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The Revolt of the Paris Crowd

Paris in 1789 was at least five times as large as any other city in
France. Its ten-foot wall, completed in 1785 to link the customs posts,
measured eighteen miles and enclosed a population of about 600,000.
Only a minority of Parisians , perhaps a tenth , were privileged or
wealthy : they consisted of the clergy over the older parts of the city in
some 140 religious housed and the nobles and rich bourgeois vying
with each other to build stately mansions in the fashionable western
guarters . The vast majority of the population consisted of small
shopkeepers and trades people, independent, craftsmen, workshop
masters, journeymen, laborers , apprentices , domestic , servants ,
vagrants and paupers, known collectively as the menu people (common
people) , and soon to be given the name sans — culottes.

Among the many types of sans — culottes it is possible to distinguish a
class of wage - earners. Most of these were dispersed in small
workshops others worked in factories employing several hundred
people , such as the cloth works in the northern faubourgs and the
breweries and glassworks of the faubourg Saint-Antoine, Wage -
earners had often struck , during past years for higher pay or fairer
conductions sometimes emphasizing their demands with acts of
violence. These disturbances received a spectacular addition on 27-28
April 1789, when workers sacked the houses of two Saint-Antoine
employers (Henriot, a powder manufacturer, and Reveillon, the owner of
a wallpaper factory) believing them to have advocated a reduction in
wages. It would be wrong, however, to regard the special interests of
wage — earners as a dominating factor in the life of the sans-culottes.
Wage — earners usually merged with other small income groups in
pursuit of common aims. In the old alleys and courtyards of the eastern
and southern —faubourgs — Saint - Antoine, Saint — Marcel, Saint -Victor,
and Saint- Jacques — workshop owners and independent craftsmen
rubbed shoulders with journeymen and apprentices in spirit of
comradeship. Luxury trades, so important in Paris, were still organized
on a craft basis, and the typical unit of production, was the small
workshop in which the master worked alongside his few employers.
Journeymen often ate and lodged in the house of their master, and in
the days to come they were to be found setting out together to form part
of the revolutionary crowd or Paris mob. They were joined often
enough, by vagrants, paupers, and various undesirable types, but the
latter were never sufficiently numerous to form a predominating
element.

The sans — culottes looked upon themselves as consumers rather than
producers, and the strongest economic bond uniting them was a desire



for cheap bread. In normal times, when bread cost 2, sous a pound, it
was common for a working — class family, to spend half its income on
bread which formed the most important part of its diet. After poor
harvests the price was likely to go up to 3 or 4 sous a pound and at
these times the bulk of the lower class was threatened with starvation.
Bread riots were more common than wage strikes, and to avoid them the
government had long exercised controls on the sale of corn. Statesmen
with advanced economic views experimented in free trade in 1763, 1774
and 1787, but the dislocation of price always led rumors that landowners
and politicians were speculating in corn to the detriment of the people,
and riots ensued. Brienne chose a particularly unlucky time for his
experiment in 1787. The harvest of 1788 was poor, and the price of bread
immediately rose. Necker put back controls and subsidized corn from
abroad but by February 1789 bread in Paris markets cost between 3 and
4 sous a pound. It remained at this level during the opening months of
the Estates General. Meanwhile the winter of 1788 -9 was the coldest in
living memory, and the price of fuel and other necessaries rose
enormously. Parisians looked with increased hatred at the ring of
customs posts where Farmers General took tolls on all meat, wines,
vegetables, and livestock entering the city.

In 1789 a special electoral regulation for Paris left the poorest quarter
of the population without vote. Consequently no complaints concerning
food price found their way into the cahiers. The populate desire for price
control was hardly likely to be voiced by bourgeois deputies believers in
the new philosophy of free trade. Nevertheless, Parisian sans — culottes
trusted their twenty representatives and looked forward to every kind of
benefit. The opening of the Estates General produced a fervent
exaltation of spirit, arising not so much from faith in a particular
programme as from a joyous feeling that the people were going to count
for something at last.
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