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La liberté est application, effort perpétuel, contrdle
rigoureux de soi, sacrifice éventuel . . . elle est invitation a
vivre courageusement et, a 'occasion, héroiquement.

Georges Lefebvre, Quatre-vingt-neuf
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Preface

Rural France has its commentators, its sociologists, its historians. The
purpose of this book is not simply to add new details to an already
respectable body of literature - though there is value to that - but to ex-
plain, theoretically and through the use of historical documents, how
and why a certain rural form of household economy managed to main-
tain itself in France right through the nineteenth century. The imperfect
peasant economy depicted in the following pages is one in which the prin-
cipal motive for production and consumption of goods is not to take
maximum advantage of the market, in the way most economists would
define that advantage, but to achieve a balance between effort and need
that will assure the preservation of the family smallholder.

Man is a conservative animal. The smallholder system in France was a
system that worked, and had worked for centuries. It had already
demonstrated its tremendous adaptive capacities during the crisis years
of the late Middle Ages as well as during the difficult years of the seven-
teenth century. This book traces the means by which family smallholders
again adapted themselves to the novel situation that arose in the century
of the railway.

In addition to analyzing this process of self-preservation, we shall look
at how such a real economy of smallholders - an imperfect peasant
economy, described here with the help of historical documents - can be
contrasted with the more abstract models of peasant economies that an-
thropologists and sociologists have drawn up in recent years. This was
not by any stretch of the imagination a subsistence economy - the market
did play a critical role in household decision making - and rural families
did at times employ outside labor. But the imperfect peasant economy
did establish a set of priorities that has deluded many market economists,
and those of a like mind, into thinking that France was something of an
anomaly, that its population showed signs of irrationality and backward-
ness. From the perspective of the household we not only see the most
essential factors at work in France’s rural economy but we have a
refreshing new view of French urban and industrial growth in the nine-
teenth century. Economic development becomes less mechanical and
more subject to the family-oriented values of the local population. Thus,
Nantes’ industrial advantage over Orléans had a great deal to do with the
contrasting patterns of interdependence that one finds between the two
cities and their hinterlands.

xii
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Preface xiii

Of course, we cannot limit ourselves to economics. The rural house-
hold was more than just a provider of goods and services. Chapter 7
outlines its more biological functions. 1 have also endeavored to show
how attitudes that helped shape the economy of the two regions studied
here influenced other areas of social life. For instance, the regional con-
trast in religion and politics is linked, I believe, to the different local
levels of economic intensity of production and to the corresponding dif-
ferences in the breadth of choice and opportunity that they presented to
the population. In this sense, the drive for a balance between effort and
need can be viewed as a process involving the full range of social action -
mental as well as material.

Such a large task has required the assistance of others. More people
have helped and encouraged me in the preparation of this book - from
the initial ideas, through the research and data gathering, to the final
draft - than I can acknowledge by name or even hope to repay.

Because so much of the book is based on materials collected sur le ter-
rain in France, my debt to French archivists and librarians is enormous.
The staff of the Bibliothéque Nationale and the Archives Nationales gave
a great deal of assistance in searching out some of the more intractable
sources on nineteenth-century agriculture and proved to me how ill-
founded these institutions’ reputation of “facelessness” is. The director
and staff of the Archives du Loiret helped me track down alternatives to
the materials destroyed in the fire of 1940, and the staff of the Archives
de la Loire-Atlantique were cheerfully patient with the herculean task of
making so many hefty documents available to me. I am especially grate-
ful to Mille. M. lllaire, conservateur-adjoint, for her assistance in the
location of many yet unclassified documents. The Services du Cadastre
at Orléans and at Nantes extended me their hospitality during the many
months that I labored on the matrices cadastrales. And my visits to
several of the village archives of Loiret and Loire-Atlantique provided
me not only with documents but also with pleasant memories for which I
am most grateful.

I have accumulated many debts in preparing the statistics published
here. The greatest of these is to Rudolph Bell of the Department of
History, Rutgers University, who calmed my first fears of the computer
and introduced me to many of the quantitative techniques employed in
this book. The transcription of data from microfilm to standard forms
was an enormous task that I could never have completed without the
assistance of M. and Mme. A. Derreumeux and Alexandra Mamentov.
Figures 2.1 and 3.1 were drawn by Maureen Dunphy. Figures 2.2, 2.3,
4.1, and 4.2 are reproduced with the permission of the Bibliothéque Na-
tionale. The remaining illustrations have been drawn by Charlotte
Carlson. Although all computer programs and calculations were done by
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Xiv Preface

myself, I owe a great deal to the technical and professional assistance I
received from the personnel at the Rutgers computer center.

The members of my dissertation committee were helpful, and the work
has benefited from their critical reading. Traian Stoianovich and Mary
Hartman gave me much useful advice at various stages of the project.
The help that [ have had from Michael Curtis has gone well beyond what
his duties as an “outside reader” called for; my debt to him is very great.
And I have been singularly fortunate in having Peter Stearns as a direc-
tor; his detailed running commentaries and editorial suggestions have
made this a better book.

This book has gone through several drafts. None of them would have
been presentable without the diligent typing, often over the midnight oil,
of Eleanor White, Barbara Bunting, and Isabelle Reymond.

Finally, I thank Walter Lippincott and the two anonymous readers of
Cambridge University Press for giving me much food for thought in the
preparation of this last draft.

None of these people can be faulted for any errors that may appear in
the statistics or in the text; for that I accept full responsibility.

G.D.
Princeton, New Jersey
May 1982
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