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Robert Darnton: The French Revolution and the Enlightenment Book
Trade
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Darntons Elite Overproduction Hypothesis of the Revolution

"France su�ered from acommon ailment of developing
countries: a surplus population of overeducated and
underemployed littérateurs and lawyers."(Darnton, 1982, p. 19)

"A literary version of the Malthusian crush ." (Darnton, 1982,
p. 19)

These are then forced to "peddle smut" in "Grub Street" :
"It was in the depths of the intellectual underworld that these men
became revolutionaries and that theJacobinical determination to
wipe out the aristocracy of the mindwas born." (Darnton, 1982,
p. 21)

"Perhaps the propagandists of the garrets functioned as the
ideological carriers who injected the crude,Jacobinical version
of Rousseauisminto the Parisian sans-culotterie."(Darnton, 1982,
p. 39)
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Darntons Elite Overproduction Hypothesis of the Revolution

High Enlightenment vs. Grub Street...

"Each of the opposing camps deserves its place among the
intellectual origins of the Revolution." (Darnton, 1982, p. 37)
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Echoed by Contemporaries

Voltaire observes "overpopulation":

"And Voltaire, obsessed by the overpopulation of young
writers in Paris ('Egypt of old had fewer locusts' ),
claimed that he attacked Grub Street in order to warn
youths away from it. [...]They render themselves inca-
pable of any useful work." (Darnton, 1982, p. 18)

Rivarol blames them for Revolution:
"Rivarol interpreted theRevolution as the work of the
status-hungry surplus population of men who had failed
to make it in the old order." (Darnton, 1982, p. 38)
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Elite Overproduction in what Sense?

Only a limited number of positions available that
support life as a writer (mostly royal patronage);

No lack of meritocracy: Some made it to the top from poor
backgrounds (Venaissain, Marmontel, Rivarol etc.).

Mismatch between ideas and reality:
"They had come with the conviction that the republic of
letters really existed [...] as the literary counterpart to the
atomic individualism of Physiocratic theory, a society of
independent but fraternal individuals, in which the best
men won but all derived dignity, as well as a living, from
service to the common cause." (Darnton, 1982, p. 99)
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Our Narrative

Three Steps:

Step 1: A tax increase in a tax on paper leads to a change in
the French literati's book diet due to a substitution e�ect.
The consumption of illegal books increases.

Step 2: The books �ow into the French Kingdom from an
area dubbed theFertile Crescentof Enlightenment publishing.
Cities closer to theFertile Crescentexperience more of an
in�ow of books and a more intense revolutionary period.

Step 3: Is the mechanism the one outlined byDarnton
(1982)? We observe the e�ects of elite overproduction in
Paris on literary output.
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Our Identi�cation Strategy: A Fatal Tax Reform?

Expensive wars (like the American War of Independence), bad
harvests in the 1780s, and an ine�cient tax system based on
tax farming have left theFrench Crown in a dire �nancial
situation on the eve of the Revolution.

Scrambling to obtain funds - and oblivious of possible adverse
consequences - theyintroduce a tax on paper .

This hurts the Paris Printers' Guild - the e�ective
publishing monopoly -at the expense of foreign semi-legal
publishers that have been smuggling counterfeit books into
the kingdom.

We can study the e�ects of this tax on the composition of
the book market in France, as well as the e�ect of the in�ow
of new material.
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Literature Review (1/2)

History and Philosophy

Robert Darnton ( 1973, 1982, 1987, 1995, 2012, 2021, 2024)
studies the book trade in enlightenment France and formulates the
thesis of the'Grub Street' origins of the Revolution.

Habermas' ( 1991) Strukturwandel der Ö�entlichkeitdescribes the
rise of the bourgeois (bürgerlich) public sphere in Europe. The
commercial and capitalist nature of this public sphere is stressed by
the Marxist Habermas.

Anderson (2016) - in Imagined Communities- stresses the
importance ofprint capitalismfor the cohesion of a new bourgeois
class that could not rely on bonds of kinship, for the emergence of
the nation state, and for retroactively making'a thing' out of The
Revolution.
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Literature Review (2/2)

Economic Literature

Squicciarini and Voigtländer (2015 ): Cities with more copies of the
Encyclopédieexperience more economic growth.

Ottinger and Rosenberger (2023 ): Trace one origin of revolutionary
thought in France back to the American Revolution.

Dittmar (2011 ): Documents the economic e�ects of the advent of the
printing press.

Dittmar and Seabold (2019 ): Show how economic competition in the
printing business in�uences the content of print output.

Sasaki (2025): Establishes a correlation between the �ow of illegal books
and the intensity of the revolution, but cannot provide a causal
interpretation.

Koschnick and De Pleijt (tba ): The expansion of education in early
modern England created an oversupply of intellectuals. Intellectuals
without appropriate employment were more likely to radicalize.
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The Data

We are working with four datasets:

The The French Book Trade in Enlightenment Europe
(FBTEE) database;

La France Littéraire(Quérard, 1839);

A "Census of Literary Paris".

A dataset of indicators of revolutionary intensity.
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FBTEE: The French Book Trade in Enlightenment Europe

FBTEE: The French Book Trade in Enlightenment Europe

The dataset used throughout in this presentation is the The French Book Trade
in Enlightenment Europe (FBTEE) database. (Burrows et al., 2014)

This dataset is based on the archives of theSociété Typographique de Neuchâtel
(STN) (day books, the stock books, the order books, letters etc.) and should
theoretically o�er a complete and consistent database for the sales of theSTN.

Publishing houses also acted as wholesalers for books during that period and
tried to satisfy all of their customers demands, so the dataset is not only contain
STN -published books.

Publications
Burrows (2013a, 2013b), Burrows and Curran (2012), Curran (2010a, 2010b,
2013)

Review by Darnton (2012)
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FBTEE - Summary of the Data (1/2)

Summary of Data

We have63,395 registered trades;

52,773 of which aresales;

Only 14,945 involvebooks published by the STN . The
others are from other publishers;

Sold to 229 towns;

To 815 individual clients (mostly booksellers);

3,696 book titles ;

853,945 copies.
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FBTEE - Summary of the Data (2/2)

For every Trade we have the following information:
Date of Trade;

Number of Copies;

Title of Book;

Name of Client;

Occupation of Client;

Location of Client;

Distance of Client from Neuchâtel;

Sex of Client;

Name and Address of potential Middlemen;

Publisher of Book/Edition Type;

Source of Manuscript;

Number of Crate;

"Keywords" for Book;

"Parisian Category" ;

Location of Publication of Book;

Language of Book.

From Bairoch et al. (1988), we obtain data on historical municipal-level
population.
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La France Littéraire (Quérard, 1839)

Compiled by thebibliographer Joseph-Marie Quérard ;

The idea: A"complete national bibliography".

Claims to containall works published in French between
1700 and 1830.

Supported by agovernment subsidy granted by François
Guizot (the dominant political �gure of the July Monarchy).
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La France Littéraire (Quérard, 1839) - Summary

From Quérard (1839) we have information on:

29,447 authors;

104,549 titles.

We have the following datapoints for each author/book:

Name;

Date and location of birth and death;

Membership in learned societies;

Works;

Publisher, location, and year of publishing;

Book format;

Volume;

Price in 1839;

Number of pages.
Julius Koschnick and Noah Sutter University of Southern Denmark & London School of Economics and Political Science

The Grub Street Origins of the Revolution 20 / 110



Background and Motivation Literature Review Data Step 1: Substitution E�ect Step 2: From Grub Street to Revolution? Step 3: Trickle-Down into Grub Street Conclusion

La France Littéraire (Quérard, 1839) - Summary
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We can extend this using the Universal Short Title Catalogue
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The "Census of Literary Paris"

The opportunities to make a living as a writer were very
limited in late 18th century Paris.

Writers could not sustain themselves through book sales
- both due to piracy and due to theprivilègesbeing awarded
to the printers' monopoly of Paris.

In order to live as writers, theyneeded (royal) patronage .

We can get a good idea of the professional writing population
of Paris - theHigh Enlightenment .
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Sources on the High Enlightenment

There are several ways of obtaining patronage:

Publishing in quasi-o�cial journals likeLe Mercureor Le
Journal des Sçavans;

O�cial historiographers (historiographe de la marine, des
bâtiments royaux, des menus-plaisirs, de lOrdre du Saint-
Esprit, de la Franceetc.);

Membership in theAcadémie Française(after 1772);

Being awarded a royal pension.

We have data on all of them.
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Quasi-o�cial Journals

We have every volume of
the Mercure de Franceand
the Journal des Sçavans
published between 1740 and
1791

Digitised by BNF Gallica

List of authors.
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O�cial Historiographers

Appointments for o�cial
historiographers of the Kings
were published in the
Almanach Royal, which
appeared annually.

Digitised by BNF Gallica

We have all volumes of the
Almanach Royalpublished
between 1740 and 1791.
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Royal Pensions - Ten Dossiers at theArchives Nationales
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