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To Ellen



I would like to restore to men of the past,
and especially the poor of the past, the
gift of theory.

Eric J. Hobsbawm



Preface

I seGan THIs BoOK with the intention of writing a brief article on the ideol-
ogy of French workers during the Revolution of 1848. The article was to
explore an intriguing but little-noticed paradox: that the discourse of rev-
olutionary workers in 1848 was laced with seemingly archaic terminology
dating from the guild or corporate system of the old regime. By analyzing
this use of corporate terminology, I meant to show that the new socialist
vision the workers were developing in 1848 was founded on a very old
sense of craft community. I quickly found that the subject was both richer
and much more complex than I had imagined, and by the time I had finished
a draft of my article it was more than twice as long as I had planned. More
alarming yet, when I showed the draft to friends and colleagues, their opin-
ion was unanimous: It had to be either cut and simplified or expanded into a
book. I tried the first alternative, but after two months of work I found the
essay longer and more complex than ever. Analyzing and explaining the
workers’ use of corporate language in 1848 seemed to lead me in all direc-
tions at once: to corporate institutions under the old regime, to the histori-
cal relationship between corporate and revolutionary forms of language and
organization, to the changing work process in artisan shops, to the means
employed by workers in struggles with their employers, to changes in prop-
erty relations, to the impact of the Revolutions of 1789 and 1830, and so
on. I finally decided the subject was too complicated to treat in an article
and too important to abandon. The result is a book that attempts to recount
and explain how French workers understood and acted in their world from
the corporate communities of the old regime to the socialist experiments of
1848.

But for a five-year fellowship from the School of Social Science at the
Institute for Advanced Study in Princeton, New Jersey, this book would
never have been written. Only the prospect of an extended liberation from
the normal commitments of academic life convinced me, during my first
year at the Institute, that I could afford to put aside other work for a mo-
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ment to write my projected essay on workers’ ideology. It was with this
same sense of freedom that 1 began to expand it into a book. By the time I
realized that it would be a very difficult book to write, I was too deeply
engaged to turn back. Begun as a brief diversion from the main line of my
work, this book has taken nearly all of my sojourn at the Institute to finish. I
cannot imagine a more congenial place to have written it. The freedom and
tranquility of the Institute have allowed me to give it my undivided atten-
tion, and the flow of stimulation from the annually renewed community of
scholars has kept me in touch with the best thinking in contemporary social
science. In the insistently interdisciplinary atmosphere of the School of So-
cial Science I have had the privilege of exchanging my ideas with anthropol-
ogists, political scientists, philosphers, sociologists, and economists — not to
mention fellow historians — and I believe that both my book and I have
gained by these encounters. I therefore wish to express my deep gratitude
to Carl Kaysen, director of the Institute when I first arrived, to Harry
Woolf, his successor, and to the two permanent professors in the School of
Social Science, Clifford Geertz and Albert Hirschman, whose continuing
generosity and encouragement made this book possible.

I have benefited from the thoughts and suggestions of many colleagues.
Portions of the argument of this book were discussed in seminars at the
Institute for Advanced Study and at the Davis Center for Historical Studies
at Princeton University. I have also had valuable readings of various por-
tions of the manuscript from Ronald Aminzade, John Bossy, Natalie Davis,
Sanford Ellwitt, Herbert Gintis, Stephen Gudeman, Stephen Holmes, Re-
nato Rosaldo, Michelle Rosaldo, Quentin Skinner, Michael Stiirmer, and
Michel Vovelle. Cynthia Truant not only gave me criticisms of several chap-
ters, but generously shared with me her unpublished research on com-
pagnonnage. The entire manuscript has been read by Keith Baker, Robert
Bezucha, Ronald Inden, William Reddy, Joan Scott, and Allan Sharlin.
Their suggestions have helped me to clarify many obscure points in my
argument and to avoid errors of fact and judgment. The lion’s share of the
typing has been done by Peggy Clarke with rare intelligence, efficiency, and
good cheer.

My wife, Ellen, first convinced me to write this book, and she has lived it
with me every since. She has read and commented on the entire manuscript
twice and has read parts of it several times; she has been over nearly all of its
arguments with me in discussions at all hours of the day and night; she has
offered her insights, her enthusiasm, her learning, and her fine critical
sense. For all this, I am grateful. This book is dedicated to her.

W. H. S.
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I Introduction: social history and
the language of labor

T e PasT TWENTY YEARS have seen an enormous proliferation of
research on the history of working people. Carried out from widely varying
perspectives and trained on many different aspects of working-class life, this
research has inevitably generated its share of divergent findings and schol-
arly controversies. Yet there is almost universal agreement on one point:
that skilled artisans, not workers in the new factory industries, dominated
labor movements during the first decades of industrialization. Whether in
France, England, Germany, or the United States; whether in strikes, politi-
cal movements, or incidents of collective violence, one finds over and over
again the same familiar trades: carpenters, tailors, bakers, cabinetmakers,
shoemakers, stonemasons, printers, locksmiths, joiners, and the like. The
nineteenth-century labor movement was born in the craft workshop, not in
the dark, satanic mill.!

This fact has important implications for the practice of labor history.
Above all, it suggests that research can no longer be confined exclusively to
the period since the industrial revolution. If the labor movement were a
specific product of the factory, ignoring the period before factories existed
would be defensible. But because it was initiated by artisans, workers in
trades with long and rich histories, ignoring the preindustrial period can
have only pernicious effects. It is true, of course, that artisans were sub-
jected to new pressures and challenges by the development of industrial
capitalism. But their responses were inevitably shaped by values, traditions,
and organizational experiences that predated the modern industrial era. The
discovery that artisans created the nineteenth-century labor movement
makes the problem of continuity with preindustrial forms and experiences
impossible to escape.

The need to address this problem is particularly great in France, where the
special discontinuities introduced by the French Revolution make the pre-
industrial past seem even more remote. In labor questions, as in nearly all
others, the French Revolution marked a fundamental break. The guild sys-
tem — or, as it is usually called in France, the corporate system — had been
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the dominant mode of organization of French industry since the Middle
Ages. The guilds, or corporations, were dismantled during the Revolution,
and the affairs of the trades were thereafter left to the free play of the
market. Most French historians have assumed that trade corporations were
utterly swept away in the Revolution, and that nineteenth-century labor
organizations were created in response to the new industrial economy — for
which the French Revolution had created the preconditions. Labor histo-
rians have therefore been sensitive to early nineteenth-century anticipa-
tions of the class-conscious workers’” movements of the later nineteenth or
the early twentieth century but have generally ignored what seemed to hark
back to the old regime.? This tendency has been reinforced by the organiza-
tion of the French historical profession, which has made the old regime, the
Revolution, and the nineteenth century domains of different specialists.
Only the occasional interloper — for example Maurice Agulhon? — has un-
dertaken studies spanning the revolutionary era, and until now no one has
done so in labor history.*

This book traces the organizations and the ideologies of French workers
from the old regime to the Revolution of 1848. It seeks to demonstrate that
themes and sentiments originating in the prerevolutionary corporate system
remained central to workers’ consciousness and experience through all the
changes of this remarkably turbulent era. In spite of three major revolu-
tions (1789, 1830, 1848), ten changes of constitution, and the onset of the
industrial revolution, there were important continuities in the way French
workers perceived, and acted in, the world. It would be insufficient, how-
ever, simply to note that workers retained corporate sensibilities as late as
1848. For the meaning of corporate phrases or institutions was inevitably
altered by changes in the surrounding society. This history, consequently,
pays as close attention to what divides as to what unites the subordinate
journeyman of the prerevolutionary corporations, the sans-culotte of 1793,
and the socialist worker of 1848. It seeks to encompass both the consisten-
cies and the revolutionary breaks in the workers’ evolving social practice.

THE PARADOX OF CORPORATE LANGUAGE

I began my research on nineteenth-century French workers with a study of
the working class of Marseille. In reading public discourse by and about
workers, I was repeatedly struck by the use of such unambiguously corpo-
rate terms as corporation, corps, état, corps d'etat, and corps de metier. In fact,
this corporate terminology was particularly prevalent among left-wing re-
publicans and socialists during the Revolution of 1848, the last place one
would expect to find sympathies with the old regime. Nothing in my train-
ing had prepared me for this seemingly paradoxical flowering of the old
regime’s language in the midst of a radical revolution; although historians
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had sometimes reproduced these terms in quotations from contemporary
sources, they had never commented on their usage or significance. My ini-
tial hypothesis was that terms like “corporation” and “corps d'état” were ves-
tigial, that they no longer carried their ancient messages and were now
merely a convenient shorthand for designating the collectivity of workers
employed in a given trade. But as my research progressed, I became con-
vinced that the terms had a deeper resonance and that a continuity with the
corporate notions of the old regime was much greater than had generally
been allowed. There were many reasons for my growing conviction: the fact
that in the first three-quarters of the nineteenth century, labor organizations
were concentrated almost exclusively in the same urban crafts that were
organized as corporations under the old regime; the striking similarities in
purpose, form, and function between mutual-aid societies formed by trades
in the nineteenth century and the religious confraternities they had formed
under the old regime; the continuing vitality of the self-evidently corporate
workingmen'’s associations called compagnonnages; the elaborate and seem-
ingly archaic structure of some of the most successful nineteenth-century
labor organizations; the tendency for the most powerful labor organizations
— in Marseille at least — to exclude outsiders and to pass the trade on from
father to son just as trades had been passed from father to son in old-
regime corporations.® There was, it seemed to me, something distinctly cor-
porative about the working-class world of nineteenth-century France that fit
with the continued usage of corporate terms in the workers’ language. But
what these terms really meant in the nineteenth century, and what they
implied for the experience and consciousness of mid-nineteenth-century
workers, remained obscure. The obscurity, moreover, had little chance of
being cleared up with the evidence at my disposal. To establish what mean-
ing corporate terminology had for workers, I needed a much larger body of
writing produced by and/or intended for workers than existed in the li-
braries and archives of Marseille.

Rémi Gossez's study of Parisian workers in 1848 supplied the documen-
tation I lacked in my study of Marseille.® Based on a lifetime of detailed and
painstaking research, Gossez’s book is packed with quotations from docu-
ments written by and for workers. When I first read this book a few years
after its publication in 1967, it confirmed my belief that corporate notions
were central to the working-class experience of the Revolution of 1848.
Yet Gossez did not solve the problem of the meaning of the workers’ corpo-
rate idiom. His long immersion in the mental world of Parisian workers
enabled him to display that world in the most vivid detail, burt it also de-
prived him of the sense of distance so essential for formulating a critical
interpretation. His book did not resolve the paradox of a radical revolution
carried out in corporate terms. It did, however, supply a body of evidence
sufficiently rich and abundant to make an attack on that paradox possible.
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My original plan had been to juxtapose a brief description of the corpo-
rate system of the old regime with an account of workers’ ideology and
practice in 1848, pointing out the continuing vitality and importance of
corporate themes and showing how much the socialism of 1848 owed to the
long-standing collectivism and the strong sense of solidarity of the corpo-
rate trades. The problem was that there were as many differences as continu-
ities— both immediately discernible differences in rituals, phrases, and prac-
tices, and somewhat subtler differences in their meaning. It soon became
clear that the corporate content of workers’ ideology in 1848 had not been
delivered intact from the old regime but had been reshaped by the vast
historical changes of the intervening years. Hence, what began as a demon-
stration that the old regime was still alive in the working class in 1848 be-
came a history of how corporate language and practices came to mean some-
thing very different in 1848 than they had meant before 1789. To write this
history, I had to consider a wide range of transformations that affected the
meaning of corporate notions: changes in the legal system, in economic life,
in political constitutions, in property relations, in moral and religious ideas,
in conceptions of labor, and so on. This history of the corporate idiom has
therefore become a general history of labor from the old regime to 1848 —
although a general history of a peculiar sort. Rather than skipping directly
from the old regime to the Revolution of 1848, the bulk of the book now
deals with the historical transformations that took place between 1789 and
the 1840s. Although the subjects treated range from contemporary meta-
physical conceptions of labor to details of the organization of production in
nineteenth-century workshops, the book is still centered on the problem of
corporations, and the analysis is designed to lead to the Revolution of 1848.
The accounts of the old regime, the French Revolution, and the social and
political changes of the first half of the nineteenth century are meant to be
valid in their own terms; they have been written, however, from the per-
spective of 1848, a perspective that has surely caused me to overlook or
undervalue some things that specialists in these periods would consider
more important but has also enabled me to see things other historians have
missed.

This book is what the French call an essa7 de synthese — “synthetic essay”
might be an acceptable translation. It is an attempt to draw together the
findings of a large number of more specialized studies into a new general
interpretation. Although I have occasionally drawn on my own archival re-
search in Marseille, the book has been written mainly from sources availa-
ble in the United States. I have attempted to base my arguments on the best
available scholarship, both recent and not-so-recent, but my purpose is not
to summarize and evaluate this scholarship. It is, rather, to use it — often in
ways quite different from the intentions of the author — to formulate a new
interpretation of a broad field of historical research; to suggest connections

4



Social history and the language of labor

not hitherto perceived, and to place particular findings within a larger — or
at least a different — framework. As specialists will recognize, I have gener-
ally avoided the venerable controversies that so dominate the historiogra-
phy of the old regime and the Revolution, preferring, instead, to develop
my own line of argument.” Like Marc Bloch’s explorer, who must make “a
rapid survey of the horizon before plunging into thickets from which the
wider view is no longer possible,”® I am attempting to sketch out a new map
that will indicate relations between already explored regions and suggest
useful approaches to those not yet explored. Thus, although this book does
not aim to be “definitive” in the usual sense of the term, it aims precisely to
be definitive in a more literal sense: to give sharp definition to a set of
problems and processes that hitherto either were not perceived or were
perceived only indistinctly; to define a theoretical perspective, a set of ques-
tions, and a line of interpretation that will make sense of previously discon-
nected findings and, by doing so, may help to shape future research.

‘"THE NEW SOCIAL HISTORY'"AND THE PROBLEM OF
IDEOLOGY

This book is written from a particular theoretical perspective, one that, in
large part, I have had to construct for myself — albeit with materials bor-
rowed shamelessly from such sources as “the new social history,” intellec-
tual history, cultural anthropology, and certain new strains of Marxism. A
brief description of this perspective and of how I reached it should help the
reader see why this book is written as it is.

Like most labor historians trained in the 1960s, I began as a practitioner
of what was called “the new social history” or “history from the bottom up.”
Inspired by the populist spirit of the time, “new social historians” wished to
write about the masses of ordinary workers who had been left out of tradi-
tional — that is, political and institutional — labor history. In part, this simply
meant going to old archival sources with new questions in mind — inspired,
perhaps, by the examples of Soboul, Rudé, Cobb, or Thompson.® Bur it
frequently also meant using new sources and, above all, sources that could
be analyzed quantitatively. Even the most obscure and inarticulate men and
women, we began to realize, came into contact with the state apparatus at
some point in their lives: when they were counted by the census taker;
when they were born, married, and died; when they paid taxes; and when
they got into trouble with the law. By aggregating and analyzing records of
such encounters, we could reconstruct the social experiences of whole cate-
gories of the population that had hitherto escaped the historian’s net. We
could, at last, hope to write labor histories that said as much about the
experiences of ordinary men and women as about the pronouncements of
leaders and the factional struggles of socialist parties.
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Utilizing these quantitative sources required major changes in the con-
duct of research. In America, at least, this meant borrowing methods from
the social sciences and above all from sociology. Along with the new
methods came a whole range of new questions and theoretical perspec-
tives.'® One result was an enormous expansion in the range of topics ad-
dressed by labor historians. Before 1960 our knowledge had been re-
stricted almost exclusively to three topics: the institutional history of the
labor movement, the intellectual development of socialist ideology, and the
declining, stagnant, or rising real wages of the workers — this latter consid-
ered as an index of workers’ suffering and exploitation. To these, the new,
more sociologically aware, histories of labor added urbanization, political
mobilization, demography, occupational recruitment, voting behavior, so-
cial mobility, family structure, migration, kinship, residential patterns, the
tine structure of work experience, and so on.!' Consequently, our knowl-
edge of working people in the past is now immeasurably more complete,
subtler, and more exact than it was in 1960.

But this vast expansion of our knowledge has not been achieved without
cost. One of the conditions of carrying out the new style of research has
been a reduction in the scale of the populations studied. As long as most
research focused on working-class parties or trade-union movements, work
on a national scale remained feasible. But once historians determined to
reach entire working-class populations — by laboriously searching through
manuscript census schedules, tax records, and the like — research had to be
confined to a single town or region. Even with the aid of computers, the
sheer volume of data would otherwise have been overwhelming. Adopting
new techniques of research, thus, also meant redefining the object of study.
Rather than the institutional history of a national or international labor
movement, labor history has increasingly become the history of a series of
local working-class communities. These accounts of local communities are
vastly richer and more complex than the old institutional histories; at their
best they approach the inspiring but ultimately unrealizable French ideal of
histotre totale. But their greater richness and complexity could be obtained
only by limiting their geographical scale.

This limitation of scale could hardly be counted a loss when it came to
questions of demography and social structure, because the findings of the
new social historians were filling a void left by earlier scholars. But on polit-
ical and ideological questions, the superiority of the new ways was far less
certain.'? Politics and ideology were, of course, part of the total community
experience we wished to describe. Indeed, it was common for the new so-
cial histories of labor to be centered on some important political struggle
— a revolution, an uprising, or a strike — in which the local working class
gained a new or transformed consciousness of itself. Although our methods
and our locus of research were different from those of the older institu-
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tional labor historians, we continued to pursue the same larger question: the
emergence and development of working-class consciousness. It was our am-
bition, however, to understand such transformations of consciousness as the
life experiences of complex communities of workers, rather than as purely
doctrinal or institutional events played out against a vague background of
suffering and exploitation. Once again, the new style of history can boast of
real achievements. The best local studies have succeeded in making much
firmer and more complex connections between political or ideological
events and social and economic processes. But it is by no means clear that
they have adequately explained — or even adequately grasped — the ideologi-
cal transformations that these events embodied and brought about.

This problem can be illustrated by my own study of the workers of Mar-
seille. The Revolution of 1848 marked a fundamental turning point in the
history of Marseille’s workers. Once well known for their quiescence and
conservatism, Marseille’s workers turned revolutionary in 1848 and have
remained consistently on the left ever since. I undertook my largely quanti-
tative investigation of the working class with the intention of illuminating
this great transformation of workers’ consciousness. My hopes were not
entirely disappointed. I was able to demonstrate that unskilled trades and
those skilled trades that recruited mainly from within the native-born arti-
san community of Marseille remained politically apathetic or conservative,
whereas those skilled trades that recruited their members from a wide geo-
graphical area— nationally, as it were — were also more receptive to national
revolutionary politics. I could explain differential rates of participation in
the revolutionary movement with unexpected precision; yet I found myself
quite incapable of explaining why such a movement had come into exist-
ence in the first place or why it took the form it did. In Marseille, at least,
the Revolution of 1848 and the ideology of democratic socialism appeared
suddenly and unexpectedly from the outside. Like other local historians, I
could explain the reception of a new ideology, but explaining its shape and
content seemed to lie beyond my powers as a social historian.'3

Part of the problem, clearly, is that the process of ideological develop-
ment transcended local communities. To explain the content of the ideol-
ogy of Marseille’s workers in 1848, for example, we would have to look
both at the intellectual development of socialist theory in the course of the
1840s and at the revolutionary agitation of Parisian workers in the spring of
1848, because these were the major sources of the ideas taken up by
Marseille’s workers. Although certain aspects of economic, demographic,
and social structure can be studied most profitably at the local level, a his-
tory of workers’ ideology can scarcely avoid taking a national persepctive.
In France, ironically, this means that one local community — Paris — must be
examined with particular care. The extreme centralization of French politi-
cal life meant that events taking place in Paris were by definition national
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events. The actions of Parisian workers, especially in the great revolution-
ary upheavals of 1789-94, 1830-34, and 1848-51, are crucial to an under-
standing of national ideological developmerits.

But the strictly local perspective of most social histories is only part of the
problem. An inability to come to grips with workers’ ideological experience
is also built into the research procedures of the new social history. In bor-
rowing methods and theories from sociology, historians have tended to pick
up the sociologists’ pervasive assumption that quantification yields “hard” or
“scientific” knowledge, whereas other sorts of evidence are “soft” or “im-
pressionistic.” Few historians have gone so far as to adopt the common
sociological practice of defining research problems so that they can be pur-
sued exclusively by quantitative means — in part because we do not have the
option of administering questionnaires to the dead. But social historians
have frequently been led to emphasize those aspects of social experience
that could be described quantitatively or systematically over such seemingly
ineffable matters as consciousness, attitudes, currents of opinion, senti-
ments, and the like. Among labor historians this sociological prejudice has
sometimes been reinforced by the Marxist distinction between the material
“base” and the ideological “superstructure,” which also assigns a greater
solidity to social and economic than to “mental” phenomena, and some-
times by a populist suspicion that the study of ideas is inherently “elitist,”
whereas the study of economic and social conditions is inherently demo-
cratic. Hence the mental or ideational aspects of working-class social expe-
rience have generally been slighted in favor of economic and social struc-
tures, leaving social historians ill-equipped to handle ideologies when these
make an appearance in their locality.

The obvious place for social historians to turn for help and inspiration
would be intellectual history. There are, for example, some important and
useful works on the history of socialist thought that bear on the problem of
workers’ ideology in nineteenth-century France.!* But on closer inspection,
they are only of limited utility. These works analyze the ideas of particular
theorists or recount the transmission and transformation of ideas from one
theorist to another. But they fail to engage the issue of workers’ conscious-
ness. Intellectual histories of ideology can tell us a great deal about the
formally expressed ideas that were available to workers, but they are virtu-
ally silent about the workers’ own ideas, which were often very different
from those of the theorists. Nor are the methods employed by most intel-
lectual historians very useful. Here the main problem is the analytical pri-
macy of the author in intellectual history. Intellectual historians are trained
to see thought as emanating from the minds of authors, and thus to contin-
ually refer ideas back to the authors and their biographies. This method is
quite workable in dealing with complete and considered texts that can be fit
into the corpus of known authors. But it breaks down when confronted
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