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It was the 27th of May, 1871, in the Parisian suburb of Issy. Vlictorine
B., an ambulance attendant, accompanied a unit of Eédcré;, soldiers of the
- Commune of Paris, as they attacked an outpost of the Versailles-based French
government. She had enrolled, with her husb;nd. two months earlier, in a
military unit formed for the defense of the republic and the Commune. ller

first duty had been as a cook in a caserne in Paris. But now, as Bloody

l Week drew to a c}ose, her unit was in battle to recapture the fort of Issy.
H Retreat was called. The red cross flag of the ambulance squad was raised,
and Victoring, who had been ordered to stay back earlier, went forward. She
wrote in her memolrs: "We gathered up our wounded and our dead under cnemy

gun fire. Although the red cross flag had been raised, the Versaillais con-

tinued to fire randomly; more than once we had to drop to the ground, hold-

ing our precious burden to prevent their being killed a second time.... The .

battle had been terrible, our flag had fallen three times; Lt was raised )

again and this time it was victorious. The Versaillais abandoned the ficld

and fled in all directions. ’ .
AAt the chateau, the scene before our eyes was horrible; dead and wounded

were scattered pell méll in the rooms of the first floor ...in the midst of

WOMEN AND COLLECTIVE ACTION [N INDUSTRIALIZING FRANCE, 1870 - 1914, this slaughter were three women, the cantinidres (of two other unfts) one .
dead, one gravely wounded .... I was the third, and chancc had spared me."l

In Januvary, 1887, a government report tells us, 'the women workers in one
section of the government monopoly tobacco factory in Marseille, greatly
victimized by many irritations and unjust punishments ordered by the head

of their unit,'went on scpike and declared that they would not return un-

Louise A. Tilly til the foreman was,rcmoved."2 The thousand women, whose strike caught the
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attention of the townspeoplé and newspapers, struck from the 6th to the 2lst;
they returned to work when Roustan, the foreman, "a verltable slave driver”
was transfered. Two days later, they founded a uni.iin.3

. 'In March, 1906, a coal mine disaster shook the pits of Courridres and

the nearby village of Billy-Montigny in the Pas-de-Calais mine field in nor-

P Y

thern France. Thousands of miners were trapped and more than a thousand

O T T A e T

e r———
m——
DRSO 1 w1 PSRN et oy




~
Y ! -2 - . . ! -3 -

: s ! : . e ) .
died. A miners' strike followed. The miners demanded that théﬁtompanies L -were no butter or eggs on the market but a small group of women marched
be: forced by law to pay more attention to their workers' safety. The . into the market place fn two columns. They all wore red insignia and as
strike was bitter and violent, as was often the case in mlne strikes. One they marched they sang the "International of butter at 15 sous:"

1 9, a
of the bosses' house was attacked with dynamite. A Paris newspaper reports Rise, cach mother of a family

two women's demonstrations in Billy-Montigny on April 10. Arise, and let us unfite

Let's march to fight the misery )

. That ‘the farmers have brought down on the country
draped tn black crepe went to the train stations to meet a woman believed And 1f one day we are victorious

We'll show our dear husbands

That all women have fought

chef licu, where she had given testimonyito a judge apainst three accused . For the lives of their poor little ones.

In the first, a group fo 500 women, carrying red and tricolored flags
to be on the train from Bethune. Madame Ringard was rcturning from the

dynamiters. She was not on the train, but the crowd searched the qualis, -Forward comrades;
Friends, all arise,

S i " nat " hed off et
,reassembled to sing the "International” and marched off down the street Without Eear, without tumult

B Another group of some 200 women had set out from their coron, the mine

We want butter at fifteen sous!s
company row ‘housiug, for Billy the same day. Carcying black flags, they .
Y )

>“Epded for tﬁé house of the mine company director, only to find their way - A wave of protest about food prices swept over the Industrial northern
kﬁfred by poﬁgcc. iSome of them eventually spoke to the director's secre- departments, reaching Billy-Montigny on August 30. Then a crowd of women
t They détusod_thb company of letting their husbands starve to death and men attacked the wagon of M., Wils, a baker who was also a municipal
undérground..ﬁpr some of the dead brought to the surface had only recently council member. He shot one of the demonstrators and crowd turned on him
died : They were catmed by assurances from the secretary, and }cturned to ) ' in fury. He hid in a house; the é;éwd smashed the windows, plundered the
the sffcct. There they met the women coming from the train station and the T}Chicken coop and sct a wagon on fire before they were dispersed by ;',undnrmcs.6 ;
two groups marched together, As pollce and soldiers tried to hasten and On June 2, 1907, in Nimes, an ancicnt Roman city in southern France, therve )
contain the procession, "a great number of rocks were thrown at the soidiers... " was a demonstration of 280,000 winegrowers. From all over the south they e
The two groups broke up and individuals ran through the streets of Billy- gathered, to march behind a tattered flag which, it was safd, had flown in
Montigny. They threw bricks at the house of M. Bard, the. chief engineer of Nimes in the revolution of 1848 and in the days of the Commune of 1871. The
the mine, and broke several windows. ; . winegrowers demanded that government ease the way for the sale and consumption

“Repulsed by the gendarmerie, the demonstrators finally dlspcréud."& : of their wine by reducing their taxes, reducing transportation charges, ne-

gotiating international commercial treaties and providing dally wlne.rnqL?ns
In August, 1911, housewives in the town of Ferriére-lakcfhnde,'near to French soldiers. The feminine presence was strong among the dcmonscgggors:

Maubcuge, also in the Nord, demonstrated for lower prices on bread, meat "peasant women from Arles in thelr traditional costume, yoﬁng women Erdéi?ditcl
butter, and eggs. Women from a nearby town dumped a merchant’s goods when 107 their trlcglored scarves, those of Carcassonc in white blouses with a'icrepe
he vefused to lower his prices. A women's committee was formed, complete . »ggﬁd, theﬁsﬁicswomé\ of Beziers in black, women of Marseillan in their wéE%,
with prcsldlng officer. In Maubeuge itself, on August 25, a crowd broke Aéﬁncks, those of S' ;

the windows of at merchant who sold butter. "

J£n$Snturday, August 26, thete ' those of Antignac with red berets...." The spenk?is at thls and other of.f
R s : ‘A

) ' . . L . . .the massive demonstrations held weekly in the soutlivjrccognized this in o

' . e 7
i addressing their audience: "Men and womén citlzens..."

e e e ——— RTINS » e — vy " r—




‘It was October 29, 1904, the solemn convocatfon in the grand amphitheater
of the Sorboune to celebrate the hundredth énntversary of Napoleon's promul-
gation of the Civil Code, M. Valle.,gg;dg;dgg_gggggg of France, had just com-
pleted his spcech with the words, "we must expand the code.” A woman sit-
ting in the audicnce rose and shouted, "Down with the Napoleonic code! Tt
dishonors the Republic! Tt oppresses women!" She was removed and tukep to
a nearby police station wherc she was tdénttfied as a demoiselle Kaufmannm,
member of the Feminist League. ‘'Meanwhile;" continues the report in Le
Flgarb, “on the street in front of the Sorbonne, several coaches pulled up,
filled with women. 'Sandwich men' accompanied them, and distributed 'anti-

. hominist' handbills. They read, 'The Code oppresscs women; we protest its
élorificatlon!' The police quickly dispersed the coaches and the sandwich
men who were betraying the cause of men." )

The news article gocs on to say that "Along with these Insignificant
events lﬁcklng.scrlousncss, there was a réal mee;ing of serious character
at the headquarters of the Learned Societies." It was organized by Mar-
geurite Durand, a feminist journallst, publisher of La Fronde, France's

8
most durable feminist newspaper.

Collective action and Feminism.

fhe incidents described here involved thousands of French women in
collective action ranging from rebellion to a public forum. What the in-
cidents have 1In common are women acting collectively in their self-defined
intercsts. Although they all involve women, these incidents of collective action
range  from those in which women's fnterests are incldental, when they are
acting as members of houscholds composed of pérsons of the two sexes, to
those in which women's lngcrcsts, as women, are intrinsic. We can place

the incidents on a continuum in terms of the women's interests ranning from

incidental to intrinsic. The defense of the commune, the mine wives'

demonstratlion,. the food protest and the winegrowers' demonstration cluster.
at the end of the continuum where women are acting as members of houscholds
or communitics, In which their interests as women are fncldental or subdued.
The women tobacco workers' strike comes somewhere in the center of the con-

tlnuum, for in this case the women act In their interest as workers, but

their association together in work leads them to be consclous of thelr
interestgs as women, as well as as workers. Only in the case of the
feminist demonstration were women acting as women on issues usually de-
fined as women's issues.

The history of feminist organization and action in France is not
one of excitement or easy success. French feminist groups, although
they proliferated in the period of the Third Republic were never as
prominent in the political struggles of the time as were the British
and American; they never gathered a large following; they never
gfébbed'headlines with dramatic confrontation tactics; they were only
moderately successful in changing women's civil and pollitical status
in the period. Female suffrage was only granted in 1945, and other
legal reforms came even later. My questions, however, only indirectly
address the question of why feminism was ‘'so weak in France. 1 ask in-
stead, around what interests did women In France organize, mobilize and
act collectively? Where, when and liow did the interests of mobilizing
feminists intersect with those of other mobllized womgn?

The concept of collective action, as a struggle over control of
resources among groups, is the thecoretical framework within which these
questions are examined. Collective action is defined as the extent of
a group's application of pooled resources to common ends. Groups apply
resources in their interests to other groups or to governments. Poli-
tlcai power 1s the rate of return from the application of resources to
governments. Violence occurs when governments or other groups resist
the collective action of a mobilizing group, as well as when such a
group deliberntely chooses violent menns.9 "The history of collective
action clearly has four components: {interest, opportunity, organization
and action itself. All four vary from group to group, placc to place,
time to time, problem to problem."lo

The events described above, in all their variety , fllustrates that

the history of French women and collective action {s much more than the
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cfforts of feminists to bfing women into formal politics. Feminist
polikics fn France did not lead women to conflict and violence or to
possibilities of influencing public policy in the period 1870 to 1914.
chérthelcss, in order to place feminist collective action into the
context of other women's activity, let us review who the feminists
were, what were their interests, and what led them to act together
at this time,

French feminists were nearly all women of means in the middle and

upper classes. Unlike many main stream American feminists, the leaders

" of these women did not come to feminism through religious reform move-

ments but by way of Free Thought and Masonry, such as Maria Deraismes,
minority religlous backgrounds, such as Protestants Sarah Monod and

Mme. Jules Sicpfricd , and Jewish born Mme. Brunschvicg, or even foreign
national origin, such as Jeane Schmal and Maria Martin, both English.ll
They were all women who could afford good educations, who sought control
over their wealth and the use of their personal talents.

The programs they articnlated were reform in the civil status of
women (particularly through amendment of the Civil Code), politigal
participatifon for women through the vote, and access to education and
employment. cherthe]bss, relatively few of these women had to work or
worked. The exceptions were journalists, actresses aﬁd school teachers.
Their movement emerged more or less contemporaneously with the organiza-
tion of the working class and the growth of political parties, along with
the typical forms of collective action of these groups, the strike and
the demonstration.

The feminists shared with the labor movement a proactive thrust to

-7 -

movement more often adopted the forms of collective action typical of
contemporary formal politics -- the demonstration, the parade, the
political mceting; and occasfonally, the symbolic act of disruption

of a meeting. French feminists had an earlier tradition of femin{st
thought and nction\to refer to. Eighteenth-century feminists had acted
in the context of .formal politics, as for example, the women's rights
petition to the national assembly during the French Revolution. The
various feminist groups of the Third Republic, composed primarily of
bourgeois women, acted in the political style of the bourgcols repub-
lic, in forms of collective action common to the French political aya-
tem., Women, and men too of course, tried to influence national poli-
tics through petition and other political pressure on legislators and
through litigation, to promote corrective legislation. Wlthout much
success. There 1s an explanatlon‘for this failure which analyzes poli-
tics at the center, ‘and in particular the alliances and coalitious of
interests in the French Chamber of Deputies qnd the Scnaté. The {nter-
pretation offered here starts from the bottom up, examining the vartfous

forms of women's collective action and asking who were the participants,

. what were thelr interests, and how changes in economic and political

structure from 1870 to 1914 were moving these women to act.

. Economic and Political Context

When politics is understood in a broad scnse, women can be scen as
political actors trying to influence government authoritfes and those in
positiong of economic power in order .to protect or promote thelr finterests.

The forms of collective action of French women were closely connected to

their collective action by which they claimed new rights and sought a re- the political system and with the economic and social structure of the time

distribution of power. This was in marked contrast to reactive protest, during which they acted. Large scale structural change was under way in

which was the violent resistance of local groups to encroachment on their the processes of industrialization, urbanfzation and political concentratfion.
rights and faterests by larger systems, in particular the consolidating In order to establish this context, a brief sketch of economic and political

12
nation state and the widening national market. The French femintst I ‘developments follows, in which women's activities in economy and family are

noted.
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In industrialization, labor and resources shifted away from primary
production (agriculture, fishing, io:estry’ toward manufacturing and
commercial and service activities. The scale of production incrensqﬂ,
and the factory cventually replaced the household as the locus of pro-

b

ductive activity. In France, the process of industrialtzation waé'Qery

gradual, and it affected different groups and geographic areas at differ-

ent rates and times. Over the long run, the decline of small units of
production meant a declining number of propertied peasants and artisanal -
craftsmen, and an increase in proletarian propertyless people working for
wages, in city or country.

France had 1ts modern industrial region fn the north. The smokey red
brick textile factorles of Roubaix and Tourcoing physically resembled
those of Lancashire; the coal mines of the Nord and the Pas-de-Calais re-
sembled those of Yorkshiré éﬁd South Wales. Yet figures of per capita
consumption of industrial pfoducts show that although French industry was
growing very rapldly between 1880 and 1900, it lagged far behind Britain

in all {ndlcators of fndustrial growth.

Sclected Indicators of Industrial Activity

1880 1900

France United Kingdom France United Kingdom
kilos raw .
cotton congump- 2.6 17.1 . 4.5
tion per tnhabi-
tant
kilos cpst iron ) :
iron produced, 46 220 65 . 220
per inhabi- )
tant 2
kilos coal
consumpt fon .
per inhabitant 740 3740 -1200 " 4070
motor force in 14 ‘58 " 46 220 (1907)

horscpower per
1000 fnhabitants
(excludlng vrans-

" port)

Source: Paul Bairoch, "Niveaux de dévelopemcnt économique de 1810 a 1910,"
Annales, §.8.C., 20¢ Annce (November - December, 1965), 1102, 1104,

1107, 1108,

Even at the end of the nincteenth century, much French manufacturing
took place in the households of pensnnfs and craftsmen or in small scale
work shops. France's laboring population lived scattered throughout the.
country In rural as well as urban arcas, "so that the distinction between
industrial and agricultural work ts often artlflc(nl."'J

In France, in sharp contrast to Britain, the small family-run peasant

farm predominated. There were regional variations to be sure. In the

north, .and around the really large cities, larger farmers hired subsis--’
™

tence peasants and propertyless workers. But the tendency toward "nnf} L
increase in the number of small owners whose assets consisted of no more

than a house, a garden, and one or two fields..."

continued In the pertod.
At the height of this development, in the 1880's, there were 3.5 million

farms in France.lb. At mid-nineteenth century, Marx had described "the

great mass of the French nation" as an agglomeration of autonomous units"...

A small holding, a peasant and his family; alongside them another small-

wld

holding, another pcasant and family.... In 1959, a British historfan

could still write, "In the last resort, and at hottom, France is a

w16 Unlike the British farmer, the French peasant

Peasnngs‘ Republic.
cont lnued to depend on the labor of his family, so wives and dﬁuahters
living and working on small péasaht farms were an lmportant part of
France's agricultural work force.

The persistence of agriculture in France accompanied a lower level of
urbanization than In England. By 1891, 72.5% of the English population
lived in places of over 2,000 inhabitants, 32% lived in cities of over
100,000. 1In France, on the other hand, the comparable figures were 37.4%
and 12%. Over the course of the century, French urban population (in
cities over 10,000) 1ncréased 2.7 times, which {s almost the same rntc_ﬁs
the English (2.9 times). Despite the rapid growth of cittes, however,

France had a much less urban population than England.l7

Industrial growth had created new kinds of citics in France by the

1870's. " The textile clty of the Nord and mining clty of the Nord and

~

Pas-de-Calals are examples. These cities, although Loth products of {n-
. . . . i

_;«;gﬁg




‘moved from the housechold

) tive ovgnnlzdtlon expanded.  Clerks, typists and secretaries were nLcdcd“ln

- 10 -

dustrialization, had very different lahor force characteristics. Iﬁ the
textile city, there was heavy labor force participation by girls and women,
Including some marricd women. In the mining towns, most jobs were men's
Jobs. Girls did some auxiliary work around the mines, or were servants;
women were seamstresses or store or cafe keepers, if they worked. The
division of labor by sex in the coal miners' or metal workers' families
are especlally sharp. Men and boys worked in Heavy.exhaus:jng labor re-~

\Women stayed 1n the home, responsible for house-

work qnd child bearing nndﬁg§ﬁ?lng. Only limited female wage carning went
on. Most French citles did not have the peculiar labor force character-
fstics of the textile city or the mining town. 1In other towns and city,
public administration, commerce and small business .producing directly

for consumers were common. In these cities, women worked primarily in the
garment Industry, food production, domestic service and In the tobacco

monopoly plants. There were also many drban women in informal, casual

.labor as carters, petty traders, street hawkers, laundresses. Women in

the clties were more )ikely than those in peasant houscholds to earn in-:
dividual wages for thelr work. The decline of the household mode of pro-
duction in the urban scctor meant that even if they worked at home, women
were no longer part of a fnmily productive unit. Instead, they worked for
an vmployer who paid them a wage. Married women in the working class
worked fntermictently, dotng laundry, clenn{ng, and the like, for they

hind heavy home responsibilities also. Women's work had changed rather
titele: the majority of working women had jobs with low levels of skill

and low productivity similar to those that had been women's work for cen-

turies.

o o

Increnq(ng number to staff compqny\offices and to fill government positions.

-1 -

Larger scale production was accompanied by larger scale distribution. The

' department store, with its army of sales clerks, was born in Paris. Compul-

sory primary educatlon meant that tcachers were needed, while government
expansion of communication and social services demanded workers in thesc
areas as well. Relatlvely high wages in heavy industry continued to draw
male.uorkers. The continuation of pcasant agrlculturc reduced the supply
of available workers in the urban scctot. Confronted with a shortage of
male workers, and a large demand for whlte collar workers, employers he-
gan to recruit women. As a result, the twenticth century saw a "migration"
of ﬁémen from industrial and domést}c productlion into modern tertiary cm-
pl.oymen.t.l8 In France, this process had only begun by 1914. Tt was to
be slowed further by the war years, in which women took men's places in
manufacturing. Therefore, the French economy, In the entire perlod with
which this paper 1s concerned, was characterized by the continuing impor-
tance of peasant agriculture, small scale manufacture and commerce in
cities, large scale, industrfalized cnclaves, and a growing tertiary sector.
The family, then, did not disappear as a productive unit in France in
this period. The peasant family holding was they typical organization of
agriculture. TIn thc.mlddle class, the family managed property and capital.
The continu1t!on of .the custom of dowry gave women a stake in the economic

He., family she and her husbnnd formed on their marriage. In

1e%midd1e classea as well as the pensantry, marriage was an economic

.alniance dand Family was an institution which protected and developed jointly

held‘resourccs for the present and the future. Even among industrial workers
where the family economy had disappeared and Jnﬁlvidunl.wnge earning had
taken over, however, there was a residual Lnvolvement of the family with
production. This occurred through family decision making and family
strategies abuﬁt‘whlch persons would earn wages In order to accumulate nccded
cash for consumption nceds. . Surplus cash, once such neceds were satisfied,
had to be ailocnteq to other uses. Again the famlly unit was the locus of

strategy decisfons. Production dictates the need for reproduction of the

o
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labor Eofce. and the mode of production shapes fcproductlon decisions.
Nevé%;hélégs.fln the processes of industrialization and proletarianiza-
tlnn;\thn family played an active role in determining strategics ahout
wage carning, spending, child bearting, child nurture. The famfly, then,
continued to mediate between individuals and the large economic processes
in which they found themsclves. The continuing centrality of family as
an associatlonal rcference for the French was not simply a matter of
fdeology. It was the family's continuing role as an economic productive
unit for peasants and craftsmen, and its continuing role as economic re-
source for propertied and wage anning persons ‘that makes the family so
central to understanding French socinl-relat{ons and French women's col-
lective nctlou.lo . .

Although the French economy was reldtively decentralized and small
scale, French politics were centralized. France had long been a cen-
tratlized natlon state, but 1870 marks a break in rcétmc. The Second

Friplre of Louis Napolcon had begun to loosen up controls on organization

. and assoclation fn the late 1860's. The regime became somewhat more

grepresentat bve and consultative. 1In the Franco-Prussian war, a republic

“was proclaimed, but It was unable to save the day. France was crushingly

defeated. Once the new regime surrendered, after a long siege of Parls,
even the rcpuhlld*ﬁas in Qngt, for the first, elections brought in a very
conservative majority in Eﬁe legislature, including many who supported a
restored monarchy. This was the situation which spurred Paris to declare
itsclf an autonomous commune and later led to the attack on the city by
the government, quartercd in Versailles.

In the years following the Commune, a repubiic form of government was
hammered out fn practice. The Third Republic had no constitution; a set
of legislative acts defined (ts structure. The system was based on uni-
versal manhood suffrage, which had first been prnclaihcd in 1848.

The yenrs.1870 to 1914 snw‘n continuing centrallzation and concentra-

tion of political power. The central government expanded 1ts soclal programs,

- 13 -

for cxample, providing compulsory and free primary education, and the
inspection of work places to enforce safety standards and child labor
prohiblitions. Political parties had been slow to dévcluﬁ in France, but
by the 1880°'s and 1890's, there were political groups which acted collec-
tively on the national political level In elections, in legislative voting,
and in cabtnét ministries. One of the main arcas of political agrcement
among republicans was anticlericalism and secularism. lLahor, as a con-
scious and organized group, worked within varifous rvepublican and secialist
parties in formal politics and through strikes. The ninetecenth coentury
alteration of power which Charles Tilly spoke of this morning -- "a nationa-
iization of politics, an increased role of special purpose associations,
a decline in the importance of communities as the loc! of shared interests,
a growing importance of organized capital and orpanized labor as parti-
cipants in power struggles” -~ was rapidly beinp completed in the period
1870 to 1914.

In summary, in this period, the Frcﬁch cconomy was still decentralized

and small scale; peasant agriculture dominated. The family and houschold

continued in many cases to be a,unit of production, and cven when it was
not the productive unit, ft wésﬁfhc gqardlnn and agent of any Individual's
eéohbmkq resources. French politics was centralfzed and administration
and decision making highly concentrated. ‘These factors defined the struc-
tures in whiclh people were located. Any 1ndlvtdﬁal's position In these
structures shaped his or her interests.

lHow do women and their interests fit into the structures of power and

how and when do their interests lead women to act collectively? Let us

return now to the events of collective actlon described in the Introduc-

tion, to examine participants, their intcrests, and the set of opportunitlices,

and circumstances which led them to act.
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Momen's Interests and Collective Action

3 The Commune of Paris needs to be examined from the point of view of

tﬁg ordinary participants.as well as of the leaders. Alongside the re-~

b Ui

gprd of the women who were active members of the First International, of

Ehe several women's orgnnlzat!ons within Paris, of the women who spoke in
t

he ¢lubs of the quartiors which sprang up following earlier revolutionary
custom. must be put the testimony of an authentic participant in the mili-
tary defense of the Commune, Victorine B. Victorine was a boot sewer, "her
husband, Rouchy,a cobbler. (iler father, also an artisan and worker mili-
tant, was-the son of a bourgeoils.family.) Relatively well educated, and
well paid, the Rouchys were active in Paris units of the International in
the late 1866'8, and they had been among the organizers of a cooperative
bakury.20 Victorine's daily life, like that of many urban women of the
popular classcs, involved her in work outside the home., Victorine B.
resented the "pltiful wapes" and long hours of women workers, who were
"forced to leave their leerly parents and children" (n order to work.

She, ltlcd the plight of women who, out of necessity for wage work, were
a

unabll’pnrsonally to care for their own childron.21 She herself lost her
tw&kaons. although she was able to find and pay for medical attention for
Lhuﬁé!drcn and although her mother aided her with child care.

B. exﬁ;usses here tlie ceaftsman's tdeal so often rcpeated by Proudhon and
others, of the utféiin the home, even though her own 1life experience was
quite different.

In contrast to the occasional feminism, or at 1east’the vigorous in~-
dividuallsm of the better known women militant leaders, suéh as Louise
Michel, Victorine B.'s memolrs bring us up short. She had evidently been
asked many times abont Louise Michel and the women's groups, for she
writes that she met Michel only once, during the Commune defense. Michel
agked her to join a defense group. "1 dldn't know anything about the
iuminlnc movement,' writes Victorlne, "I never put my foot Into a public

1t would be fmpossible for me (to join Michel) for I'd promised
w22

meet ing.

my friends never to abandon them..

Victorine

- 15 -

Jean Maitron has done an analysis of the social charvacteristics of 115

women whose dossiers are in the archives becausc they were tried and con-

victed by jupements contradictolres. Only two of the women, Loulse Michel
and Natalie Le Mell, were well-known mili;ants. bemographically and occu-
pationally, these women strongly resemble Victorine B. Moast of the women
(62%) were aged 30 to 50; 75% were married or widows. 83% of those for
whom occupations were glven were working class, and almost 50% of the
workers were in the clothing trades.23 The typleal male communard was
also a worker, but an "elite worker" according to Jacques Rougeric's analy-
sis. Relatively few of them were true proletqrinns.ZA Yet, the small scale,
craft-organized industries of Paris were increasiugly being undermined.
Craftsmen were on the defensive to prescrve control over thelr own work.

The Interests of women and men Communards were those of craftspeople
in a changing productive system. Victorfne B. explains the cause of the
Commune as desire for political associatfon and republican government as
a means to guarantee that workers' voices.would be heard: "By means of
the republic, to arrive at an improvement in society by means nf.gnvcrn-
ment action, not hy-mcnns of the social republic (for only a minority of
the Communards favored this,)

' The Communards wanted a morc equitable, more humane Republic. The
Commune would concern lfself with local nffni;s."zs

Victorine B. spoke for a reaétive interest within the defenders of the
Commune. She voices not at all the radical program which was debated in
the clubs£ the social republic, the criticism of the church, the defense
of common law relationships and protection of lilcgitjmnte children's
rights. As in most revolutions, there was a counverslon in Communnrd [
collective action of a range of interests, which Intersccted temporarily.
Victorine B. fs less well-known than Loulse Michel, but her interests and

fdeas may have been more typical.

In any case, the opportunity, and indeed the necessity to act joined

them when the government attacked the Commune. Everyone was nceded in the

-1
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defense of the city, althouph some fought in the interest of the republic,
some for Yocal urban autonomy, some for declining craft positions, and
some i{n hopes of far reaching soclal change. The women of the popular
classes had long been integrated into a world of work outside the home,
no matter how oppressive such work oftén was. They were little affected
by the civil code's definition of their status. Many had worked in the
interests of their familles, and many fought so, alongside family and
companions of quarticr and work. Class; local and family interest in-
tersected in the collective action of these women in defense of the
Commune of Pﬂt15.26

The tobacco workers of Marsellle were very different from the Pari-
slan parment workers and craftsmen, although.they too were workers. The
factories of the tobacco monopoly employed.thousands of people in one
ifnstitution. Women who worked Iin these factories were spatially far re-
moved from thelr houscholds for hours each day. Although women tobhacco
workers were primarily unmarried, as were most women workers, there were
proportionately morc marricd women than in many ‘occupations, for the
Job was rclatilvely secure and skilled. Women apprenticed and tratned
for scveral years. The daughters o% workers sought to enter the profes-
ston, for although working conditions were riot good (one striker in 1887
wrote that they made her"envious of a galley prisoner"), they were su-
perior of those of many jobs.27 Apprenticeship, parent and child links
to the same occupation, lifctime commitments to the occupation of all
sugpest the opportunity for the development of solldnrity and association
among women tobacco workers similar to that of ﬁale craftsmen. In fact,
the tobacco workers had mutual ald or friendly assoclations before they
formed unions, just as did many artisanal groups. bThe Marséllles.unlon,
founded after the 1887 strike was the first local; by 1891, 407 of
tobacco workers were in unions. One consequence was a relatively high
(for women workers) propensity to strike. Perrot writes, "Although they
accounted for .5% of the female labor force [}n the period 1871 to ]896]

they |}obacc0 wqucré] supplied 16% of female strlkers."28 '
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The tobacco workers organized ‘in thelr intcrests as workers, to im-
prove conditions of work and clalm benefits (such as maternity leave) for
‘themselves.  Interestingly enough, not even these women protested the un=—
equal pay foF women workers.29 The large scale of their industry, which
grouped many women together, the skill and security of their jobhs, and
probably the segregation of women fn certain jobs and units promoted
association. The tobacco workers developed organization in female or
predominantly female groups. Theirs was one of the few unions in which
women'were a suhstanéial proportion of the leadership. (There were 13
women out of 21 delegates to the trade union congress in 18913 this pro-
portion declined thereafter, but it was high again after 1910; with 24
female delegates out of 4§ in 1913. 'The tohacco and garment workcrs unions
had higher proportionate women's unionization and female leadership than
did textiles). This level of female association with other women in
work and organization contributed also to the strong Iindividualism scen
in some tobacco workers' public statements. Marie Jay, of the Marscilles
union, spoke thus at the union congress of 1892: '"No matter what her
physical characteristics, a woman must not be considered a slave or a

30

servant; she must achicve her independence by her own work." Jay, and’

other working women, dild not take the legal provisions of the civil code,

which assigned a woman's wages to her husband, into account here. In

every day life in the popular classes, a woman's wage was most likely not

_spent for her personal needs. Rather, her earnings went into a family

wage pot to be allocated for family needs. The proletarian wife, who
spent most of the family's earnings on necessities, was little concerned
about her husband's claim on her wages.

Collective action by women tobacco workers was both more common and
more effective than that of other women workers The interest they were
defending, and the rights they were claiming were those of skilled wage
earners whq were, incidentally, women. The form of thelir association,
the union; and the form of thelt collective action, the strike, were

those developed in contemporary industrial struggles.
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The coal miner's wives protest was also class-based, but their class
collective action was mediated by the paternalistic environment in whﬁch
minc families lived and worked. The mine wife was exceptional among workers'
wives in her active participation in work-connected struggles. More often

than.not, she had herself worked at the mine when a girl, ‘as a carvier or

s&ﬁizr of coal: she knew the work of the mine. As a wife, she had to deal
with the company as a lnndlord and as the owner of the store, distributor of
health services and even somctimes schooling. Michcllq Perrot notes that the
mine strike was an "affalr of the tribe: committed, the wémcn demonstrated
unequalled tenacity, seeking contributions for aid, collectively organizing
the slim resources of strikers, boosting the flagging morale of the men, in-
volviﬁg themselves with the policing of the strike. At the time the shift
of workers changed, they stood across the ronds, blocked access to ‘the pits...
The women demonstrating at the train station of Billy-Montigny were
collectively secking to diseipline the woman who, they believed had betrayed
the striking workers. Yet the second women's demonstration tllustrates another
aspect of mine wives' lives: the extreme division of labor in the household,
and the dependence of the wife on her husband as a wage earner. Her own re-
Sponﬁiblllty for the house and children, was time-consuming, but the death
of her wage carner was a scvere blow to the mine uife. lving in a community
where it was likely to be difficult for a woman to support herself. These
two ‘interests, then, the sollénrlty among workers, and the dependence of the
'?Ine wife and family on male wage earning, are present in the demonstrations
fnfthe streets of Billy-Montigny in March, 1906. Although there are elements
offdefensive or reactive collective action in the demonstration of the wives
who' protesccd the slowness of mine rescue operations, the other demonstration

wigiproactive in 1ts effort to police class solidarity. The form chosen for

both actlons wag a familtar one tn turn of the century France, the demonstra-

tion =sprocession. This time the women marched behind flags draped in black,

recalling the disaster which provided the occasion for the s;l’.rike.]2

U} 31'
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Food#protest by the women of Maubeupe and its reglion 1s another variation
of working class women's collective action. Tt shares with the mine wives' demon-
stration its origin among women who lived in houscholds with a strict division of
labor. The food price demonstrations began in a metal working area in which the
labor market situation and familial vole of wives was similar to that of the
mines. The' labor force was primarily male in these towns; their work was heavy
and exhausting. Such workers left house work and child rearing to their wives,
who were expected, in Eurn, to use male wages to pnrchase a comfortable standard
of consumption. The contemporary motto, "the miner-in his home" ("le mincur chez
sol'") summed up the notion of the home as a hnven ﬁggm work, a haven into which
the mine wife's energy and time was to be 1nvested ;In such a houschold divi-
ston of labor, the wife's role as wise consumer w%alient

It was just such women, acting as consumers, who launched the fond pruleqt
in 1911. This consumer interest recalls the role of women in grain and food
riots‘in the eighteenth and early nineteenth century. Women had a special con-

cern with the consumption needs of their family. It was they who had to make

scarce cash stretch to buy food when prices rose. Yct there were fmportant

dif ferences between the protest of 1911, and that of, say, 1789.. 0ld regime
food p;gﬁest consclously referred to the system of paternalist cconomic market
regulat]on by local or royal government. The crowd in the eighteenth or early
nineteenth century claimed to be defending the traditional right or custom of
local consumers to the product of their community. Informed by these bellefs,
men and women food rioters invoked an earl}er Justice of consumer protection
and tried to block graln shipments or sect prices on hread.3]

The 1911 food protest bhroke out first in industrial areas, not in arcas
whose products were being shipped out, driving up prices. (From the metal and
mining areas of the Nord, the protest spread to the textile industrial area;
from there 1t moved to non-industrial, speclalized Ffarm areas, such as Burgundy,
and finally to areas in the west where there were arsenals and navy yards, in
which urban and familial division of labor were again similar to mines and
metal working.) Demonstrations were only tardily launched In'citics auch as

Paris were women worked in consumer industry and services. They occured
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primarily Ln industrial arcas around which little food produced and in which
consumption was highly differentiated from productlon.Jb

The object of price fixing was less often bread and grain, basic diet
items, and more often Gutter, meat, eggs. The form of protest was also quite
different from the old food riot. The protesters often resembled strikers
more than food rioters, strikers who tried to bargain with the producers and
merchants in the.mngkctplncc. Once a price was agreed upon, they sought to
police the agreement, just as coal miner's wives policed the strike. Those
who resisted their demands, those who tried to elude.the set price were
attacked. The correspondent of Le Figaro who filed a report from Maubeuge
employed the strike analogy when he wrote that the protest was "more than a
strike  but not quite a crusmdc".]5 Michelle Perrot writes, "For doubtless
the first time, the strike became, in a massive way, a form of protest against
high prlccs."36 A.

Labor unions quickly moved to catch up with the protest and perhaps
lead it. Some of the later Incidents, such as those at Crell, near Paris,
Chnr]evi];ﬁnd Mezicres in the Meuse valley, followed the efforts by C.G.T.
speakers to spread the word about rcsistahée to high prices. In Paris, formal
demonstrations were organized by the Union des Syndicats de 1a Sclne.37

Even before the unions moved to- tonke the lead, however, still other
agspects of the collective action clearly distinguished it from old regime
food riots. The demonstration of women in the Maubeuge market wearing red
insignia and singing thelr International of Butter borrowed a new form of
protest, the demonstratfon. The committee set up after the first day's inci-
dent was likewise more formal and more bureaucratic than anything in the old
regime food riots. Therve rioters shared a sense of justice and of communal
rights but no formal organfzation. Part of the difference was due to the in-
flux of men into the demonstratfons, men who "marched with red flags, sang Fhe
International, and held meetings” but the Maubeuge fncident shows that some

women at least also called upon the demonstration as thelr model of collective

action.
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1t was the consumer interest of working class wives which lted them to
protest in 1911; the high priées and shortages of that ych} gave them the
occasion for expressing their interest in forms of collcctive action, the strike
and the'demonstrétion. which were available in the repertoire of contemporary
political strugple. . I

‘The wine growers who rose to protest conditlons of the Langucedocian
wine industry in 1907 were men and women who owned small holdings and did
skilled labor in the vineyards of larger landowners. Harvey Smith has shown
that in many ways the winegrowers.were cultivators with artisanal character-
istics -- skill, spirit of independence and corporate identity. Competition
from larger, more efficient vineyarhs increasingly put the smallholder/skilled
worker under economic pressure. ' The small holders allfed themsclves with
propertyless laborers 1n'l§07; thus producing a huge audience for protest
meetings and thousands of marcﬁing demonstrators. According to Smith, 1907
was the culmination of about ten years protest, "the result of efforts taken
by the body of skilled agricultural workmen in the village to defend their
position from further deterioration, while attempting simultaneously to pre-
pare a reorganization fo the village community along the lines that would
ensure the security of thetr children {n the future."39 The wives and
daughters of the smallholder winegrower took an active role in cultivation.
Thelr work ‘and their future was closely tied to the success or faflure of the
family holding. Like the women of the crafts families of Parts who fought fn
the Commune, the household organization of work and the communal links among
working houscholds brought them to collective actfon. Many of the wape lahor-
ers who were involved in 1907 demonstrations acted hecause of thetr own poor
harvests. A speaker at the agricultural workers' congress that year noted,

40

"we are all both workers and small holders." Proletarianization of small
holders like prolctariﬁnizntion of artisans mobilized all membera of the house-
hold for protest. '

Despite the reactive aspect of the wine growers' collective action, the

form. of the actfion is parallel to proactive protest such as that of organfzed

SR et




- 22 ~
- 23 -

labor or political parties. The gigantic demonstration, with its sea of

péoplc, its banners, its placards had little in common with rural protest E /

of the past At times, speakers addressed the assembled throng, and units activity, also had little chance to develdp concepts of themselves with in-

organized by communes marched past. They had come in by special train; at dividual needs. These women shared in a household where activities were

the end of the day they dispersed to their villages to plan their anpen;nnce highly differentiated, but both husband's and wife's activities were cruclal,

at. the next, and largest demonstration, Montpellier, on June 9, 1907. Their ) and mutually respected. Control over property was simply not an fssue in

demonstrations and petitions weve directed at the Parliament and the premler, these households, nor was control over the intermittent wages a wife might

N 1
Clemenceau They acted in the context of politics at the center. earn. 1If gsuch a woman did wage work, it was likely to be because of an

exceptional need; her wage then went for necessities. At other times, she
French Women's Interests and Feminism

was needed in the management of the household, child bearing and child rear-

This tour_de France of women's collective action has shown how women ‘ . ing, and saving through sacrifice of her own time.
participated when their interests were involved and when opportunity or need Women who were themselves skilled workers, and who maintained wage
to defend old rights or make new claims for these interests occured. French- ) work commitments over their life times, like the tobacco workers, or pri-
women's collective nction was linked to their class position, to their role mary school teaéhers, in practice usually chose to work within the labor
tn the productive process, to their consumer role in the househﬁld division unions rather than reach across class lines to femlniét women of another
of labor, and finally to their involvement in community or formal associations. . classf llowever, these women workers were the only group of women among

We return to the Parisian feminists to ask again when and how other ' those examined here whose position and interest offered somcthing of a
women's Interest intersccted with the'feminlst program. Women in peasant i cholce of strategies for collective action, Continuing verbal oppositfon of
and artisan houscholds carned influence in the household thiough their con- some male skilled workers, such as printers, to women as competltors, con-
tribution to the common economic enterprise. They played their part in the tinuing ideological commitment of male industrial workers to the concept
houschold division of labor. Formal political involvement of the household . of strict household division of labor, gave some organized women workers
unit was by way of its head. To the feminists, this was an abomination; to pause. These were the women with a lifeiong career, not the young, un-
the peasant wife, this reflected her husband's publi¢, political responsibility married women who were working at one stage of their lives, who would later
for the household unit as an agricultural production unit, as a taxpaying unit, . marry and do wage work only intermittently.
as a contributor of young men to military conscription. Each person in the ) A teacher militant wrote in 1913, "The class struggle will be effec-
household contributed to family goals by doing his or her work. This is : tively carried on only if there is absolute agreement between men and women
t1llustrated by the enormous effort on the part of all household members that ) marching to the attack against the privilege of their bosses; this will come
went into saving the cash that would rent or buy an extra fleld, or buy a : about when both receive the same education, when they have the same rights,
substitute for military service for the son of the family, needed on the when they treat each other as comrades, friends, and equnls.62 ié18ne Brion,
[arm'dl Peasant and artisan women, working members of a houschold prodictive also a teacher, went much further; she wrote that "Women are still more ex-
unit, acted in the interest of the unit rather‘thnn of themselves as indivi- ploited by males than they are as producers exp]nltéd by cnpl,tnl."l'3 Brion
duals with autonomous nceds. argued that class based organizations, such as unions, protected women not

Wives In the industrial houscholds, where wage earning was the male's ) at all in their everyday family rclationships. Any feminist-worker Alllnnce

was sure to be uncertain because of the areas fn which interests dfd not
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‘ 4001ncidc. Marguerite Durand of La Fronde provided women workers for a printing’

ftrmehose male workers were on strike, thus opening herself to- accusations

of dividing the working class. In 1907, she presided, as government appointed,
head of the Office of Women Workers, over a congress on women's work. Women l
unlonists who attended were offended by the condescension of the invitation
they had recelved and of the feminist speakers. One Mme. Roques, a unionist,
noted, tronically, "Comrades, mesdames, we have the good luck of having the
bourgeois women come ask us what we think." She ended up accusing the femi- -

44

nists of being “hnndmaldan of Cnpital " Similarly, some women tcachers

llnnce of one of their groups with a feminist organization,

opposed tcngq;lvc
~ - .
the Natiomal::Council of French Women, in support of suffrage. Marie Vidal of

Marseilles csﬁdcmhed the council as bourgeois. backed by Rothschilds, wel-

. :coming teachers only because they could "be valuable when it comes to lead-

whd

rthe people into paths favorable to the interests of capitalism. The

icalist school teachers moved away from the feminists In mutual recrimi-

nnﬂlonq over feminist intervention In a union disagreement, again ‘over female

prinuera. The story of feminist-unfon 1nteraction is much more compllcatcd ’ -

and .puanced than this bricf sketch suggests. In some arcas, women' workers
defintitely benelited from feminist éupporc and Antervention. Overall, how-
ever, most working women, although they could benefit from some parts of the
feminist program, were reluctant to join forces with this cross class interest
group. To the extent that they were integrated into the productive proiess,
and skilled workers with career commitments were strongly so, most women chose
to work within class-based organizations to define and expand their interests

and rights as workers.

The Bourpeoisie and Feminism

Under most circumstances then, there was relatively little intersection
between the intecrests of most g;oups of French women ready to defend their in-
terests and the middle class feminists. But what of the bourgeoistie; why were
French feminlsts apparently less guccessful in rarnerlng support even from
women of*meanq than were .the Amcr!can and the British? (No one has attempted a

itimpte of the propnrtionnte numerical fmportance of feminist

qunntltntivc

 sh1p anq companfonship in causes such as charity or moral rcform movements.

pottera'in three countries. The French were less successful politically
than the other women, but that was at least partially a matter of non-femi-
nist French politics, and not a function of the amount of support for feml-
nism among women. It Is generally aséumcd, on impressionistic grounds,
that French feminists were fewer in number, ploportlnndte]y, than were
American and British.)

Here we must examine the differences between the middie class in France
and in England and in the United States. 1In all these countries in the ninc-
teenth century, there was increased differention between the public world of
work and the private world of the household, most marked in the upper classes.
There was less involvement of middle class women in the world of praduction.
At the same time more of these women were educated and had the leisure to

read and talk about politics. They had occasion to develop networks of friend- g

ithese ways. The networks middle class women developed were voluntarysi “th
€ not built on mutual needs for assistance, as were networks among peasant
or urban working class women, whose networks were more often bullt on
family conncctions.bﬁ
Many middle class women, furthermore, had rather weak class 1links, little

consclousness of class interest, compared to women of the working class and
peasantry, for they were not personally involved in production or relations

of domination and submission outside their families. 1t was middle class

women such as these who transformed a feminist ideology, based on universalistic

concepts of equality of the sexes, into a concrete program in the national

\politicnl arena.

Although many French bourgeois women shared these characteristics with

American and British middle class women, others offered a distinct contrast

on two counts. First, Frenchwomen's4oducnttoninnd.Unrticjpntion in charity

y AT
3 traced in the background of British and Aericnn fem!n]stq, Catholic education

and activism did not contribute to later participatfon fn feminlst action,

There was a Freuch Catholic or Christian feminist newspaper, Feminisme chrétien

which editnriulizcd in favor b!,ynmcn s education and of women's he'lplng other wom
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The newspaper's position, however, envisioned both education and charity ris- " This historical overview of Freanch women and collective actfon from 1870
ing out of women's family roles; it proposed no individual choice or autonomy, - to 1914 has shown that women were participants in group politics, whether or
no universal claim of sex equality. Neither peasants nor workers practiced S not they had formal political rights. Occaslons for c&lluctlvc action were
Catholicism as fervently as did the bourgeoisie, and Catholicism offered an . shaped by interest and organizational bases rooted in the economic and soclal

alternative universal ideology to feminism for the bourgeols woman. structure in which they lived. Political relationships and contemporary reper-

Second, many women of the French bourgeosie maintained connections to pro- . tolres determined the forms of collective action. The long and short run po-

duction through thelr independent ownership of property‘and their share in fami- ”15¥%§é°" provided, or denied, opportunities for action. Loulse Weiss

1y business. Here the dowry was the crucial-lnstitution, although the impor- suffrage interested few French women, but thé vote Is only one
tnéce of family-owned business also played a role. Every bourggoisvdaughter
and wife had a stoke in family property. A bourgeois woman brought wealth to
‘the family she jolned by marriage. This wealth continued to be a concern of
her family of origin. While the civil code may not have offered her protection
within her marriage, her family of origin did. Individual choice and autonomy
were not part of this marriage system, but a large share of influence and say

over property and children -- over the future and the economic well-being oE

those aspects of the fnmlly ~- came to a bourgeois woman with marriage. A
marriage that worked was an economic agreement according to the social ‘rules
of the class. To many bourgeols wlves, that was the interest that they wished
to guard and protect. Protecting it involved careful management of investment
and resources, including having few children and ralsing them in a family -
oriented way. Individualism would tear the fundamental unit of the family

'apart; with her economic stake in it, the bourgeois wife had no intérest in

doing any such thing. Even the interest of many bourgeols women was not in-
congruent with the feminist program.

%f o No wonder Louise Weiss, the French feminist leader of the interwar years

exclaimed in despair, "Peasant women kept their mouths tightily' closed when I

spoke to them about the vote. Working women laughed, shopkeépérs shrugged ' .
their shoulders, and the hoirgeoises pushed away horrified."47v . ;
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