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PREFACE

This book was first published in 1975. The first edition covered the
period c. 1730-c. 1880, analysing a long period of gradual economic
growth, culminating in a phase of accelerated structural change and the
creation of an industrial economy. Certainly by c. 1880 the contribution to gross national product from industry seems to have exceeded
that from agriculture. The subsequent publication by the Presses
universitaires de France of two more volumes in the Histoire iconomique et sociale de Ia France, Volume 3 covering the period 18151880, and Volume 4 covering 1880-1914, with a chronological division adopted for much the same reasons as my own, has happily lent
support to the original decision concerning the chronological limits to
my study.
Paradoxically I have taken the opportunity of another edition to add
a chapter covering the period 1880-1914 in the belief that this will, by
completing the survey of the nineteenth century, provide a study of
two centuries of economic change in France, which will be of more
practical value to students. The period c. 1880-c. 1914 is considered as
one of crisis, and recovery from crisis, during which the industrial
economy gained in maturity and technical development accelerated, in
particular through the introduction of new products especially by the
chemical, engineering, electricity and automobile industries; this prepared the way for a 'second industrialisation' in this century.
The First World War provided such a major shock to French society
- although surprisingly very little research has been done on these
bitter years - that 1914 seems to provide an acceptable point at which
to end.
I would like to record my appreciation of the help and advice I have
received from my colleagues in the School of Modern Languages and
European History of the University of East Anglia, and to the staff of
the University Library, and in particular Barry Taylor and Ann Wood.
Christopher Johnson of Wayne State University, Detroit, and Charles
Tilly of the Centre for Research on Social Organisation of the University of Michigan read the manuscript of the first edition, and my
colleagues James Casey and David Barrass have commented on the
revisions. i have benefited greatly from the observations they have
made. It goes without saying, however, that I bear full responsibility
for any errors of judgement or fact.

I am also very grateful to my publishers, to David Croom and
Malcolm Ward of Croom Helm, and to Sarah Mahaffy of Macmillan.
I owe a particular debt of gratitude to Robert and Jane Frugere for
their many kindnesses. Above all I want to thank Heather, Richard,
Sian and Emily.
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INTRODUCTION

The periods into which history has traditionally been divided by
historians, solely for their own convenience, have generally been
determined by political criteria. Thus 1789 and the Revolution are
usually regarded as a major turning point in French history, a place for
one book to end and another to begin.
In political and ideological terms the Revolution was no doubt of
crucial importance, but humanity was not transformed thereby. Most of
the population continued to be subjected to the age-old constraints of
their environment. At the end of all the political upheavals of the
Revolution and Empire little had changed in the daily life of most
Frenchmen.
Continuity deserves a place in history equal with the prominence
given to change. The two are inseparable - the one conditioning the
other.
This volume is intended to be a study of economic developments in
France between c. 1730 and c. 1914. The period is conceived as one of
growth in production within pre-industrial economic structures,
succeeded from 1840-50 by rapid structural transformation and the
creation of an industrial economy.
The Ancien Regime economique et sociale was characterised by the
predominance of agriculture and of artisanal forms of industrial
production, and by technically backward, slow and expensive modes of

transport inducing the compartmentalisation of market structures and
of human societies. The hallmarks of this kind of society were isolation
and localism. The exchange of goods, people and ideas was restricted.
The economy was far from stagnant but the volume of trade and, in
consequence, the volume and technological development of production,
was restrained by the costs of transport. Regardless of the needs of the
population the difficulties of distributing the goods produced
restricted the potential for development. These basic structures
restrained the potential for dynamic action. Changes within them were
slow to occur and slow to have extensive effects. It is worth remembering however that if France was underdeveloped in 1850 this was only
in relation to Britain, the most economically advanced country in the
world, or in relation to her own future development.
If a remarkable event such as the Revolution is placed within such a
social context, its human significance can be more accurately assessed.
Man does not live by bread alone, and yet until his bread ration is

assured, its gaining can dominate his existence. In a pre-industrial
society sustained interest in politics is the privilege of a small minority.
For the vast majority the real revolution must be the one that transforms
their material conditions.
Paradoxically this change imprinted itself less forcefully on the
human consciousness. Its progress was more gradual and less dramatic,
even in the case of major technological innovations like the railway. Yet
the social consequences of such changes affected the lives of far more
people more profoundly than political revolution in the nineteenth
century.
The Revolutions of 1789, 1830, and 1848 occurred within different
evolving social situations, characterised by pre-industrial structures. These
Revolutions had significant consequences for economic development
but contributed far less to its evolution than did the transformation of
the structure of the market.
Structural transformation of the market, on a scale sufficient to
radically alter the characteristics of demand and the conditions of
production occurred with the development of the railway, which was
undoubtedly faciliated by prior industrialisation. It however contributed
enormously to the acceleration of economic growth, to the establishment
of a national market, and of a more national society. This development
and its- broad consequences was the major revolution in French society
in the nineteenth century.
By c .1880 the effects of the transport revolution were manifest.
Although demographic stagnation, the immobility of rural labour, low
productivity in many sectors and the relative slowness of urbanisation
restricted changes in the scale apd character of the market so that substantial areas of technological archaism survived, society had nevertheless
been transformed. If a terminal point has to be assigned to the Ancien
Regime, perhaps this could be the period 1850-80 rather than 1789.
Before this time economic structures, material conditions, and even
social and political relationships had changed only slowly and to a
limited extent. The position adopted here is not that of a transport
determinist but rather the view that the transport system was the most
important single component in the economic mechanism. By examining
the development of communications and its economic consequences it is
hoped to validate this assumption.
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