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Introduction

If we would arrive at a true understanding of the nature of contemporary society, we
must first get a picture of the economic and social life of France in former times, espe-
cially in the eighteenth century. Indeed, there is no more instructive method than the
comparative, for it clearly reveals the similarities and, in particular, the contrasts.

Although only one hundred and fifty years—a brief period in the history of human-
ity—separate us from the era which we propose to study, it seems at first glance that the
France of today bears very little resemblance to the France of Louis XVI. This is readily
explained. In the intervening years the ancien régime was overthrown and the Revolution
transformed all political and social institutions. Then, too, a profound economic revolu-
tion, in the nineteenth century, affecting France as well as all other countries, has altered
the conditions of our material existence and our whole mode of life.

One fact which strikes us at the very outset is that the Revolution overturned all the
old legal institutions. In eighteenth century France the social classes, as we conceive
them today, can be detected only by an attentive observer of the realities of economic
life. The superficial student sees merely the legal distinctions. Three estates can be dis-
cerned—the clergy, the nobility, and the third estate. Between them rise the barriers of
secular privileges.

The privileges of the clergy and nobility constitute one of the characteristic features
of eighteenth century society. Clergy and nobility exercised a preeminent right over all
land property. The manorial dues of various kinds that they imposed upon the peasants
who tilled the soil formed one of their chief sources of revenue. Clergy and nobility thus
evaded most of the taxes and financial burdens that fell upon the popular classes and
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tended to increase their misery. Finally, most of the functions of the state were the pre-
rogative of the privileged classes, especially of the nobility. Hence it is easy to under-
stand why one of the great demands of the third estate in 1789 was precisely the partici-
pation of all classes in all duties and functions.

It is true that the ecclesiastical offices, in theory at least, seemed accessible to the
commoners as well as the nobles; but in reality all the dignities of the high clergy, the
episcopal sees, the abbeys, and the rich ecclesiastical benefits, were reserved to mem-
bers of the nobility, especially the court nobility, to an increasingly exclusive extent as we
approach the Revolution.

The legal barriers separating the various classes became greater and greater as the
ancien régime neared its end. We shall see later that the breach became ever wider
between the nobles and the commoners. The nobility, although continuing to be recruited
from the class of newly rich at least from the world of finance, tended to become a
closed caste. The revision of the titles of nobility (reformations de la noblesse), achieved
during the time of Louis X1V, did not, to be sure, consist primarily of fiscal measures, yet
it cut off from the nobility families of recent extraction, especially those continuing to
devote themselves to commerce, or noblemen too poor to assert their rights.

And yet the eighteenth century prepared the way for the profound transformations that
were destined to characterize our own era and to change the aspect of the entire social
world. Capitalism, in its commercial form at least, already loomed as a power and began
to exert a great influence upon industry itself. The merchants, “controlling” rural industry
more and more actively, opened the way for great capitalist industry. In the urban trades,
at least in the textile trades, they often succeeded also in bringing under their economic
domination the workmen who, formerly independent, now became salaried employees.
The old labor organization no longer answered the new needs. At the close of the cen-
tury, even after the failure of Turgot’s reform, the trade guilds were doomed.

The introduction of machinery, at first restricted to a few industries, especially cot-
ton-spinning, as well as industrial concentration, manifested in certain centers of the
clothing industry and in the manufacture of prints, point also to the new era.

But this was only the beginning. On the whole, the old economic practises were still
adhered to. In spite of progress in road building, the avenues of communication re-
mained insufficient. The means of transportation had been changed, but not appreciably
transformed, since the beginning of modern times. Maritime commerce had made great
strides in the eighteenth century, and had greatly increased the national wealth; but navi-
gation had scarcely changed since the seventeenth century. Tonnage remained small, and
there was hardly a vessel of more than 400 or 500 tons.

Is it not significant that among the third estate of most of the cities, first place was
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occupied by lawyers, both advocates and attorneys, or by financiers, namely employees
of the general farm or collectors of the royal taxes? Only in the larger ports did the
merchants play an important rdle.

In short, for any one studying economic evolution, the great transformations did not
come until the following century. France under the new monarchy, until the approach of
1848, still preserved most of the characteristics of the ancien régime.

Finally one permanent trait of the economic and social history of France was strikingly
revealed in the eighteenth century. This was the strengthening and perpetuation of the
system of peasant ownership. It is well known that this ownership was gradually estab-
lished during the Middle Ages under the guise of feudal tenure. The peasants, from the
beginning of the Middle Ages, were completely freed from servitude in most parts of
France and came to own the land they cultivated, with the right to will it to heirs, or to sell
or exchange it. This property, however, was burdened with dues imposed by the mano-
rial system, made particularly irksome because of the latter’s practices and abuses. And
yet there is reason to believe that the continuation of the manorial system up to the
Revolution helped toward the consolidation of peasant ownership. This seems to us all
the more plausible if we reflect that in England, where the manorial system was consider-
ably weakened toward the end of the Middle Ages, peasant ownership was ultimately
eliminated almost altogether in favor of the landed aristocracy.

However that may be, it will suffice for our purposes to observe that the Revolution
radically abolished the manorial system, making peasant ownership completely autono-
mous. Not that all the peasants became property owners, for many owned little or no
land and constituted a veritable rural proletariat; but they comprised probably only a
minority among the rural population. At any rate, the agrarian system of France has a
profoundly original character, which distinguishes it from that of most of the other Euro-
pean countries. This is true to such an extent that even in our own day France has
remained a type of rural democracy. In Western Europe it is the only great state in which
the equilibrium is not disturbed in favor of industrial development. In this respect the
present is closely related to the past.

The condition of land property, as it existed in the eighteenth century, also explains
why in France the progress of agriculture was much slower than in countries where the
landed aristocracy eliminated peasant ownership. France was also the country of land
cultivation on a small scale. The proprietors, whether they belonged to the nobility or to
the bourgeoisie, did not personally engage in cultivation. The peasants themselves culti-
vated all the land; but their resources were too small to permit them to take advantage of
real agricultural improvements. They adhered to the old methods, and these tended to-
ward the maintenance of the moors and meadows, the joint use of which was regarded as
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absolutely necessary for the requirements of the peasant masses. The great clearings
could not, in spite of some notable efforts, prove practicable. Uncultivated lands could
be used only with partial success. In short, the new system of rural economy did not
really triumph until the second half of the nineteenth century. Until about 1840 French
agriculture still bore a close resemblance to that of the ancien régime.

We see, then, that the economic life of the eighteenth century was destined to extend
beyond the Great Revolution. The latter effected above all the abolition of the legal preroga-
tives which separated the third estate from the privileged classes. This abolition gradually
had an effect upon the economic development itself. It helped, though to a smaller de-
gree than the progress of capitalism, to bring about a new division of the social classes,
based upon the economic role that they played. On the other hand, the application of
science to industry, which began in the eighteenth century, the triumph of steam, fol-
lowed by that of electricity, and the revolution effected by the new means of transporta-
tion (railways and steamships) tended to overcome the ways and means of the ancien
régime and to transform all the conditions of material life.

These are the reasons why the eighteenth century seems to us of today so remote.
And yet it is in fact very close to us, if we consider that everything which touches con-
temporary life had its beginnings in that period. Furthermore, in the history of France,
especially from the economic and social point of view, there are permanent characteris-
tics which give the country a very special aspect—characteristics no less important than
the nature of the soil and the topography of the land. Thus we may explain a phenomenon
which seems a paradox, namely, that in the country which several times has given the
signal for revolution to a great part of Europe, the present is related perhaps more closely
to the past than is the case in countries where a much more conservative attitude has
prevailed.

Vv

A few words are necessary to explain the plan which we have followed and which might,
at first glance, surprise the reader.

Usually, in dealing with the history of French society, a classification based upon
legal considerations is adopted. Distinction is made between the three estates, the clergy
and nobility, as the privileged classes, and the common people, classed under the single
head of “the third estate.”

This classification has the grave defect of not being based upon economic life,
which is the determining factor in the condition of the social classes. Let us take, for
example, the third estate. It comprises various classes, in reality quite distinct, namely,
the high bourgeoisie (lawyers, officeholders, and financiers), merchants and tradesmen,
artisans and laborers, and finally the peasants.

Although we find the legal distinctions still exerting a great influence upon the social
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state in the eighteenth century, it seems more rational for us to base our classification
upon the various forms of property, and to distinguish essentially between the classes
that directly or indirectly live from land property, from rural economy, and those that
derive their subsistence from urban economy, from personal property, from commercial
and industrial activity. And since economic phenomena and social facts influence one
another not a little, we shall always keep the two types of problems, in reality inseparable,
before us with that in mind.

In dealing with a subject which learned research has just barely begun to consider,
and in which generalizations, still seem rather premature, the writer should be able to give
references for each step. But the nature of this work precluded such a practise. In each
chapter, however, there have been indicated the essential works which will make it possi-
ble for the reader gradually to familiarize himself with the questions of which only a
superficial survey could here be given.



Chapter 1: Land Property; its Distribution. The Population of
France

First we shall describe the classes that live from real property, that is, land, either by
deriving their resources from agricultural labor (the peasants), or by living from the ex-
ploitation of the peasants, in other words, from the revenues which the peasants are
obliged to furnish those who are the eminent proprietors of the soil, namely, the clergy
and the nobility.

The first step, then, is to get an idea of the apportionment of property among these
three social classes. Doubtless we cannot secure precise statistics. We can only, by
virtue of tax-lists and especially the rolls of twentieths (vingtiémes), which Loutchisky
has used, and also by virtue of the numerous land-records of the eighteenth century,
make computations that are, to be sure, merely approximate, yet throw light upon the
facts and are in accord with actual realities.

The figures that we shall quote have no absolute value. They can be criticised se-
verely and may be modified by further investigations. On the other hand, since they are
based upon voluminous abstracts of tax-lists, the details of which Loutchisky was not
always able to give, it seems legitimate to use them. On the whole we believe they have a
real value, in spite of the criticisms directed against them.

The Property of the Privileged Classes

It appears that the nobility possessed an important part of the land, but a much smaller
amount than was usually believed. In his work “Etat des classes agricoles a la veille de la
Révolution” (Condition of the Agricultural Classes on the Eve of the Revolution)
Loutchisky arrives at the following conclusions: in Artois the nobility had 29 per cent of
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the land; in Picardy 33 per cent; in Burgundy 35 per cent; in Limousin 15 per cent; in
Upper Auvergne 11 per cent; in Quercy 15 per cent; in Dauphiné 12 per cent; in Landes
22 per cent; in Béarn 20 per cent; in the section of Toulouse 28 per cent; in Roussillon 32
per cent; in Orléanais about 40 per cent. In Upper Brittany and Normandy and generally
in western France the holdings of the nobility seem to have been much more extensive
than in the other regions.

Contrary to what was long believed, the clergy owned infinitely less land than the
nobility. Northern France is an exception in this respect. Thus in Hainault and Cimbrésis
the clergy held 40 per cent of the property, and in Artois the ecclesiastical holdings
comprised one-fifth or one-fourth of the land, while in Laonnois these holdings amounted
to 29 per cent and in Picardy to 18 per cent. But the farther west or south we go, the
smaller the proportion grows, as the following table reveals:

Per cent

Burgundy 11 and 15
Berry 15
Touraine 10
Auvergne 3.5
Lower Limousin and Quercy 2
Section of Toulouse 4
Roussillon 2.5
Béarn 1.5
Landes 1
Section of Rennes 34

As for the total, we may agree with G. Lecarpentier, who ascribes to the clergy an
average of only 6 per cent of the land of France. The wealth of the clergy, as we shall see,
was due in great part to its urban holdings and the collection of tithes.

It should also be noted that a large proportion of the property of the nobility and the
clergy consisted of small forests and woods, and that these holdings were usually di-
vided into small parcels— a fact which made agricultural exploitation on a large scale, in
accordance with the English practise, impossible. It is well to note that when we speak of
the property of the nobility and the clergy, we mean only the immediate land of the
manors (the so-called domaine proche) which was usually rented to farmers, or metayers,
farming on half profits. But the lords exercised also a right of eminent ownership over the
lands dependent upon their fiefs and especially upon the peasant tenures, for very few of
the latter were allodial, that is, completely autonomous.
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Peasant Property

It is nevertheless true that the peasant tenures should be regarded as real hereditary prop-
erty, since they were willed to heirs or could be transferred. They were merely encum-
bered by dues and taxes collected by the lord. Hence the peasants possessed a consid-
erable part of the land, the proportion of which, however, varies in the different sections.
In the western provinces it seems smallest. Thus in Normandy, Brittany, and Poitou we
estimate it at only about one-fifth. In the north, in Picardy, in Artois, and in the region that
later formed the Département du Nord (Flanders, Hainault and Cambrésis), as well as in
Orléanais and Burgundy, it amounts to about one-third. In Languedoc and Limousin it is
one-half, and in Dauphiné it is two-fifths. In the second half of the eighteenth century,
peasant property, far from decreasing, seems to have undergone a notable increase in
certain regions. Loutchisky finds this true generally of Soissons, where the peasants
acquired four times as much land as they sold, as well as of Limousin, where from 1779
to 1791 they acquired an additional four thousand acres. Nevertheless Lefebvre thinks he
can prove that peasant holdings in the north hardly increased after 1770; only the number
of owners grew during the eighteenth century, no doubt as the result of inheritance.
However that may be, since the peasants constituted 90 per cent of the owners, their
holdings were often very small. The small size of the peasant holdings is an undeniable
fact and one of great importance.

Many peasants possessed only infinitesimal parcels of land, particularly in northern
France. Lefebvre proves that in Cambrésis from 60 to 70 per cent of the owners held less
than a hectare, and 20 per cent less than five hectares. But since at least five hectares are
necessary to support a family, most of the peasants had to find work as farmers or as
agricultural laborers. In Flanders, Cambrésis, and Hainault, as well as in Artois, Picardy,
and Normandy, and to a certain extent in Brittany, there was a veritable rural proletariat
which was reduced to misery by lack of work or poverty, and that explains the great
number of beggars and vagabonds. Owners of means and farmers on a large scale (often
called laboureurs) constituted only a small minority of the rural population. It was espe-
cially this class that, at the time of the Revolution, profited by the abolition of the mano-
rial system and the sale of the national property.

The bourgeoisie, too, owned a considerable portion of the real property, especially
near the towns and larger cities, where there was a greater field for activity. In the north,
for example, from 16 to 17 per cent of the land was owned by the bourgeoisie.

This distribution of the real property which we have outlined gives France of the
eighteenth century a quite peculiar aspect. It distinguishes the country notably from Eng-
land, where the great holdings of the nobility gradually did away with small peasant
holdings, because of the enclosures. It distinguishes France also from the greater part of
central Europe, and particularly from eastern Europe, where the large holdings of the
nobility continually extended and grew stronger in the course of modern times. This
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phenomenon has given to French society an original character and has exercised a nota-
ble influence upon its entire historical development.

The agrarian development of England since the end of the Middle Ages shows us the
reasons why peasant ownership was preserved and strengthened in France. In Great
Britain the progress of the wool industry inspired the lords to transform cultivated lands
into pasturages and to increase their immediate domain by means of enclosures. And at
the same time the greater precariousness of the tenures, which had made itself felt since
the Middle Ages, as well as the weakening of the manorial system, facilitated this trans-
formation. The British lords were not interested in maintaining the peasant tenures, which
netted them only small revenues. Finally the aristocracy, which had seized the political
power as a result of the revolutions during the seventeenth century, was free to take
possession of all the land. In France it was quite different. Commercial and industrial
capitalism was slower to develop and less intense. The lords were increasingly submitted
to the authority of the crown, which opposed excessive encroachments. Furthermore,
since they enjoyed extensive manorial rights that were often lucrative, the nobles did not
care to destroy the system of peasant tenures depending upon their fiefs. Thus small
peasant ownership perhaps owes its continued existence and its progress to the mainte-
nance of the manorial system. And then, when the Revolution destroyed this system,
peasant ownership finally became fully autonomous.

The Population of France

Another element to be considered in studying the economic and social life of any period
is the population. It is very important to know its size and density, as well as the propor-
tional relation of the urban to the rural population. Unfortunately, so far as the eighteenth
century is concerned, we possess only insufficient data and estimates of no scientific
value. Here or there a document gives us the number of households (feux), but it is hard
to determine whether the word feu here designates an actual household or a fiscal unit.
The figures given in the reports of the governors of the provinces about 1700 are merely
approximate. Only after 1770 did the government call for marriage, birth, and death
statistics, according to the parish registers. Turgot even proposed the compilation of real
statistics on population.

According to these “movements of population,” Necker in his “Administration des
finances” (Administration of Finances) of 1784 estimated the population of France at
twenty-four millions, while Galonné in his “L’état de la population du royaume” (Status
of the Population of the Kingdom), presented to the Assembly of Notables in 1787,
placed it at twenty-three millions. According to these documents, the total population of
the cities hardly exceeded two millions, and the provinces possessed only a single city in
excess of 100,000 inhabitants, namely Lyons (135,000). The great ports, such as Mar-
seilles, Bordeaux, Nantes, and Rouen, were among the most populous. But most of the
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urban centers had less than 20,000 inhabitants. Capitals such as Dijon and Grenoble
would, with their 21,000 and 23,000 inhabitants, respectively, be considered very small
cities today. Finally the movement of population shows that the population increased
perceptibly at the end of the ancien régime, except in Brittany. Another interesting fact is
the high birth rate, counterbalanced, however, by a high general mortality which can be
explained by frequent epidemics and also by an enormous infant mortality. At all events,
in 1789 France was one of the most densely populated countries of Europe, much more
so than England or Germany. This explains in part the role that it played during the
period.

When we consider the elements of the population we find that it was very stable.
Emigration hardly existed. It is true that the revocation of the Edict of Nantes at the end
of the seventeenth century exiled about 100,000 Protestants, almost all inhabitants of the
cities and belonging to the industrial and commercial classes; for the Huguenot peasants,
converted only in name, hardly left the kingdom. But in the eighteenth century, with the
exception of a few hundred families from Perche and Maine who colonized Canada,
there was no emigration, properly speaking. Nor did immigration contribute much to the
increase of population. It consisted of a slight influx of Irish fugitives from English per-
secution, and some Dutch and Hanseatic merchants. Nevertheless it had a certain eco-
nomic importance, as for example at Nantes and Bordeaux, where many merchant fami-
lies came from foreign countries. At Marseilles, too, Greek and Armenian families served
to swell the ranks of the commercial class.

The Infinite Variety of Weights and Measures

We must mention also another phenomenon which considerably influenced the economic
and social life of the ancien régime. It is the infinite variety of weights and measures,
which we hardly need emphasize because the Revolution, by establishing the metric
system, introduced admirable simplicity and order in place of chaos.

Surface measures were relatively simple. This does not mean, however, that they
were not quite varied and different in various regions. The documents of the period
mention particularly the ar-pent and the journal. The arpent was regularly divided into
one hundred perches, but the length of the perche varied greatly—the arpent at Paris
being equivalent to 34 ares, at Poitou to 42, at Eaux and Foréts to 51. The journal, used
in Brittany, was equivalent to about 48 ares. The bois-selée (based on the volume of a
boisseau, that is, a peck and a half) varied in one and the same section to such an extent
that it could be quivalent either to 15 ares, 10 ares, or even 7 ares.

Measures of volume varied still more. The capacity of the boisseau, for example,
fluctuated in the single province of Poitou between 65 and 10 liters. Each manor, high or
average, had the right “of weights, measures and of stamping.” In order to increase its
income each one was interested in increasing the size of its measures. A letter inserted in
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the “Affiches du Poitou” in 1775 declares:

“I forgot to call your attention to the fact that the boisseau of Civray should weigh
only about forty pounds, that it had only this weight in 1709, and that it has gradually
increased about three or four pounds. At Aulnay, Chiré, Beauvoir, etc., similar increases
have taken place.”

We shall see later to how much abuse this uncertainty in regard to weights and
measures led. The multiples of the boisseau (setier, muid, minot, charge, etc.) had the
same fluctuations. The [itre, the pinte, the barrique and the velte were no more constant.
For measuring cloth the ell (aune) was used, and it, too, varied in different sections and
was extensively abused. Finally there was nothing more unstable than the weights used
before the Revolution. In no two places did the pound, the ounce, etc., have exactly the
same value. It is easy to see how such a system necessarily embarrassed all transactions,
and it is clear why the writers of the eighteenth century, and the official reports of the
States General of 1789, demanded the standardization of the weights and measures with
quite as much insistence as they demanded the standardization of customs. The French
Revolution was destined to satisfy this twofold demand and to establish a system so
rational that it has since served as a model for all civilized countries.
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Chapter 2: The Peasants and Agriculture

Before we consider the classes that live from real property it would seem logical to
devote our attention to agriculture. But at the time under consideration the legal condition
of these classes was one of the essential factors for the productiveness of the soil. The
slight progress of agriculture under the ancien régime is explained in great part by the
condition of the peasants, the only class engaged in exploiting the soil. Hence we shall
begin by describing the legal condition of the rural population. This will make clearer the
reasons why before the Revolution no great change took place in agriculture.

The French peasants, during the two last centuries of the ancien régime, seem to
have been more favored than their congeners in the rest of Europe, for to a large extent
they were personally free and owned their land.

The Mortgagors

Servitude still existed but was retained only in certain regions where it had been most
frequent during the Middle Ages, especially in the north-east (Franche-Comté and Lor-
raine), and also in less compact groups in some sections of the central region (Berry,
Nivernais, Marche and Auvergne). The total number of serfs, it seems, did not exceed
one million.

Moreover, they were not so much serfs, in the sense of the Middle Ages, as they
were mainmortables (mortgagors). We distinguish between a personal mortmain and a
real mortmain, predominant in eastern France. In the former case the children, if they do
not live with their parents, can not inherit any of their property. In the latter case the
peasant is subject to the mortmain only for the mortgageable goods that he holds.

It is true that mortmain was preserved until the Revolution, in spite of the energetic
campaign which Voltaire undertook in favor of the serfs of Mont-Jura.
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In 1779 Necker abolished mortmain on the royal estates, and in the entire kingdom
the right of suite. But the lords did not imitate the example set by the government. Mortmain
continued until the Revolution, but only as an exception, the immense majority of peas-
ants being personally free.

The Various Classes. Farmers and “Métayers”

The peasants, although they enjoyed complete liberty, did not, however, form a single
class, for they did not all possess the same amount of property. There were some who
could live exclusively from the cultivation of their fields, and who constituted a sort of
peasant aristocracy, the class of laborers. They were the ones who increased their hold-
ings, profited by clearings, and during the Revolution took advantage of the sale of the
national property. But most of the peasants did not own enough land to permit them to
live thereby. If they had some capital they became farmers or métayers (co-operative
farmers). The poorest hired themselves out as day-laborers or servants. Many of the
proprietor peasants conducted a gainful trade on the side, being merchants, millers, inn-
keepers or artisans (masons, carpenters, tailors, weavers). Thus the extension of rural
industry i1s explained. The agricultural laboring class, the day-laborers, never had the
importance in France that it had in England.

Exploitation on a large scale did not exist in France. The nobles themselves did not
cultivate the lands of their immediate domain, nor did they lease them to capitalist con-
tractors, or to farmers, as in England.

It was the peasants who as tenant farmers or métayers tilled the great majority of
lands belonging to the privileged classes. The size of the parcels of land actually culti-
vated varied infinitely in extent. Some were as large as ten or twenty hectares; but others
again were mere small gardens, containing only small strips of land. Some of the farmers
were in easy circumstances, while others were paupers. In general the parcels actually
cultivated were quite small, and the distribution of the farms corresponded to the distri-
bution of the land.

Leasing on the basis of an equal division of the crops, or cooperative farming
(métayage), quite rare today, seems to have been the general practise in the eighteenth
century, especially in the poorer provinces, where the peasants had neither capital nor
stock. This was predominantly the case in the central and southern portions. It is true of
about half of the lands rented out in Brittany and Lorraine. The farmer had to give to the
owner, who advanced him seed and stock, half of the crop, sometimes even more,
depending upon the form of lease, as for example that used in Upper Brittany, where
money-rent was added to rent in kind (bail a détroit). Hence the métayer was often in a
pitiable condition, as Arthur Young testifies in his “Travels in France”:

“Since the tenants have hardly anything to offer but the strength of their arms, they
are more at the mercy of the proprietor than if they possessed some means; they would
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not be content, in their contracts, with a profit less than the interest on their capital.”

Mr. Young explains also that many of the cooperative farmers were in such miserable
circumstances that they were forced to borrow their subsistence from the proprietor until
the next crop was harvested.

The condition of the ordinary tenant farmers seems to have been somewhat better.
Their lease, made for three, six or nine years, stipulated the payment of a fixed sum of
money, to which were added, however, payments in kind and various forms of compul-
sory labor. The system of renting was predominant in northern France, where agricultural
exploitations were more considerable than elsewhere. This was the case in Artois, Picardy,
Vexin, and Beauce. During the second half of the eighteenth century farms were operated
in chains. These chains, very advantageous for the proprietors, whose income they in-
creased, unfortunately put many of the less prosperous farmers out of work and in-
creased the antagonism between the rich cultivators and the poor. The memorials of
1789—the so-called cahiers—show this clearly. A circumstance that also contributed to
the misfortune of the farmers was the very rapid rise in the prices of farms, especially in
the second half of the century. It is true that during the same period the price of com-
modities also increased. But this was only an insufficient offset, for while food prices
rose from 40 to 50 per cent, the price of farms often increased 100 per cent. In this way
the proprietors succeeded in adding considerably to their income.

We should note also certain systems of renting prevalent in various regions, such as
the terminable domain in Lower Brittany. According to this system the domanial farmer
was at the same time proprietor and tenant-farmer. While the lord owned the land, the
tenant owned the buildings and whatever was above the ground. But he was at the mercy
of the lord, who could terminate the agreement unless he had assured the tenant of a
definite tenure, generally fixed at nine years. For this assurance, called baillée, the tenant
was often compelled to pay an excessive commission. Furthermore the tenant had to pay
not only the stipulated rent, but also the domanial dues of various kinds. In the vineyards
near Nantes we find the system of renting known as co-planting (complant). The co-
planter was the owner, not of the land, but of the vine-plants. As soon as the plant
disappeared, the tenure reverted to the proprietor. “We should mention also the system
current in Picardy, known as the right of market (droit de marché), whereby the farmers
looked upon themselves as perpetual lessees. In Languedoc and Dauphiné, again, there
were the perpetual leases (locatairies perpétuelles), which assured a sort of perpetual
usufruct to the tenant.

The Day-laborers and Servants

The peasants who were too destitute were forced to take employment as agricultural
laborers or day-laborers. No doubt this class was much less numerous in France than in
England. Nevertheless it formed an important part of the agricultural population, espe-
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cially in sections such as Flanders, Picardy, eastern Normandy and Brittany. We have
shown elsewhere that in certain parishes of Brittany the majority were day-laborers.

The wages of the day-laborers naturally varied according to locality. They do not
seem to have exceeded 7 or 8 sous for men and 5 or 6 sous for women. At the end of the
ancien régime they seem to have increased a little, but the increase was, as usual in such
cases, not commensurate with the increased cost of living. Hence the day-laborers were
most affected by crises, such as hard times, epidemics, etc., and they contributed the
greatest number of beggars and vagabonds, of whom there were very many up to the
time of the Revolution.

The servants, employed especially on the larger farms, enjoyed a less precarious
existence than the day-laborers, since they were hired by the year and received lodging
and board. Their wages increased perceptibly during the eighteenth century. The “Sou-
venirs d’un nonagénaire” (Recollections of a Nonagenarian) indicate, for the end of the
ancien régime, the following figures for annual wages, which do not seem exceptional:

Foreman 84 t0 90 livres.
Carter 54 to 66 livres
Ox-driver 30 to 36 livres.
Stable-boy 60 to 66 livres
Female servant 24 to 33 livres

And in addition, the last-mentioned received one or two pairs of wooden shoes and
one or two ells of cloth.

The food of the servants consisted especially of bread, butter, and cakes. Some-
times they received also bacon; other meat they got but rarely. Their ordinary beverage
was water, except in the winegrowing regions, where they were provided with sour wine
made from grapes or apples.

The Manorial System (Régime Seigneurial)

The condition of the peasants cannot be understood without a knowledge of the nature
of the manorial system. As a tenant of the manor, the peasant was subject to all the dues
of the manorial system. In the first place, he was obliged to pay for admission to his
status (aveu) upon the occasion of a transfer, not to mention the general aveu to which
vassals were bound every ten, twenty or thirty years. As for the dues, they were certainly
less burdensome than they had been during the Middle Ages. The personal dues were
almost all transformed into real dues, being charged only against the tenures. The so-
called taille had disappeared almost completely. Compulsory labor had usually given
way to money dues, or represented only a few days’ labor throughout the year. The dues
that were maintained most successfully were those charged against the land and collected
in money or kind (rent or quit-rent). Since for several centuries they had remained re-
markably constant, the money-rents were, as a result of the diminution of the value of
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money, slightly reduced. The rents in kind, and notably champerty, were the only heavy
dues. Dues of succession (the rachat or acapte) or of transfer (lods and ventes) weighed
rather heavily upon the tenants of the lowest class. The socomes of the millers, bakers,
and wine-pressers (banalités) constituted a heavy and pressing obligation. The tolls, and
the dues of the market and the fair, embarrassed commercial transactions and hindered
the sale of agricultural commodities. The hunting right seems to have been the most
odious of all the manorial monopolies, for the hounds of the nobles and the game of the
vivaries ravaged the cultivated fields. This was a source of universal complaint in France.
Finally, manorial justice, which permitted the lord to be judge and party in suits relative to
rights that he exercised over his tenants, was the indispensable instrument of exploitation
on the part of the lords. Nowhere did this appear more clearly than in Brittany, where
“fief” and justice were confused. In both civil and criminal suits there is general com-
plaint over the evils of the manorial courts, and also of the great number of jurisdictions
superimposed upon one another.

To the dues of the manorial system there must be added the tithes, which often
enough had become the property of a lay lord (enfeoffed tithes). They consumed an
important part of the crop (a tenth or a thirteenth), and applied not only to grain (great
tithes), but also to flax, hemp, beans and fruits (small tithes). Often they deprived the
peasants of a larger part of his revenue than all the manorial rents. In Bordelais, for
example, the tithes amounted to 14 per cent, while the manorial rents represented only 11
per cent. We should note also that the lords complained almost as bitterly of the ecclesi-
astical tithes as the peasants. Hence it is easy to explain their abolition at the beginning of
the Revolution.

It is worthy of note that the manorial system did not have the same intensity in all
parts of France. Very rigorous in Brittany, rather harsh in Lorraine, oppressive in Au-
vergne and in the section of Autun, as well as in Bordeaux, it seems to have been less
onerous in Maine, Normandy, and Champagne. Around Orléans, in Angoumois, and in
Flanders along the coast it was even less burdensome.

Extent of the System and Aggravation of Manorial Exploitation

To understand the extent of the manorial system, we must take into account not only the
dues themselves, but also the abuses and vexations to which they led. Thus the socomes
were so unbearable only on account of the exactions of the millers, who demanded more
than the usual fee and cheated with regard to the weight of wheat. For the payment of the
aveux unreasonable sums were collected, and often they were re-collected on the pretext
that the declarations were erroneous. This was called impunissement. Beside the base
services, there were demanded, especially in Brittany, extraordinary services that had
developed in the course of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. As for rents, the
manner in which they were collected increased their burdensomeness. The “solidarity of
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rents” obliged the tenants to pay the quota for the insolvents. Fines were demanded for
every delay in payment. Sometimes the rents were allowed to be in arrears for fifteen or
twenty years, and then a lump payment was demanded, a thing that embarrassed the
peasants greatly. The collection of rents in kind led to even greater abuses. If there was
delay in their delivery, they were demanded in money, according to valuation, at the
market price. But often the valuation was made in an arbitrary manner, in such a way that
the market price was fixed at a time when grain was at its peak. The tenants were also
cheated in the measurement of grain, for the measures varied extremely in different locali-
ties.

It would seem that the manorial dues were made heavier at the end of the ancien
régime, and that there came about what is known as the “feudal reaction.” This reaction
is not manifested in the creation of new obligations, but in the arbitrary increase of the old
ones, or in the revival of those that had fallen into disuse. In the second half of the
eighteenth century there was a revival of the court-rolls (terriers), burdensome for the
vassals, who complained of the vexatious activity and exactions of the terrier commis-
sioners.

The reasons for the reaction against the manorial system are easily explained if we
consider that the lords, being ever more in need of raising money, endeavored to get as
much as they could from their manorial rights, as well as from their farm-rents. In fact,
the manorial accounts show that the revenues of the privileged owners increased notably
during the last twenty years of the ancien régime.

This also explains why the lords tried to derive benefit from those parts of their
property which until then had remained unproductive, and came into conflict with the
rights of usufruct enjoyed by the peasants, trying to deprive them of the collective enjoy-
ment of the wood-lands, waste-lands, and barren stretches which the peasants needed
for wood-cutting, for fertilizing their lands, and for pasturing their cattle. In order to
restrict the uses of the inhabitants, the lords had a legal recourse. They concluded with
them the so-called contracts of cantonment or of choice (triage), which reserved two-
thirds or one-third of the waste-lands. These contracts became more numerous after
1750. But often they resorted also to brutal usurpation, using even fraudulent means. The
lands thus freed from use were leased for quit-rent by the lords, on condition that toll or
dues be paid. Such subinfeudations were advantageous for the bourgeoisie and peasants
in better circumstances, but they were very disadvantageous for the poor, who could not
do without the use of these lands. Often the two classes were thereby brought into
conflict in the fields, or divided into two hostile camps. Such methods on the part of the
lords were noted everywhere, but particularly in provinces where the manorial system
remained strong, as in Brittany; in the wooded regions, such as Lorraine; and also in the
mountains, as in Haute-Auvergne and Dauphiné, where the commoners predominated.
All these abuses and acts of usurpation were, moreover, favored by the parliaments,
whose members frequently possessed important rural lands (especially in Brittany and
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Dauphiné) and took advantage of their authority to impose unjust burdens upon their
vassals.

Hence we find at the end of the ancien régime an aggravation of manorial exploita-
tion, more marked in some places than in others. Although the abuses involved mainly
the reéstablishment of old rights that had fallen into disuse, and the exaggeration of
abusive practises, the peasants were convinced that they were being made the victims of
hateful innovations, and that never before had they been so cruelly exploited. It is thus
that we may explain the vehement claims that they made in the parish memorials of 1789,
as also in the petitions addressed to the feudal committee of the Constituent Assembly. It
is thus, too, that we may explain the agrarian troubles which after July 14 accompanied
the Great Fear, and which appeared with even greater intensity in 1790 and 1791, until the
Convention took the radical step of abolishing the whole manorial system.

The Taxes Levied by the Royal Treasury

The taxes levied by the royal treasury were very instrumental in aggravating the condition
of the peasants. It was the peasants alone who paid the taille, and even the new imposts
(capitation and twentieth-tax) that were aimed at the nobles, fell almost entirely upon the
rural population. We must also take into account the very defective, unjust system of
assessment of the taxes, as well as the evils of the manner of collecting them. The nota-
bles of the parishes, who had to collect them, were obliged to pay the quota of those who
defaulted.

It would be interesting to determine the portion of the income deducted by taxation.
But there are no exact statistics available on this question.

In Bordelais, according to Marion, the taxes took 36 per cent of the income; in
Limousin, where a rate was fixed for the faille, the taxes absorbed one-third of the
income on good lands and four-fifths on mediocre land. In Saintonge the taxes totaled
one-fourth of the price of the farm.

The franc-fief constituted also a heavy burden on the lands owned by the nobles and
occupied by commoners, for it deprived the latter of a year’s revenue every twenty years
and also upon the occasion of each succession. Nor should we forget the new road-
labor duties dating from the eighteenth century, carried out in a very oppressive manner
and with unjust distribution, since these duties affected only the peasants, although they
used the roads very little. Then there was also billeting and carting for the army. Finally
there was the militia, in itself not a heavy service, but weighing only upon the peasants,
and, by virtue of its system of exemptions, mainly upon those in poor circumstances.

All the writers of the time were struck by the overwhelming burden which the taxes
imposed upon the peasants. Jean Jacques Rousseau, in his “Confessions,” relates that
one day he requested the hospitality of a peasant, who at first served him only the coars-
est of foods; but little by little the peasant allowed himself to be coaxed, and finally



24 / Henri Sée

brought out wine, white bread, and delicious ham.

“He gave me to understand that he hid his wine because of his hired help, and that he
hid his bread because of the faille. He said he would be lost if people thought otherwise
than that he was dying of hunger. Here (adds Rousseau) was the germ of that undying
hatred which since then has developed in my heart against the torments of the unfortunate
people and against their oppressors.”

Agricultural Exploitation

Few large parcels, a predominance of exploitation on a small scale, and cultivation in the
hands of the poor peasants—these are some of the conditions that militate against the
progress of agriculture. In fact, French agriculture was at this time quite backward, espe-
cially if we compare it with English agriculture.

One characteristic feature was the great quantity of uncultivated lands and waste-
lands, especially in Brittany, where they comprised two-fifths of the area, and in the
mountainous regions, such as Rous-sillon, the Central Chain (Massif Central) and the
Alpine regions. To be sure, the proportion was; much smaller in the Isle de France, in
Picardy, Flanders and Alsace. The uncultivated lands play an important part in the rural
economy of the period. Many peasants without pasturage sent their cattle to graze on the
common waste-lands and used the produce of these lands as litter for their animals, and
especially as fertilizer for their fields.

The methods of cultivation remained very primitive, and progress was very slow,
except in the richest and most fertile regions. The farm-buildings were poorly arranged,
and the implements were unsatisfactory and quite primitive, being hardly superior to
those employed during the Middle Ages. Intensive cultivation was practically unknown
almost everywhere. The system of fallow land was used universally, except in Flanders,
Alsace, and a part of Normandy. Even in Picardy the land lay idle one year in three. In
Brittany it was left idle every other year, sometimes for two years out of three, and certain
“cold” lands were cultivated only every seven or eight years, or even every twenty years.
The artificial meadow was hardly ever used.

The peasants, prompted by the spirit of routine and having but little capital, devoted
no great care to cultivation. They did not plow deeply, they weeded their grain negli-
gently, sowed too late, and used poor seed. Almost everywhere there was lack of good
manure. Since the farm itself furnished very little manure, leaves and ferns, allowed to rot,
were used instead. This explains the small crops. In Brittany they hardly exceeded 5 or 6
to 1; in Limousin 3 or 4, while in Flanders they rose exceptionally to 11.

Another characteristic feature was that in almost all France wheat was considered a
luxury crop and rye predominated, except in Toulouse, Angoumois, and the coastal
region of Brittany. Poor land was used particularly for buckwheat, and this furnished the
peasants their principal nourishment in the form of cakes. In the central and southern
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sections maize played an important part. Flax and hemp were more extensively cultivated
than is the case today, because of the extent of rural and domestic industry. The govern-
ment, fearing that wines might take the place of grains, restricted the cultivation of the
former in the eighteenth century. But it flourished and was remunerative in the south and
particularly in Lower Languedoc. Forest exploitation, ruined by a poor system of man-
agement and by abuses on the part of the commoners, left much to be desired, and the
development of the iron-works, mines and foundries increased deforestation, which be-
came more and more serious. Cattle-raising and horse-breeding remained very mediocre,
although the second half of the eighteenth century witnessed a certain amount of im-
provement.

Carelessness on the part of the great proprietors, the indolence of the peasants, who
were discouraged by the overwhelming taxes, insufficiency of the ways of communica-
tion and particularly of the main highways, in addition to obstacles placed in the path of
the trade in agricultural commodities and in the path of free cultivation—all these things
explain the slow development of agriculture.

During the second half of the eighteenth century efforts were, indeed, made to im-
prove agricultural conditions, but the initiative was taken almost exclusively by the gov-
ernment.

Under the influence of the economists, and particularly the physiocrats, agriculture
became one of the most important considerations of the royal administration. Memorials
and instructions were continually sent to the governors of the provinces recommending
improved methods in agriculture. The first agricultural committee was created in 1761,
and Bertin, who from 1761 to 1783 seems to have been a veritable minister of economic
affairs, initiated a whole series of measures for increasing the productiveness of the soil.
Toward the end of the ancien régime, as a result of the drought of 1785, a committee for
the administration of agriculture was created, having among its members some very dis-
tinguished scholars, agriculturists and economists, such as Lavoisier, the botanist du
Tillet, the economist Dupont de Nemours, the inspector of factories Lazowski, and Duke
de la Rochefoucauld-Liancourt. These men made interesting investigations and drew up
very instructive reports, but their activities extended over only two years, from 1785 to
1787.

Since 1761 Bertin had endeavored to establish in each generality an agricultural soci-
ety. The estates of Brittany had founded one as early as 1757. These societies made
interesting investigations, and their members drew up reports and even conducted ex-
periments. But their efforts, which extended over only a few years, do not seem to have
had a great effect upon the progress of agriculture. The great majority of the planters
remained faithful to the traditional practises, especially on account of lack of capital.
Only in the rich sections of the northwest was appreciable progress noted. Artificial
meadows were developed there and new crops introduced.

It is true that in the kingdom as a whole the amount of productive lands increased.
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The royal declarations of 1764 and 1766 encouraged, by exemption from taxation, the
draining of the marshes and the clearing of the uncultivated lands. Indeed important
sections were drained in Picardy, Normandy, Brittany and Vendée. Many uncultivated
lands were cleared in all sections. However, on the eve of the Revolution the main part of
the work still remained to be done. For the mass of the population, needing the waste-
lands for its own uses, was opposed to draining and clearing, and for the same reason
there was opposition to the division of the common property. In fact, such division was
not very usual before the Revolution, as shown by the documents published by Georges
Bourgin.

Division of the commons, draining and clearing seemed advantageous only to the
great proprietors and such farmers as were in easy circumstances.

They alone reacted favorably to the efforts of the government, undertaken during the
last twenty years of the ancien régime, to restrict common pasture and the right of
commonage, practises that were quite injurious to agriculture. It was found necessary to
resort to partial measures, applicable only to regions in which reform seemed most ur-
gent. Even these measures were not entirely effective.

There was a genuine need for a complete redistribution of lands, analogous to the
system of enclosures which at that time was practised in England. But this was out of the
question in France.

Rural Industry

An indication of the insufficiency of agricultural production is the extension of rural
industry in the seventeenth, and especially the eighteenth, century. This furnished an
important addition to the means of subsistence of the peasant. We find it to be the case
particularly in Brittany and Lower Maine. In Brittany the cloth industry was exclusively
rural and domestic. Those engaged in it were the small proprietors, farmers (who often
employed their servants), and day-laborers, who manufactured cloth when they had no
work. The wages of the weavers were very small and the profits went largely to the
manufacturers, that is, the merchants, who took up the finished product and often ad-
vanced the raw materials.

In regions where agriculture was more prosperous, as in western Normandy, Picardy,
and Flanders, the peasants engaged in rural industry were those who possessed too little
land to live from agriculture. In eastern Normandy the Parliament of Rouen, in 1722,
speaks of peasants abandoning the cultivation of the soil in order to spin and card cot-
ton, and it complains of the injurious result for agriculture. There was no Norman village
without its spinners and weavers. Some 180,000 persons were thus employed by the
industry at Rouen.

Picardy presented a quite similar picture.

In those provinces in which industry to some extent turned the cities toward the rural
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sections, the rural artisan was more closely bound to the class of merchants who took up
his products and furnished him not only with the raw material, but even with the loom. In
this case rural industry appears indeed to have been the first stage of development lead-
ing to the triumph of the great capitalist industry. In the rural sections of Upper Nor-
mandy and near Troyes the looms of the cotton trade did great damage to the workmen
in the cities, who complained to the manufacturers that they were being reduced to mis-
ery. Because of mechanical improvements the weaver’s trade was within reach of rather
unskilled artisans without professional training and commanding very low wages, a fact
which inspired the merchants all the more to avail themselves of their labor.

Mode of Life among the Peasants

The material existence of the peasants was still quite miserable, even at the end of the
ancien régime. Their dwelling-places were altogether inadequate. Most of them were
built of mud, covered with thatch, and having only a single low room without a ceiling.
The windows were small and had no glass. In Brittany, and especially in Lower Brittany,
it has been said that the peasants lived “in the water and in the mud.” This is one of the
principal causes for the epidemics that were still so frequent. However, as today, living
conditions varied in different regions. In northern France the peasants seemed to have
the most comfortable homes.

Furthermore, we must never fail to distinguish between the peasants in comfortable
circumstances and the poor ones, particularly when we consider furniture and clothing.
The former had furnishings that were simple, primitive and suitable, sufficient dishes and
linen, as well as enough clothing. The poor, on the other hand, could hardly satisfy their
most elementary requirements. Among the well-to-do the inventory after death—our prin-
cipal source of information—sometimes estimates the furnishings at over one thousand
francs; among the poor they are frequently worth no more than 50 or even 20 livres. The
poor dispose of only one or two trunks, a table, a kneading-trough, a bench, and a
roughly hewn bed. Among the farmers in good circumstances we find well made beds,
wardrobes, all sorts of household utensils, bowls of wood or earthenware, pottery, and
glasses. In clothing we also find great variety, from very good to very poor. Working
clothes were almost always of canvas. Many peasants had only wooden shoes, or went
barefoot, especially in the south. Heavy taxes on skins made shoes very expensive.

The food of the peasants was always coarse, and often insufficient. Meat appeared
on the table but rarely. Sometimes they ate bacon. Except in sections where wine was
plentiful, water was the usual beverage. In Brittany cider was drunk only in years of
abundance. The basic foods were bread, soup, dairy products, and butter. Wheat bread
was quite rare; only bread of rye and oats, and that frequently of poor quality, was
known. In the poorest regions the peasants ate biscuits and porridge of buckwheat, or
even of chestnuts or maize. Wheat and even rye served largely to pay the taxes and farm-
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rent, or were sold for export when this was permitted. Potatoes, which later became a
staple food-product among the farmers, were grown only in a few particularly fertile
regions, as for example in certain parts of the coastal region of Brittany.

Clothes were often wretched. The description of Besnard in “Souvenirs d’un
nonagénaire” probably is accurate:

“The clothing of the poor peasants—and they were almost all poor—was even more
pitiful, for they had only one outfit for winter and summer, regardless of the quality of the
material. And their single pair of shoes, very thin and cleated with nails, which they
procured at the time of their marriage, had to serve them the rest of their lives, or at least
as long as the shoes lasted.”

The women “wore a short cloak of coarse material or black caddis, to which was
attached a hood for enveloping the head and neck in case of rain or cold.” This descrip-
tion agrees pretty well with the reports of the inventories.

Crises and Misery

If we would form an idea of the mode of life of the peasants, we must also distinguish
between normal periods and critical times caused by foreign wars or bad crops.

In the eighteenth century the crises were less grave but no less frequent than in the
seventeenth century. Certain provinces had directly borne the brunt of war, as for exam-
ple Lorraine and Burgundy, which suffered terrible ravages, especially during the first
half of the seventeenth century.

Around Dijon, as Gaston Roupnal shows, entire villages were depopulated and the
fields were left uncultivated.

Even under the personal government of Louis XIV, which is usually praised as hav-
ing been very prosperous, there was great suffering in the rural sections of every part of
France. In 1675 Lesdiguiéres, governor of Dauphiné, wrote:

“It is a fact, and I assure you that I know whereof | speak, that the great majority of
the inhabitants of this province lived during the winter only from acorns and roots, and
that now they can be seen eating the grass of the fields and the bark of the trees.”

After 1685 the misery even increased. In 1687 Henri d’ Aguesseau and Anton Lefévre
d’Ormes-son, making an investigation in Maine and around Orléans, declared:

“There are practically no peasants in comfortable circumstances. There are only
poor cooperative farmers who have nothing. The landlords have to furnish them with
cattle, lend them food, pay their taille, and take their crops in payment, and often even
this does not cancel the debt.... The peasants live from buckwheat bread. Others, who
have no buckwheat, live from roots of ferns boiled with the flour of barley or oats, and
salt.... One finds them sleeping on straw. They have no clothing except what they wear,
and that is very poor. They are destitute of furnishings and provisions. Everything in their
huts points to dire need.”
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In 1684 the ambassador of Venice declared: “I have seen with my own eyes sections
that formerly had 700 or 800 homes, now reduced to 30 by the continual passage of
troops of war.”

During the last fifteen years of the reign of Louis XIV the misery grew more serious.
The winter of 1709 witnessed a veritable famine.

All these facts must be taken into consideration if we would realize that during the
last twenty-four years of the ancien régime there was, so far as these matters are con-
cerned, undeniable improvement. During the eighteenth century the theatre of hostilities
was almost always located beyond the frontiers, and there were fewer wars than during
the era of the Great King. Nevertheless, there were great crises in 1725, 1740, 1759, from
1766 to 1768, from 1772 to 1776, in 1784 and 1785, and in 1789. Prices of food in-
creased enormously. In 1785 the great drought compelled the farmers to sell a part of
their cattle. In 1774 and again in 1789 the farmers had to live from turnips, milk, and even
grass. In these critical years the day-laborers especially were affected, since they had
nothing but the strength of their arms to depend upon.

But perhaps we should not paint the picture in too lurid colors. There were regions
where agriculture was more prosperous, such as Flanders, Picardy, Normandy and Beauce,
where the peasants were better off. This will be better understood when new mono-
graphs have been published. At present the best impression of this condition is given by
Arthur Young’s “Travels in France.” This English economist observes the contrast that
exists between the various regions. He notes the prosperity of sections where the land is
cultivated mostly by small proprietors. Coming from Spain to France, he admires the
prosperity of Béarn:

“Here, without passing a city, a barrier, or even a wall, we enter a new world. From
the poor, miserable roads of Catalonia we suddenly reach a splendid highway built with
all the substantial quality and excellence that characterize the great highways of France. In
place of beds of torrents, there are well constructed bridges. From a rude desert region
we come suddenly into a country of agriculture and progress.”

All in all, we may say that there was more prosperity, relatively at least, in the rural
sections, especially after 1750. And yet the peasant at the time of the outbreak of the
Revolution had a keener feeling for his suffering. The reason is perhaps, as has been well
said, that “the very alleviation of his misery made him feel all the more acutely what
remained of it. Perhaps he was disgusted with the present by the new ideas and hopes
that had made their way even into the rural sections.”

Epidemics, Mendicity, and Aid

A consequence of the misery and bad living conditions are the frequent epidemics, which,
although less dreadful than those of the Middle Ages, were none the less quite fatal.
Measles and especially small-pox, typhus and typhoid fever claimed thousands of vic-
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tims. In Brittany alone, during the year 1741, there were 80,000 deaths. It is a curious fact
that the epidemics were more frequent and more formidable in the rural sections than in
the cities. This is commented upon by the physicians of the period, and particularly by
Dr. Bagot of Saint-Brieuc, in his “Observations médicinales” (Medical Observations).
The peasants were almost entirely without medical attention. Only toward the end of the
ancien régime did the government organize medical assistance, distributing remedies
and appointing physicians in charge of epidemics.

Mendicity and vagrancy became veritable scourges against which the government
was powerless. Especially in the rural sections the beggars and tramps were numerous.
At critical times the day-laborers, reduced to misery, increased the number of these
unfortunates. Many sought refuge in the cities, thinking that they would secure aid there.
But the cities were no better off than the country.

In the face of this misery private charity was of no avail. Public assistance, organized
in the cities, became increasingly inefficient in the country. Hospitals and charitable insti-
tutions, until then rather common, gradually disappeared. For example, in the section of
Rennes, Fougeres, and Vitré, at the end of the ancien régime, there remained hospitals in
only three out of 140 parishes. For feeding the poor there were, generally speaking, only
small foundations. The parish clergy took pity on the unfortunates, but generally there
were no resources available. The rich abbeys did not respond as much as might have
been expected. Hence the state was obliged to do what it could. Serious efforts were
made by ministers who were reformers, such as Turgot and Necker. Charitable work-
shops were established to help the poor, and stations for distributing alms. But at the
approach of the Revolution only insignificant results had been achieved, and the ques-
tion, now having assumed serious proportions, was brought before the Constituent As-
sembly, which elected a Committee on Mendicity.

Agrarian Troubles

Usually the rural population passively endured the charges that oppressed them. It is a
curious fact that there were real insurrections only during the reign of Louis XIV, whose
authority, it is usually claimed, was so absolute. And these insurrections took place pre-
cisely during the years that were the most prosperous of his entire reign. The peasants
rebelled against the establishment of new taxes or the increase of old ones. In 1662
Boulonnais, the section around Boulogne, rebelled. In spite of ancient privileges, Louis
X1V had wished to impose upon the province, as he says in his Mémoires, “a very small
sum,” which “produced a bad effect.” Six thou’sand persons took up arms, and the
revolt was harshly repressed. In 1664 trouble arose in Béarn and Bigorre when the salt-
tax was introduced. It lasted for several years, and the entire section was up in arms. In
1670 the absurd rumor spread in Vivarais that according to an edict a tax was to be levied
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on all births, clothes, and new hats. The whole section around Aubenas, some twenty
parishes in all, rose under the leadership of Antoine du Roure.

When at the outbreak of the war with Holland in 1675, Colbert had to create new
taxes (stamped paper, increase of the salt-tax, monopoly in tobacco, etc.), the section of
Guyenne rebelled and the government mobilized two hundred companies to repress the
insurrection. At the same time a part of Lower Brittany rebelled for the same reason. A
certain number of parishes drew up what was known as the Peasant Code, a whole
program of claims, and a sort of forerunner of the memorials of 1789. In fact the insur-
rection began to assume the proportions of a peasant revolt in defiance of the nobility. As
is shown by the historian Jean Lemoine, who has written an excellent study upon the
revolt over the stamped paper, the means of repression were terrible. The revolting peas-
ants were hanged, and the troops proceeded to kill and pillage. All these insurrections
seem to have been spontaneous. As Ernest Lavisse remarks very accurately, “in the case
of these ‘emotions’, which arise for the same reasons and at the same time in different
places, there is no understanding necessary between the various sections. Brittany and
Guyenne, Rennes and Bordeaux, each acted independently, without knowledge of the
actions of the others. The individual conflagrations did not unite into a single flame.”

It is interesting to note that during the eighteenth century, which is generally regarded
as an era of decadence so far as the royal authority is concerned, there were no peasant
uprisings comparable with the troubles that marked the reign of the Great King. The rural
sections generally remained calm, either because the economic conditions were better
than in the seventeenth century, as the quite considerable increase in population tends to
prove, or because the provincial administration was better organized, and police protec-
tion was more efficient. Only just before the Revolution were there uprisings, caused by
fear of famine because of the exportation of grain. And even so the government took
measures to prevent suffering or to ward off its effects, by buying grain, subventioning
the importers of grain and distributing it gratuitously or at a low price. Serious agrarian
troubles arose only at the time of the Revolution, on the day after the 14th of July, and
after the night of August 4, when the peasants wanted to secure the abolition of the hated
manorial system, the suppression of which had been promised by the bourgeoisie.

Moral Condition

It is still more difficult to conceive the moral condition of the peasants than it is to get an
idea of their material life. How shall we determine exactly the collective character of a
class that is so numerous and whose economic condition is far from being uniform?

It seems clear that these people, who were in such a state of dependence, whose
existence was often so miserable, and who were so poorly fed and deprived of every
comfort, should often lack the spirit for work, and should be deficient in energy and
initiative. This is true particularly of the poor sections, such as Brittany. It is the general
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impression of officials and travelers who were in this province during the eighteenth
century. According to the governor Gallois de la Tour, in his memorial of 1733, there
were a great number of regions where the population was industrious or at least
hardworking. On the other hand, in the poorest sections, the inhabitants were “idlers,”
drunkards and boors, “without any initiative,” and neglected planting and stock-raising.
Toward the end of the ancien régime an intelligent observer, de Bré-montier, notes the
short-sightedness of the peasants of Brittany:

“The tiller works only for himself. His foresight does not extend beyond what is
necessary. He is unconcerned about his future needs, and he relies constantly upon an
ever just Providence, that often dooms him to privations well deserved because of his
negligence. When this happens, his cup of misery is full.”

The Revolution, by lightening the burdens of the peasants and freeing them from the
evils of the manorial system, and by allowing them to profit from the sale of the national
property, that is by increasing their own possessions, helped to make them more active
and more energetic. Bes-nard in his Souvenirs notes a typical example of this on the
lands of the old abbey of Fontevrault.

Often brutality was a trait characteristic of the peasant. Frequently the servants were
maltreated. In Tréguier in Brittany a court declares that “the contempt for the laws and
the insolence of certain prosperous peasants of this section have increased to such a
degree that it is not possible for a servant to work for them without incurring the risk of
being continually flogged or reviled, or both.” Brawls were frequent, involving either
individuals or the inhabitants of two entire villages. That is the reason why in many re-
gions the village festivals, the so-called “assemblies,” which were occasions for general
amusement and often ended in brawls, were looked forward to with apprehension. That
was especially the case in sections like Brittany, where the population, scattered in iso-
lated houses or hamlets, was ill suited for social life. Another incentive for violence was
drunkenness. To be sure, there was infinitely less drinking of whiskey in the rural sections
than there is today, and there was less alcoholism. Nevertheless the parish memorials of
1789 demand the restriction of the numerous inns, not only in the villages, but also along
the roads.

Instruction

It may be said that the rural population was very uneducated and that the great majority of
peasants could neither read nor write.

In certain regions, particularly in the east and north, schools were more numerous,
but elsewhere, especially in the west, many parishes had no schools at all; and girls’
schools were even more scarce. Since usually no foundation assured the maintenance of
the schools, they were in charge, more or less regularly, of the priest or his vicar. We
must also add that because the instruction depended upon private charity—the small
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schools were often called “charity schools,”—it was necessarily rather precarious. Some-
times schools remained closed for years. Furthermore the elementary instruction was
very poor indeed. It consisted only of reading, writing and the catechism. The investiga-
tion conducted by the Abbot Grégoire in 1790, so well utilized by Ferd. Brunot in vol.
VII of his Histoire de la Langue francaise, clearly shows the insufficient number of
schools and the poor quality of the instruction offered by them. How much it left to be
desired is shown in an indirect way by the project attributed to Turgot in the Mémoires
sur les municipalités (Memorials on the municipalities), drawn up by Dupont de Nemours,
as well as by the splendid programs of national education worked out by the revolution-
ary assemblies.

At any rate there can be no doubt as to the enormous amount of illiteracy in the rural
sections. One of the many proofs of this is the fact that the parish memorials of 1789,
especially in Brittany, bear very few signatures, and frequently the memorials state that
“all those able to write have signed,” or that “the majority could not write their names.”
The minutes of the Assembly of Pontivy of 1790 note that “in the rural municipalities the
mayors and municipal officers can hardly write.” The signatures on the marriage con-
tracts that have come down to us are for the most part illegible. Finally there are numer-
ous memorials of 1789 demanding “a school teacher, of whom the children have been
deprived up to the present,” and asking for the establishment of “good schools.”

Parish Administration

And yet we can notice the first beginnings of a political life. The peasants were beginning
to become clearly conscious of their collective interests. They took part actively in the
administration of the parish. It is true that the parish assembly, the body of inhabitants,
lost its authority more and more to the advantage of a small body of notables, called in
Brittany the “general” of the parish. The “general” or council of the parish comprised the
lord, his seneschal, or his fiscal attorney, the rector, twelve délibérants, and the two
treasurers or church-wardens on duty. The délibérants could be chosen only from among
the former treasurers. The great majority of inhabitants took part but rarely in the admin-
istration.

The parish had officers that executed the decisions of the general. They were the
recorders, the beadles and especially the church-wardens or treasurers. The latter, elected
for one year, administered the funds and revenues of the parish, the brotherhoods and
foundations, called together the general, and proposed the agenda for its deliberations.
They had charge also of the maintenance of foundlings, of the equipment of the militia, of
the administration of the ordinary revenues and the extraordinary taxes. They had a finan-
cial responsibility. Their duties were therefore difficult and burdensome, and of course
the peasants tried to evade them as much as possible.

The parish generals were at the same time fabric councils and municipal councils.
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Hence they had twofold duties, those of the fabric, which was generally quite prosper-
ous, since it had a definite budget, and those of the “external government,” the condition
of which was almost always deplorable because the rural communities had neither a
budget nor regular receipts to satisty their momentary needs. In fact they had nothing but
temporary resources, supported by extraordinary taxes and ruinous expedients.

During the eighteenth century the temporal administration of the parish developed
and was complicated by virtue of the increased needs on the part of the royal treasury.
The duties of the assessors and collectors of the taxes became increasingly heavy. A
military syndic was created to provide for the lodging of troops, and a syndic for com-
pulsory labor, assisted by deputies, to direct the difficult administration of compulsory
labor.

Moreover the parish administration was often directly under the supervision of the
state. For every municipal act the approval of the government was necessary. The syndics
were really the agents of the “intendant,” or governor, of the province who used them for
all administrative duties. The authority of the lord was exercised also over the rural par-
ishes. Indeed, it was one of his officers (seneschal or fiscal attorney) who presided over
the deliberations of the general. Yet in the eighteenth century we witness the rural parishes
defending themselves quite vigorously against the usurpations of the lords, protesting
energetically against the encroachments upon the rights of the inhabitants, and engaging
in long-drawn-out and expensive suits against the noble proprietors.

The movement tending to increase the temporal functions of the parish administra-
tions was bound to lead to the eventual separation of the spiritual and temporal. In this
respect the edict of June 25, 1787, establishing in the rural sections as well as in the cities
uniformly organized municipalities, was of great importance. In each community there
was established a council composed of the lord, the priest, and three, six or nine elective
members, depending upon the number of inhabitants. These members represented the
parochial assembly, for they were elected by secret ballot by all the inhabitants paying at
least 10 livres in real and personal taxes. The general assemblies were really nothing but
electoral assemblies. All in all, it was a genuine municipal organization, in the modern
sense of the term.

We see then that the peasants were beginning to take an active part in political life.
Irritated by the reaction of the lords, which marks the end of the ancien régime, they did
not hesitate to voice their claims loudly in the parish memorials of 1789. And when the
Revolution came, they forced the hand of the revolutionary assemblies, by petitions and
acts of violence, such as attacks upon castles and the burning of archives, and com-
pelled them to abolish the manorial system and to make their lands completely autono-
mous.
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The reforms made by the Convention were destined to be radical, since they abolished
all manorial rights without indemnity. The question was settled forever.

But the revolutionary agitation was prepared by a powerful movement of public
opinion, which appeared particularly during the second half of the eighteenth century.
The physiocrats considered that the manorial system, because of all its harassing obsta-
cles, was harmful to the progress of agricultural production. But their claims in this
matter were of a very abstract nature.

However, the kings of Sardinia, by their edicts of 1762, 1771 and 1778, freed the
peasants of Savoy of mortmain and decreed the abolition of the manorial dues. Here-
upon Voltaire was encouraged to carry on his campaign in favor of the serfs of Franche-
Comté with more zeal. In one of his memorials he recalls that “the king of Sardinia has
freed all lands in Savoy of real and personal mortmain.”

Then in 1776 there appeared the celebrated pamphlet of Boncerf on “The Disadvan-
tages of the Feudal Rights,” secretly encouraged by Turgot. In spite of his extreme
moderation—he demanded obligatory redemption only in the case of the successors of
the present lords,—he was condemned by the Parliament of Paris. Voltaire adhered fully
to the ideas of Boncerf and arose vigorously against the Parliament, denouncing its ego-
tism:

“To propose the abolition of the feudal rights is tantamount to attacking the holdings
of the gentlemen of the Parliament themselves, most of whom possess fiefs. These gen-
tlemen are therefore personally interested in protecting, defending and encouraging re-
spect for the feudal rights. It is the case of the church, the nobility and the members of
Parliament. These three classes, too often opposed to one another, should unite against
the common enemy. The Church will excommunicate those authors who may undertake
the defense of the people, and will burn the authors as well as their writings. And by these
means the writings will be victoriously refuted.”

Jean Jacques Rousseau also did much to make the cause of the peasants popular. In
the “Nouvelle Héloise,” which enjoyed such a great measure of success, he steadfastly
contrasts the artificial luxury of Paris with the simple and sound customs of the country
folk. Saint Preux, traveling in Valais, admires the comfort and happiness of the mountain-
eers. He says: “Food is abundant, without any market toward the outside, and without
any show of luxury within; nor does the mountaineer planter, whose work is his pleasure,
become less industrious on that account.”

The true genius of the French people Rousseau finds not in Paris, but in the prov-
inces and remote rural sections.

The feeling for nature which he helped so much to disseminate attracted the attention
of the city inhabitants to the rural population. The novel and the theatre began to depict in
an idealistic and somewhat misleading, insipid fashion, the rural customs. In the “Tales”



36 / Henri Sée

of Florian we meet only shepherds and shepherdesses. Marie Antoinette at Trianon posed
as a farmer’s wife. Although we should not ascribe to these manifestations of what would
today be called a new form of snobbishness, more importance than they deserve, yet we
should remember that to a certain extent they reveal the tendencies of a period.

Overwhelming Importance of the Peasant Question

The peasant question was bound to be of importance in a country in which the rural
population was numerically so important, where industry on a large scale was only in its
infancy, and where agricultural production was more important than all other branches.
Vauban had already said that “the real wealth of a kingdom lies in the abundance of its
supply of food, which is so necessary for human life.” Furthermore the population of a
country, and its rural population in particular, is one of its greatest assets. In the eight-
eenth century the interest which intelligent officials, as well as economists, took in agri-
cultural questions, attracted attention to the condition of that class which alone tilled the
soil. In England during the same period it was the commercial and industrial questions
that attracted public notice more than anything else.
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Chapter 3: The Clergy

The Estate of the Clergy

Although quite varying conditions can be found among them, the clergy constituted a
definite estate, in fact the only real estate existing in France during the ancien régime. The
special discipline to which all members were subjected and the celibacy which they were
forced to observe distinguished them as a class from the rest of the subjects. The clergy
had its special courts, the so-called officialities, which in the eighteenth century consid-
ered only purely spiritual cases arising from the sacraments, infractions of ecclesiastical
discipline, and also certain suits between members of the clergy.

The clergy as a class was alone represented before the king by an assembly, the
“assembly of the clergy.” It was instituted in the sixteenth century with a view to the
treasury, in order to have a body that could vote the contribution which the clergy was
expected to make to the king. It met every ten years to renew the concession relative to
the ordinary décimes, and every five years to vote the “gratuitous gift.” The deputies to
the general assembly were elected by the provincial assemblies, which met at the seat of
the various archbishoprics and were composed of the deputies of the suffragan dio-
ceses. The provincial assembly designated two deputies of the first order (the high clergy)
and two of the second (low clergy), but the authority was in the hands of the first order.
The general assembly, beginning with the time of Louis XIV, accepted the demands of
the king without any real opposition, although it actually had the right to increase or
decrease the amount of the gift. The amount voted was assessed agains’c the various
dioceses. The diocesan offices in turn assessed the individual members of the clergy.

The general assemblies took charge also of the “defense of the faith,” called for
secular support against the heretics, especially the Protestants, condemned the books
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that were contrary to religion, and dealt with all questions concerning the discipline and
organization of the Church and the maintenance of its privileges, and public instruction
(especially after the expulsion of the Jesuits). It is clear then how important for general
history are the Minutes of the Assemblies of the Clergy and the reports of its agents. The
assembly designated two general agents whose duty it was to defend the interests of the
estate and to manage its finances.

Even in temporal matters the clergy exercised great authority. It alone was in charge
of the registers of births, marriages and deaths, for the public register was in the hands of
the Church. It had absolute control over public instruction and charity. The parish as-
semblies were under the jurisdiction of the priests. It was the latter who gave notice of
edicts and proclaimed a monitory from the pulpit whenever a crime had been committed.
In short, secular society depended largely upon the ecclesiastical power.

Number of Ecclesiastics

This powerful class was not very numerous. The Royal Almanach indicates 135 bishoprics
and archbishoprics, and 34,658 charges. But the number of priests and vicars can be
estimated at about 60,000. There were 2800 prelates and canons of cathedrals, and 5600
canons of collegiate churches, not to mention 3000 ecclesiastics without benefices.