureuses, 56 

Plumets, 41, 42 

Poissardes, 46, 107, 120 

Poissonniere, 20 

Poissy, 75 

Poitiers, 46 

Police, 22-25, 128; dislike of, 23-24 

Political action, 153-169 passim 

Politicization, 41 

Ponceau, 20, 21 

Pont-de-1’Arche, 144 

Pont Neuf, 5, 6, 25, 30, 78, 148, 150 

Pontoise, 128 

Poor, 16, 27-65 passim, attitudes and 

institutions, 93-126; and church, 

111-118; conditions, 67-92, 166- 

169; deformation of, 84; domestic 

quarrels, 65; health, 89; helpless¬ 

ness, 170; housing, 69; idleness, 

54-55; imprisonment and mistreat¬ 

ment, 100; indignities to, 104; and 

society, 168-169; values and 

norms, 167; violence toward, 101, 

105 
Popincourt, 9 

Population, age of, 81; floating, 30- 

3 L 34 
Portefaix, 41 

Porters, 41, 42 

Poulaillier, 147 

Pourriture d’hopital, 87 

Poverty, culture of, 166-169, 170 

Preaching, 117 

Press gangs, 139; see also Gangs 

Prevost, Louis, 146 

Prevot, Marie Jeanne, 64 

Prevot de File, 23 

Prevot des marchands, 42 

Prices, 74, 75, 164 

Priests, 112-113, 114, 117 

Prise de conscience, 41 

Prisoners, work of, 128-129 

Privilege, 167 

Procureur general du roi, 98 

Productivity, 51 

Professionals, 29 

Property rights, 58 

Prostitution, 144, 149 

Protestantism, 37, 112, 116, 117 

Provence, 46, 113 

Punishment, 143 

^ Q 

Quais, 21, 45 

Quarante Coups, 150 

Quarters, characters of, 70 

R 

Rabaut, M., 116 

Rabbe, Anne, 148 

Raccrocheuses, 149 

Raffiat, 147 

Ragot de Grandval, Nicolas, 140 

Ramazzini, Bernardino, 88 

Ravaudeuses, 56 

Re commander esses, 139 

Recruitment, 102-103, 132-133 

Reform movement, 157 

Reforms of Turgot, 5, 36, 37, 56 

Registration, 45 

Regrattiers and regrattieres, 57, 77 

Regulations, 74 

Rejouissances, 76 

Religion, m-118; cures by, 122 
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Rene de Fourcroy, Charles, 5 

Renoul de Bas-Champs, V. J., 59 

Rents, 69 

Republicans, no 

Restif de la Bretonne, N. E., 40, 54, 

55, 62, 84, 100, 120, 149 

Reveillon, 55, 162, 163 

Revolution, 152, 154, 162-164, 169 

Revolutionary government, 116 

Rich, see Wealthy 

Richelieu, rue de, 14 

Right Bank, 6, 7, 8, 9, 22, 78, 79, 135 

Riots, 24-25, 40, 42, 74, 118, 119, 132, 

163; types of rioters, 25-26 

Rivoli, rue de, 16, 69 

Robbery, see Thefts and thieves 

Rodez, 46 

Rome, Court of, 122 

Rooms, function, 68; rental, 45-46; 

stench of, 69 

Rotisseurs, 115 

Roule, rue du, 7, 69 

Rousseau, Jean Jacques, 3 

Royal Declaration of 1764, 127, 128 

Royale (des Vosges), place, 7, 47, 50, 

130 

Royale, rue, 8 

Royalty, 154; and bread, 74; grants 

from, 99 

Rude, George, 19, 20, 54, 159, 162, 

165 

^ s ^ 
Sacred Heart of Jesus, 115 

Safety and security, 34 

Saint Andre des Arts, 8, 83, 125 

Saint Andre des Arts, rue, 137 

Saint Antoine, 4, 5, 7, 8, 9, 10, 19, 

20, 21, 22, 37, 39, 43, 47, 60, 69, 

ior, 108, 112, 122, 129, 147, 162 

Saint Antoine, porte, 9 

Saint Antoine, rue du Faubourg, 16 

Saint Apoline, 114 

Saint Barthelemy, 115 

Saint Benoit, 8, 114 

Saint Bernard, Port, 15 

Saint Clair, 114, 115 

Saint Cloud, 16, 115 

Saint Come, 115 

Saint Croix, 112 

Saint Denis, 5, 7, 9, 16, 20, 24, 25, 47, 

64, 128, 132, 159 

Saint Denis, Porte, 43 

Saint Denis, rue, 129 

Sainte Anne, rue, 21 

Sainte Chapelle, 5 

Sainte Genevieve, church of, 8, 14 

Sainte Genevieve, Feast of, 113 

Sainte Marguerite, 112, 114, 162 

Sainte Pelagie, 64 

Saint Esprit, 115 

Saint Etienne, 81 

Saint Eustache, 7, 47, 50, 96 

Saint Flour, 133 

Saint Germain, 8, 10, 21, 22, 25, 43, 

47, 50, 67, 73, 158 
Saint Germain-en-Laye, 72 

Saint Germain l’Auxerrois, 69, 112 

Saint Gervais, 112 

Saint Hippolyte, 83, 119 

Saint Honore, 9, 10, 37, 43, 69 

Saint Honore, rue, 7, 22, 25, 43, 112 

Saint Jacques, 8, 9, 43 

Saint Jacques, rue du Faubourg, 16 

Saint Jacques de la Boucherie, 6, 134 

Saint James, 115 

Saint Jean, days of, 108; Feast, 114 

Saint Jean Cemetery, 73 

Saint Jean de Greve, 134 

Saint Joseph, 115 

Saint Laurent, 9, 112, 115 

Saint Laurent-Saint Martin, rue du 

Faubourg, 16 

Saint Lazare, 9, 14 

Saint Lazare monastery, 163 

Saint Lazare prison, 139 

Saint Lazare seminary, 139 

St. Louis, 5; Eve of, 108 

Saint Mande, 115 

Saint Marcel (Marceau), 8, 9, 20, 21, 

22, 33, 39, 43, 48, 64, 75, 8l, "4, 

119, 122 
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Saint Marcel, church of, 130 
Saint Martin, 7, 9, 47 
Saint Martin, church of, 130; days 

of, 108 
Saint Martin, rue, 86 
Saint Martin des Champs, 7, 96 
Saint Medard, 114, 122, 124, 130 
Saint Merry, 112, 114, 117 
Saint Michel, 9 
Saint Michel, Pont, 25 
Saint Monday, 106 
Saint Nicolas, 83, 115, 117 
Saint Nicolas, Port, 15 
Saint Paul, 7 
Saint Paul, church of, 112 
Saint Paul, Port, 15, 24 
Saint Roch, 69, 96, 114 
Saints, 114-115, 120; cult of, 114-115 
Saint Sauveur, 114 
Saint Severin, 100 
Saints Innocents, 47, 112 
Saint Sulpice, 98, 104, 112, 114, 145 
Saint Victor, 9, 21 
Saint Victor, Abbey of, 123 
Saint Vincent de Paul, 101 
Salaries a clientele, 42, 53 
Salpetriere, 9, 43, 64, 93, 127 
Samaritaine pump, 78 
Sans-culottes, 10, 38, no, 164 
Satan, 125 
Saugrain, Claude, 31 
Savary des Bruslons, 41, 42 
Savoie and Savoyards, 20, 29, 30, 31, 

^ 33, 43, 4C 53, 114, 132, 156 
Sceaux, 75 
Schools, 101-103; charity, 101-102 
Schulz, Friedrich, 73 
Scurvy, 87, 95 
Seamstresses, 36 
Secours, 124 
Sedition, 137 
Segregation, 67 
Seine, 4, 6, 7, n, 15, 16, 22, 39, 85, 

135 
Senlis, 128, 148 
Sens, 46, 63, 128, 131 
Sens, Port, 39 
Sentencing, 128, 141 

Sergents, 23 
Sermons, 117, 118 
Servants, see Domestics 
Sevres, 43 
Sevres, rue de, 94 
Shops, 47 
Sidewalks, 16 
Sieyes, Abbe, 161 
Silence, law of, 123 
Sisters of Charity, 100 
Six Corps, 7, 29, 36, 103 
Slaughter houses, 86 
Smallpox, 85, 87 
Smog, 86 
Smollett, Tobias, 48 
Social Darwinism, 104 
Social mobility, 60 
Societe de Saint Francois Regis, 61 
Societe Philanthropique de Paris, 98 
Societe Royale de Medicine, 85 
Sodomy, 142 
Sologne, 75 
Sovereign, see King 
Stabat Mater, 117 
Starvation, 99, 126 
Stealing, see Thefts and thieves 
Stevedores, 41 
Street merchants, 28, 30, 44, 46, 47, 

^ 77 
Streets, 15-18; filth and stench, 16- 

17, 86; lighting, 18; types, 17 
Street workers, 39, 43 
Strikes, 38-39 
Sublimation, 168 
Suicide, 105 
Superstition, 119-120 
Symbolism, sexual, 124 

*«§ T 

Taille, 11, 13; see also Taxation 
Tailors, 56 
Taverns, 102 
Tixanderie, rue de la, 69 
Taxation, 12, 14, 79; direct, 104; 

food, 71; wine, 78 
Temple, 9, 15 
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Terray, Abbe, 156 

Thefts and thieves, 128, 137, 143, 

144; amateur, 145; professional, 

»45. 148 
Thibault, Mile., 122 

Third Estate, 161, 162 

Thompson, Edward, 55 

Tissart, Abbe Maurice, 120 

Toilets, 69, 86 

Touraine, 46 

Tour de France, 38 

Tout Paris, 19 

Trade, 7, 8, 15; building, 53 

Transport, 15, 16 

Traversine, rue, 43 

Tuberculosis, 87 

Tuileries, 7, 8, 9, 21, 108 

Turgot, A. R. J., 5, 36, 37, 56 

Turmeau de la Morandiere, D. L., 

91, 129 

Tyburn, 137 

Typhoid, 87 

U 

Ultramontanism, 115 

Unemployment, 49, 129 

Unigenitus, 121, 122, 154, 155 

Urbanism, 33-34 

V ^ 

Vade, 107 

Vagabonds, 24, 49, 130, 144 

Valetaille, 52 

Valjean, Jean, 144 

Varennes, 154 

Vaugirard, 5, 12, 79 

Vendome, place, 21, 81 

Vendores, hierarchy of, 44 

Verdier, Jacques, 133 

Versailles, n, 39, 72, 93, 132, 154, 158 

Versailles, rue de, 43 

Vertus, rue des, 43 

Vienne, 33 

V ignerons, 11 

Ville Neuve, 43 

Violence, 101, 105, 137 

Virgin, 115, 117, 141 

Vital statistics, 80-81, 90 

Vivienne, rue, 21 

W 

Wages, 38, 52, 53, 54, 162, 165 

Water, 78; contaminated, 87 

Wealthy, 77, 139 

Whipping, 137 

Widows, 57 

Wine, 12, 78-79 

Winter, 161 

Women, 46, 47, 48, 55-59, 124-129, 

146, 149; characters of, 59; com¬ 

pared to men, 84-85; health, 84; 

nursing, 83, 84; unmarried, 57, 62 

Work, see Labor 

Workers: amusements of, 106; assis¬ 

tance to, 98-99; attitudes and in¬ 

stitutions, 93-126; beliefs, 111- 

126; building, 52, 53; change in, 

70- 71; character, 104, 106, 109; 

cheerfulness, 109; child, 62, 64; 

conditions, 8, 16, 17-18, 43, 67-92, 

166-169; and criminals, 137; death 

rate, 80-81; defense of, 131; diet, 

71- 72, 77; discontent, 138; dis¬ 

tricts, 20-22; drinking, 78-79, 96, 

106, 167; entertainment, 108-109; 

and freedom, 52; hardworking, 52; 

health, 88-89; and hospitals, 93- 

96; hours, 52; humor, 107-108; 

identifications, 169; licensing, 57; 

and king, 154; migratory, 32-33, 

132; misery, 22, 105; morality, 96, 

97; number, 19-20, 45, 46, 47; ori¬ 

gin, 46; and parlement, 157; pov¬ 

erty, 28; prepolitical, 153; pro¬ 

fessions, 115; religion, 111-118; 

residence, 43; speech, 106-107; 

standard of living, 165; supersti- 
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Workers (cont'd) 

tions of, 119-120; treatment of, 

96; types, 11, 19-20, 29, 45; united, 

43; unmanageability of, 40; un¬ 

organized, 34, 39, 153; unskilled, 

39, 41, 43; values, 138; virtues, 

131; wages, 38, 53, 54, 162, 165; 

women, 55-57 

Workhouses, 97, 143 
Workshops, 37 

^3 Y 

Yonne, 39 

Young, Arthur, 15, 1 7, 109 
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