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On 7 January 1892, the French Chamber of Deputies adopted the final version of the tariff 
bill named after its promoter, Jules Méline, which put an end the free trade oriented policy 
opened by the Cobden-Chevalier treaty of 1860. The ‘protectionist backlash’ had been 
building up for several years since the second renewal of trade treaties at the beginning of the 
1880s. Peace-meal legislation had already been passed to protect the domestic production of 
(beet) sugar, wheat, meat and other foodstuffs. A campaign in favour of tariff reform 
developed in the run-up to the general election of 1889 demanding the denunciation of trade 
treaties and a complete revision of the tariff schedule. “Compensatory” duties were needed, it 
was argued to protect domestic industrial as well as agricultural products against foreign 
competition in anticipation of the arrangements with France’s partners coming to … Soon 
after the election, the two major professional interest groups merged in one single outfit, 
presided over by Méline, thus forging an “alliance of wheat and iron” similar to the one 
detected by Gerschenkron in Germany at the same time. Upon which negotiations started in 
parliament to coordinate protectionists’ efforts to overturn the customs regime.1 The liberal 
oriented government of Pierre Tirard (in office since March 1889) attempted to exert a 
moderating influence on the demands of the protectionist stalwarts who were determined to 
shape the new tariff legislation to their own taste. The Chamber appointed a 45 member-tariff 
commission for this purpose and elected Méline at its helm (the same procedure was followed 
in the Senate) which registered and discussed the demands of sectors claiming protection to 
produce its own draft of the bill to be examined in parliamentary session. 

This procedure signalled the momentous transfer of responsibility for commercial policy 
from the executive to the legislative branch a departure from the terms of the Constitution of 
1875.2 Parliamentary debates consumed in 41 sessions during the Spring and Autumn of 1891 
and demands escalated after examination by the Senate in November-December of that year. 
The original pledge to agricultural interests to grant protection to “all branches of national 
endeavour” could not be kept, however, for those imports which industrial interests wanted to 
be kept on the free list or at a minimal rate of duty. This was incidentally the line on which 
the “free traders” of the assembly had retreated. Dissensions erupted between various factions 
inside the protectionist camp and the tariff schedule was for a few weeks “the football of 
politics.” Time was running out as the law had to be passed before the date set for the lapse of 
existing treaties (1st February 1892). As differences had to be ironed out between the more 
radical version of the bill passed in the Senate and that of the Chamber, legislators sat on 
between Christmas and New Year’s eve before the final adoption by the Chamber on 7th 
January. The new tariff was promulgated on the 11th and published in the Journal Officiel the 
next day. It consisted of 5 different schedules, a minimum and maximum tariff covering  654 
articles, many with different specifications. 

Méline, the promoter of the reform was first hailed as the saviour of French agriculture. 
Amended several times, the trade regime of 1892 he sponsored was revised in 1910, 
suspended between 1914 and 1918 survived in a different guise until 1927 and with several 
amendments until World War Two. After 1945, so history has it, Méline’s official portrait 
was removed from the ministry of finance. Historians’ judgment has usually been lenient 
about this legislation but they usually recognised as a major turnaround in French commercial 
policy. Thus, more than “the life preserve of French agriculture,” the Méline tariff has been 
viewed as a political necessity, the “fundamental law of the Third Republic” (Golob, 1944, 
                                                
1 Méline was president (speaker) of the Chamber until 11 November 1889. 
2 Art. VIII of the law of 16-18 July 1875. Cf. Goguel, 1929. 
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p. 8) and a cornerstone of the “republican synthesis” (Smith, Plessis) which assured the 
foundations of the new regime. It marked the emergence of a “new conservatism” (Lebovics) 
based not on constitutional dissensions, but on the defence of the economic interests of the 
classes interested in the status quo. 
 
I. The making of the 1892 tariff 
 

The campaign for protection 
 

The protectionist agenda thwarted by the tariff revision of 1881 gathered support after the 
1882 banking crisis which signalled the beginning of the depression of agriculture and industry. 
Until then the divided protectionist interests had failed to shake the status quo and overturn 
the free-trade leaning legislation dating back to 1860. The ‘Cobden-Chevalier network’ of trade 
treaties signed in the aftermath of the momentous Anglo-French agreement of 1860 had been 
signed for 10 years. Despite attempts by President Thiers and minister Pouyer-Quertier, the 
National assembly (elected in 1871) chose to renew the treaties with Britain and Belgium 
(December 1873) with a promise to revise the tariff in due course. Agreement with France’s 
main trade partners made the renewal of treaties with other nations a matter of course 
(through the MFN clause). After a consultation directed to the Chambers of commerce, a 
white paper was produced in June 1876. The political crisis of 1877 delayed its examination 
by the Chamber of deputies (as the legislature was then called) until the end of 1879. 
Meanwhile protectionist interests were getting organised. Pouyer-Quertier set up the 
Association de l’Industrie Française in 1878 for this very purpose.3  

The government of 1881 had first hoped for a ‘conventionalization’ of the general tariff. 
Given that the overwhelming majority of the country’s trade partners had secured the 
reciprocal MFN cause and enjoyed the conventional tariff, it was logical to substitute the 
conventional for the general tariff and concentrate on improving its efficacy (this strategy was 
also driven by the concern about France’s isolation after the Franco-Prussian war of 1870-1). 
This pragmatic approach, leaning towards a liberalization of trade, is epitomised by Pierre-
Emmanuel Tirard (1827-83) who was minister of commerce in 1881 and headed the cabinet 
when the subsequent tariff reform was launched in 1890.4 

Instead the tariff law of 1881 maintained the double tariff schedule, submitted the general 
tariff to a 24% hike but left the conventional schedule only marginally affected; besides, it 
kept the treaty network with 10-year arrangements in place. France’s partners rushed to sign 
up to the new arrangement (Belgium, Italy, the Netherlands, Portugal, Sweden in 1881; Spain 
and Switzerland in 1882). Gladstone (then heading his second administration) declined to open 
negotiations; the French government decided to renew Britain’s MFN clause unilaterally (law 
of 27 February 1882). The German Zollverein enjoyed the same status in virtue of Article XI 
of the Treaty of Frankfurt of 1871. Méline who had fought the government proposal 
acknowledged his defeat in these terms: “We have had a new version of the 1860 treaty” and 
vowed to get his revenge in due course. 

                                                
3 The Société des Agriculteurs de France, its counterpart had been established in 1867. 
4 Tirard’s credentials in favour of freer trade is based on his early pamphlet : Liberté du commerce : du 
développement de la bijouterie et de l’orfèvrerie par la liberté des titres de l’or et de l’argent (Paris, 
Lechevalier, 1868). 
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The campaign for protection built up in the second half of the 1880s when the symptoms 
of “depression” became inescapable. Several sectors (such as silk weaving and the 
winegrowers of the South), which had heretofore been export-oriented and hence in favour of 
the status quo, deserted to the protectionist camp. Above all trade associations mobilised to 
put pressure on election candidates to declare themselves in favour of tariff reform. 
Furthermore a rapprochement emerged between agricultural and industrial interests at the 
national level, a process which culminated in January 1891 with the merger (“fusion”) of the 
Association de l’Industrie Française with the agricultural lobby, the Société des Agriculteurs 
de France. 5 
 

The legislature after the 1889 general election 
 

Pursuant to the Constitution of 1875 the Chamber of deputies, France’s lower house of 
parliament came up for renewal in October 1889. The turnout was 76.5% involving some 8 
million voters. Abstention varied across departments and reached 30% in several departments 
of the South East (map 1). The previous election had been run on the basis of a departmental 
list system. In order to thwart the Boulangists’ tactics of running in different departments, the 
government decided to revert to majority two-round voting for single member constituencies; 
besides multiple candidacies were forbidden.  

Besides the constitutional issue (supporters of 1875 constitution versus revisionists), the 
election was fought on the issue of tariff reform and agricultural protection. The vehemence of 
their opponents (the various rightist groups) convinced many republican candidates that they 
had no choice but to adopt the same line on this issue. Although the more serious threat to the 
regime (the Boulangist party) was on the wane (Boulanger himself did not stand, then left the 
country before committing suicide in Brussels in September 1891), many republican 
politicians liked to believe the survival of a democratically elected government was at stake.  

Instead the ballot gave them, however, a comfortable majority: 366 to 210 deputies of the 
assorted right (consolidating thereby the hold they had on the legislature since 1877).6 
Furthermore in many cases the republican majority had the opportunity to invalidate a 
number of their opponents’ election, usually on charges of undue intervention of the local 
clergy in the electoral process. The procedure involved the validation of the election of all 
assembly’s members by an ad hoc committee. Such decisions called for a new ballot having to 
be taken in the disputed constituencies (six by-elections took place at the beginning of the 
1890). 

Republican ideology was to a large extent agnostic in matters of free trade. Even politicians 
not hostile to pro-free trade arguments tended to distrust this policy on account of free trade 
reform having been imposed on the country by the dictatorial Napoleon III in 1860 (the 
Cobden-Chevalier treaty had been branded as a “coup d’Etat douanier”).7 But 
parliamentarians, free of party discipline, decided on the matter on the basis of their own 
judgment and, pesumably the interest of their electors (or sponsors). The republican or 
‘leftist’ camp was a conglomerate of  groups with distinct priorities on their agenda. The 
‘centre left’ (with 35 members) consisted of patricians who had detached themselves from 

                                                
5 Lebovics emphasises the parallel with a similar strategy deployed by German protectionists some time before. 
See also Hilsheimer, 1977, ch.  
6 The Republican camp lost only 17 seats (or 2%) compared to the previous assembly elected in 1885. 
7 A reference to Napoléon’s takeover on 2 December, 1851. 
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their earlier connections with the Orléanistes. Self-styled ‘moderates’ made up the core of the 
republican party: they endorsed the constitution of 1875 and provided as we’ll see the key 
supporters for the adoption 1892 tariff. On their left sat 100 Radical deputies with more 
democratic and egalitarian tendencies who were usually sent by urban, working-class 
constituencies. They were supplemented by a new group of ‘Socialists’ from Paris, Lille and 
Lyon, chief among them Jules Lafargue, Marx’s own son-in-law who had to be released from 
prison to take his seat in the Chamber.8 

 
Table 1. Political groups in Chamber of Deputies, 1889 

 
Republicans (Moderate) 216 
Radicals 100 
Socialists and Radical socialists 12 
Centre Left 38 
Boulangistes 72 
Bonapartists 52 
Monarchists 86 

 
The political make up of the Chamber was not materially altered by the changes effected in 

the two years before it had to vote on the tariff bill. Some 15 deputies died before the last 
ballot took place and another 10 or so had to renounce their seat in the lower house as a result 
of being elected to the Senate. 

 
Cui bono? Prospective winners and losers 
 

Historians have shunned passing judgment on the effects – real or anticipated – of the 1892 
tariff putting forward instead arguments for its inevitability: in their view the mandate for 
tariff reform was undisputable. The stakes, however, became clearer and clearer as the debate 
unfolded in the two assemblies. While the protectionist leaders in the Chamber dwelt at length 
on the need to fend off foreign competition and secure remunerative prices for domestic 
producers, their opponents were quick to identify the main beneficiaries and those who were 
to bear the costs.  

To the representatives of urban, mostly working-class districts, as well as to the more 
enlightened and vocal of their constituents, it was the impact on the price of staple foods such 
as bread (and meat) which sounded the alarm. Several piece-meal duty hikes, passed between 
1884 and 1887 had already raised the cost of living and shed light on the effects of such 
measures. 

Yves Guyot, deputy of Paris and an exponent of free trade summed up the situation: 
 
It is truly remarkable that the vast majority of voters who are bound to lose out of 
protection, rushed enthusiastically to support a tiny minority who stands to gain by it 
and made up almost exclusively of their political opponents (Guyot, 1905 p. 47) 
 

                                                
8 Only a handful were bona fide members of the PSR, the Socialist Revolutionary Party; the 1889 International 
affiliated French socialist party was not established before 1905. 
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He estimated further that among an industrial working population of 6.4 million, only 
about 166,000, or 3%, were bound to gain from a tariff hike affecting disproportionately the 
manufacture of semi-finished goods. In agriculture the contrast was even more blatant. Those 
most likely to gain from enhanced duties on foodstuffs were the 138,700 landowners (the 
category of those owning more than 40 ha or 90 acres) or 2.3% of an agricultural population of 
close to 6 million. Guyot referred to a local study by Fernand Raoul-Duval (1833-1892), of 
the community in which he farmed himself a large estate. The author demonstrated that only 8 
households out of 634 (or 1.3%) gained appreciably from the previous wheat duty hike of 
1885.9 Of the 72 other surplus grain producers, the average gain was liable to disappear as the 
result of variations in the local price. 
 
Table 2. Impact of the wheat duty hike of 1885 upon the community of Génillé (Touraine) 
 
Inhabitants 2,275 (%) 
Households 634 100 

“            producing no wheat 314 49.5 
“            consuming all the wheat they produce 240 37.9 
“            selling more wheat than they consume 80 12.6 
“            selling over 60% of total surplus 8 1.3 

 
 Surplus sold (hl) Potential net gain (in F) 
No. 1 1,500 3,600 
No. 2 500 1,200 
No. 3 300 720 
No. 4 - 8 750 360 
No. 9 - 80 1,900 60-65 

 
His standing was very soon to earn Méline in the (left-wing) radical press, the nickname 

of “pain cher” (expensive bread). 
 
Preparation and passage of the tariff bill 
 

As soon as the Chamber convened in November 1889, the cabinet, presided over by Pierre-
Emmanuel Tirard, put tariff reform on the agenda and laid out a timetable for this purpose. 
Tirard who, as minister of commerce, had steered the previous tariff reform of 1881, was 
distrusted by the protectionist stalwarts of the assembly as a committed free trader. The 
government felt pressed therefore to take the preliminary step of instructing the Superior 
Council of Commerce and Manufactures and the Council of Agriculture to sound out the 
expectations of the various professional organisations.  The results of these consultations 
were reported and published six months later.10 It revealed that a vast majority of the 
consulted (and respondent) bodies were in favour of a complete reversal of policy in the 
direction of protection: 96 of the Chambers of commerce out of 107 requested the 
denunciation of existing treaties and 62 opposed any future 10-year treaty11; “the MFN 
clause especially was extremely unpopular” (Cadier, 1988). 

                                                
9 Raising the wheat duty from F 0.6 to 3.00 per 100 kg. 
10 See Conseil supérieur du commerce, Enquête sur le régime douanier. 
11 By contrast, in the previous enquiry of 1875/6, 77% of these bodies had been favour of the renewal of trade 
treaties. 
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Table 3. Results of poll taken on the repeal of trade treaties, 1890 
 

 Chambers of 
Commerce 

Advisory Councils of Arts 
and Manufactures 

Trade associations 

Respondents (total) 103 (107) 48 (66) 210 (817) 
In favour of repeal 96 45 181 
Against 2 2 16 
Undecided 5 1 13 
source: Hilsheimer, 1977, p. 224. 
 

Meanwhile in the Chamber, the protectionist offensive was being prepared by the 
formation of cross-party groups to insure that the reform would be pursued to its end. The 
two largest of these groups were the “groupe agricole”, 323 members strong, and the group 
for the defence of national labour (77 deputies).12 Upon a first impression it would seem that 
the protectionist majority was safe but the façade unanimity concealed the divergence of 
interests. Agricultural protectionists agreed to pay extra for their inputs (on tools, machinery, 
fertilizers and chemicals) but expected from their pact with industrialists, that henceforth 
most of their products, heretofore exempt as industrial raw materials, would be protected 
from competition. The SAF advocated the most drastic departure from existing legislation 
with the adoption of a completely autonomous tariff amendable at will and extended to all 
branches of material production (including the most minute farm products). As the debates in 
the Chamber would reveal, the two programmes proved non reconcilable on this issue.13 

After the summer recess the government presented its draft bill to the Chamber and 
parliamentary tariff commission, which was due to work from it. The protectionists in the 
Chamber in order to assume full control of the legislative process had not waited this far to set 
up the said tariff commission, which was in fact to steer the bill in the Chamber. Indeed 
constitutional expert François Goguel maintained that this was the turning-point when 
responsibility for tariff legislation which had been in the preserve of the executive since the 
Restoration, passed to the legislative.14 The composition and election of the commission was 
performed in January 1890 and Méline was elected to the twin position of president and 
secretary (rapporteur). The main protectionist interests vied to secure a seat in the 
commission. As a result protectionists outnumbered free-traders (or non committed members) 
four to one. As a glance through the debates makes clear, “the competence of these gentlemen 
varied but in some cases, was exceedingly low” (Meredith, 1904, p. 52). 

 
Table 4. Distribution of seats in the sub-committees of the parliamentary tariff commission 

 
 Protectionists other 
I. Animal goods 10 4 
II. Vegetal goods 8 2 
III. Mineral goods 6 1 
IV. Manufactured goods 21 3 
 45 10 

 

                                                
12 Group membership was not exclusive ; indeed dual membership was quite common. 
13 This encompassed wool (for which France was 90% foreign dependent), raw silk, timber, and oleaginous 
seeds. 
14 See Goguel, 1929. 
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During the preparatory sub-committees as well as during the plenary sessions, no 
contradictory procedure was followed; instead the representatives of the various industries 
simply listed their demands, which were usually endorsed by the other members on the basis 
of quid pro quo.15 In his introduction on the necessity of upgrading the tariff schedule, Méline 
used a balance of trade approach mentioning export and import flows at current value.  

 
Table 4. Summary  timetable followed in the passage of the 1892 tariff 
 

19 November 1889 Inaugural policy statement by cabinet 
23 December 1889 Enquiry launched by Superior Council of Commerce and 

Manufactures and Superior Council of Agriculture 
20 January 1890 Tariff Commission formed; elects Méline as president 
June 1890 Report by SCCM published 
6 October 1890 McKinley tariff published 
20 October 1890 Government white paper submitted to tariff commission 
28 October 1890 Committee stage; starts examination of proposals 
3 March, 1891 Report stage in Chamber (Méline) 
13 March 1891 PM Tirard defeated in Senate resigns 
28 April – 18 July 1st reading in Chamber (41 sessions) 
9 November Report stage in Senate (Dauphin) 
19 November – 17 December 1st reading in Senate 
22 – 29 December 2nd reading in Chamber 386/105 
29 December Government authorised to grant MFN status to trade partners 
30 December 1891 2nd reading in Senate 
31 December 1891 3rd reading in Chamber 
5 January 1892 Final reading in Senate 202/7 
7 January 1892 Final reading in Chamber 384/100 
12 January 1892 Promulgation of tariff law 

 
Only ten days after Méline had laid out his report to the Chamber, the Tirard cabinet was 

defeated in the Senate on the initiative it had taken to renew the tariff provisions granted to 
Turkey and was replaced by an administration headed by Charles de Freycinet where the key 
ministries of agriculture and of commerce and industry were held by two members of the 
protectionist lobbies in Chamber, Jules Roche and Jules Develle (both elected in strongly 
protectionist departments) who were nonetheless to adopt a moderate stance in the decision-
process. 

The debates opened in the Chamber on 18 April and consumed 41 plenary sessions until 
the summer recess (18 July). Although the protectionist camp held a majority and the 
adoption of its demands was a foregone conclusion, their isolated opponents put up a 
vociferous fight and the discussion was sometimes fierce. The same procedure was followed in 
the Senate where, after the report of the tariff commission (headed by Jules Ferry), debates 
started in mid-November. During the examination of the bill, senators systematically increased 
rates (in 212 cases, of which 156 were retained by deputies). The major bone of contention 
arose on imported raw materials vital for domestic processing industries, which were also 
agricultural products, such as wool, flax, hemp, silk cocoons, oleaginous seeds, raw hides, 
timber as well as sugar. Senators chose to follow the recommendations of the SAF to grant 
protective duties to these articles. Only after two ‘shuttles’ was the dispute broken in favour 

                                                
15 A similar scenario unfolded during the “great tariff debate of 1888” in the US Congress (Irwin, 1998, p. 61-5). 
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of the Chamber’s and government’s preference (the exemption of unprocessed raw materials 
for instance) – an option which even had Méline’s favour.16 

In the Chamber, although the outcome was never seriously in doubt, opposition to an all-
out increase in duties was more consistent. Advocates of free trade (such as Léon Say, 
Edouard Lockroy and Yves Guyot) and defenders of working class consumers were few and 
far between but industrialists and merchants interested in the preservation of the status quo 
had vocal representatives in the Chamber – such as the silk industry of Lyons and the 
commercial communities of the great port town. Their line of defence gradually retreated from 
the defence of the anonymous consumer to that of the special interests of important 
industries. 
 
2. Voting patterns I: at the constituency level 

 
Several ballots or ‘divisions’ (in Westminster parlance) took place in the Chamber (as in the 

Senate) at the different stages of the elaboration of the tariff during the Spring and the Autumn 
of 1891. The outcome of the debate was never in balance. However, the polls taken at 
different stages of the legislative process produced varying results. Towards the end, however, 
those were very close when deputies voted on the entire bill (and absentees were supposedly 
less numerous). In the Senate where rural areas were disproportionately overrepresented, the 
majority in favour of protectionism was overwhelming (in the final ballot the ayes were 202 to 
7 votes against). As a result, only in the Chamber does an investigation of the determinants of 
voting by legislators make sense. 

In order to investigate voting patterns, two approaches have been tried taking as a 
benchmark the results of the final ballot in the Chamber on 7 January 1892. At this date 570 
deputies appeared on the register (6 recently deceased had not yet been replaced). The 
outcome of the ballot yielded a majority of 384 in favour to 100 against (almost identical to 
the tally of 29 December of 386 to 105). In either case about 80 deputies abstained; a number 
(35) had planned in advance and requested a leave of absence. One may suspect in some cases, 
uncomfortable split loyalties. Intimidation tactics cannot be ruled out by protectionists who 
had made support for reform a test of patriotism.17 Appeal of members’ patriotism was 
apparently a potent factor in some departments of the periphery (Nice is a case in point). 

The first battery of tests associates the ballot outcome with variables describing the 
predicament of members in their constituency: it takes into account their party affiliation, 
their age, their profession, whether or not their constituency qualifies as urban or rural and the 
number of terms they have served. For the two categories with multiple choice, the constant 
describe the situation of landowners affiliated as boulangistes. 

                                                
16 The exemption of raw materials passed 284 to 237 in the Chamber and 151 to 93 in the Senate. 
17 “One cannot pretend to be a patriot if one isn’t at the same time a protectionist” (Méline). 
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Number of obs 570 
LR chi2(9) 132.11 
Prob > chi2 0.0000 
Pseudo R2 0.1807 

 
vote 7/12/92 Coef. Std. Err. z P > |z| [95%Conf. Interval] 
affiliatCONS .8312 .3739 2.22 0.026 .0984 1.5639 
affiliatRAD .3513 .3635 0.97 0.034 –.3612 1.0638 
affiliatREP .9296 .3245 2.86 0.004 .2936 1.5655 
affiliatSOC –.4489 .4966 –0.90 0.036 –1.4222 .5243 
urban/rural –.1.7067 .2074 –8.23 0.000 –2.1131 –1.3003 
age .0054 .0106 0.51 0.061 –.0154 .0262 
professLAW –.1884 .3218 –0.59 0.058 –.8191 .4423 
professPROF –.5878 .3228 –1.82 0.069 –1.2205 .0449 
professTRADE –.1099 .3575 –0.31 0.075 –.8105 .5908 
Numbterms –.0009 .0697 –0.01 0.099 –.1375 .1358 
constant .8664 .6155 1.41 0.016 –.3399 2.0727 

 
Although the regression coefficient is not very high, it is acceptable for a cross-section 

sample of such size (N=570) and for most variables, in spite of the apparent ‘noise,’ their 
inclusion seems to make sense (6 out of 10). They case be examined in turn. 
 

The role of party affiliation 
 

Party affiliation is still at this date a rather loose description of members’ political 
alignment and it can be documented on the basis of the candidates’ election manifesto and their 
previous voting attitude. The ‘Left’ describes those groups and members which were in favour 
of the republican regime while ‘Right’ and ‘Rightists” those supporting a change of regime; the 
latter congregated in three different groups: the monarchists (since the death of the count of 
Chambord in 1883, the two groups of légitimistes and orléanistes had merged), the 
bonapartists (or imperialists) and the “boulangistes,” initially the followers of General 
Boulanger (who had already left the political stage18) favouring a change to a more 
authoritarian regime by an “appel au peuple.” In this legislature the Republicans collectively 
held an overwhelming majority of 366 (close to two thirds) over their opponents. But the 
majority supporting the tariff bill came out even larger: less than 4% of the deputies of the 
Right voted against it. By contrast it split the Republican camp: all Socialists, half of the 
Radicals voted against while only 10% of the self-styled moderate Republicans did so. 

The logit regression is in line with this observation: it predicts the outcome of the ballot for 
the two larger groups (significant at the 5% level), Conservative and Republican, rejecting the 
latter’s allies into the opposition. In fact this shows that Republicans were more likely to vote 
for the tariff than their conservative opponents. 
                                                
18 After his aborted coup in January 1889, Boulanger was deprived of his parliamentary immunity and fled to 
Belgium in April 1889. He committed suicide on his mistress’s grave on 30 September 1891. 
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Table 5. Distribution of against votes by party affiliation, 7 January 1892. 
 

 No. of seats Against 
Socialists 12 12 
Radicals 100 47 
Republicans 216 
Centre Left 38 29 

Conservatives 210 8 
 
Town versus country 
 

Quite predictably the qualification of their constituency as urban or rural appears to have 
determined in a large measure the choice expressed by lawmakers. The distinction is very 
discriminating and is based upon the presence of an at least 10,000 strong urban unit in the 
constituency. The relationship (between the urban and no votes or, alternatively, the rural and 
yes vote) appears very strong and is verified by casual observation. Starting with the Paris 
metropolitan area, the most densely populated area in the country (2.5 million), in the inner 
city, out of 35 deputies, 26 voted against, 5 in favour and 4 abstained. Among those who 
voted in favour, all supporting the regime and government, was Yves Guyot an avowed free-
trader but who followed cabinet discipline (he as minister of public works). Among those who 
opposed the bill were 10 Radicals, 11 Socialists of various hue, 4 Boulangistes and 1 
Imperialist, many (14) having campaigned for a change of regime (with or without Boulanger). 
In the nearby Banlieue, the representatives of all seven constituencies voted unanimously 
against. In the other densely populated and industrial urban districts such as Lyon and 
Marseille, the supporters of the bill were outdistanced by its opponents (one in both 
instances, out of 11 and 9 deputies opposing the bill respectively). This as also the case for 
the constituencies consisting of the town centre of a number of mostly industrial or port 
towns such as Toulouse, Bordeaux, St-Etienne, Grenoble, Limoges, Nancy, Nantes, Lille and 
Orléans, but their voice drowned among the rural supporters of the reform in the surrounding 
districts. However, a number of representatives elected by urban districts returned a vote of 
support, most notably in Normandy, the Nord and Pas-de-Calais, the Massif Central, 
apparently unable to resist the unanimous call from the countryside. Thus, while the 
concentration of consumers in urban constituencies seem to have been a necessary condition, 
outright opposition to the bill required a forceful personality such as Georges Clemenceau in 
the Var, Paul Lafargue in the Nord, Léon Say in the Pyrenees, Félix Faure in Le Havre, and 
Alexandre Millerand. In a few departments the dynamics towards protectionism was reversed 
producing a majority opposing the bill: Allier (5 out of 6), Nièvre (3 out of 5) as well as in 
Saône-et-Loire, Isère, Haute Savoie (3 out of  3) and Charentes (La Rochelle). 

 
Social and professional profile of lawmakers 
 

While the age variable for members doesn’t appear to be significant, one can expect their 
profession and the number of terms they have served, to have had an impact of members’ 
voting behaviour. Contrary to scare tactics of some opportunist republicans that the regime 
was at risk of being overtaken by its foes, the 1889 election confirmed a number of veterans of 
the republican cause as well as promoted into the legislature a wave of newcomers from the 
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“democratic strata” – as Gambetta had predicted some 18 years before.19 Meanwhile 
aristocrats numbering 95 in the Chamber (or 16.5%) were visibly on the decline. In the 
republican ranks also, a changing of the guard was in progress. The ‘old guard’ of republicans 
who had fought their first battles during the Second empire was on the wane. They were 
gradually substituted by a second generation of more professional politicians.20 In the 1889 
Chamber half of all members were newcomers (268 or 46.5%) having been elected in 1889/90 
for the first time. One could expect that most candidates seeking re-election were more 
inclined to “toe the line” and lend support for the majority and a popular cause. However, this 
insight was not warranted by either observation or the regression. 

More promising an avenue is the investigation of deputies’ professional background. One 
can expect the behaviour of legislators to be influenced by their professional experience and 
the way they became politicians. The period appears to be a transitional one in that many 
members are already in the process of becoming professional politicians and have left their 
professional career behind early in their career. This even applies to the “workers” category 
here: not one of them ever returned to the bench. 

As has been noticed by early historians of Third Republic politics, the profession most 
represented in the assemblies of the Third Republic were lawyers, especially (successful) 
barristers supplemented by a handful of solicitors and notaries. Some of them had a vested 
interest in the preservation of the status quo (high property sale prices) or the rents enjoyed 
by some of their clients, but the connection is difficult to establish. 

Second in proportion were the landowners who, as a group, had an obvious vested interest 
in passing legislation that would prop up the returns on and sale value of their property. 
Included in this group are all those for whom it could be ascertained that they were in fact 
rentiers even when they declare having or having had another profession. Examples abound. 
Retired military officers, officials, lawyers could be unmasked in this wayon the basis of 
biographical details.21 The next group under the heading “Trade and industry” congregates men 
of business of various types: millowners such as Méline himself, captains of industry such as 
Eugène Schneider or Paul Lebaudy (sugar magnate), bankers like Achille Fould, Édouard 
Aynard and Henri Germain as well as the merchants of the port towns of Bordeaux and 
Marseilles, unflinching defenders of the free trade line (David Raynal, Jules Charles-Roux). 
Next come the class of officials, either civilian or military representing an 80-odd group of 
former officers of the army, civil servants and judges (who may have started as barristers but 
were afterwards promoted to the bench). Finally, assorted professionals were pooled into two 
different classes: “media and education” including journalists, newspaper directors (among 
them Georges Clemenceau and Joseph Reinach), poets and writers (Maurice Barrès). As 
mentioned earlier, there was also a small group of workers belonging to the various Socialist 
factions from Paris and Lyon. Every time it appeared that the member was at the same time a 
landowner, he was included in this group assuming he had terminated his career or his 
profession served him more as a past time than as a livelihood (Figure 1). 

In order to fit the “profession” variable in the multivariate regression, these seven 
professional groups were reduced to four taking into account the position they could have 
adopted vis-à-vis the tariff issue. The first three groups were kept as such and a fourth group 

                                                
19 Speech in Auxerre, New year’s day, 1874. 
20 See the testimony of Alphonse Daudet’s son, Léon in his memoirs: Fantômes et vivants (Paris, 19??). 
21 Biographical notices are taken from Ribeyre, 1890. 
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of “professionals” pooled the rest whose members who had no a priori personal interest in 
the adoption of tariff reform or the status quo. 

 
Figure 1. Legislators’ professional background by major groups 

 

 
 

Unfortunately the regression did not produce meaningful results on the connection between 
deputies’ vote and their avowed profession: taking the category of landowners as the 
constant, none of the other groups exhibited a significant p statistic.  

We end this first section with another regret. A sleaze index had to be forsaken in the end 
because it couldn’t be documented accurately. On the heels of the Méline tariff erupted the 
Panama canal scandal which shook the parliamentary establishment in the autumn of 1892 
until the trial of a group of parliamentarians in March 1893. It was revealed by the press that 
a number of politicians had possibly been bribed by the company’s administrators for 
authorising the umpteenth issue of securities to prop up its failing fortunes (the company had 
gone into receivership in February 1889). Many prominent politicians were named in 
conjunction with this scandal. But judicially the case remained inconclusive, except for the one 
who confessed and was dutifully condemned to a seven year hard labour sentence (Charles 
Baïhaut). To this day historians have not been able to verify the allegations.22 

If charges of graft cannot be proven – used here as an indicator of a semi-criminal 
disposition and hence a propensity to lend a hand to a scam of the type of the Méline tariff, a 
measure of logrolling can be ascertained by polling a string of other indicators together, but 
this time at the department level. This is the matter of Section III. 

 
 

                                                
22 Jean-Yves Mollier, L’affaire de Panama (Paris, Fayard, 1988) 



 14 

3. Subdued logrolling: voting patterns at the department level 
 
A second set of logistic regression have been fielded to take into account a range of 

potentially explanatory variables as they can be documented at the department level. The 
department formed the administrative unit in which legislative elections took place. Socio-
economic indicators collected on the basis of departmental divisions afford the possibility to 
investigate whether some of these might have influenced the vote of deputies. Such an 
approach can reveal such mechanisms as logrolling or the influence wielded by powerful but 
rather invisible interest groups; it could otherwise bring to the fore the interplay of economic 
forces and tends to downplay the political alignment or personal circumstances of the 
members of the legislature. Here the vote indicator is expressed as the ratio between the votes 
cast in favour of the tariff bill to the total of votes (the number of constituencies varied 
between departments).  

 
Number of observations 87 
F(6, 80) 3.12 
Prob > F 0.0085 
R-squared 0.19 
Adj R-squared 0.13 
Root MSE 24.5 

 
 

vote%pour Coef. Std. Err. t P > |t| [95% Conf. Interval] 

share of large landowners .2731 .2108 1.30 0.019 –.1464 .6925 
wheat price in 1892 –7.2223 2.3988 –3.01 0.003 –11.996 –2.4485 
ave agricultural wage –3.1047 10.086 –0.31 0.076 –23.176 16.967 
working pop in agriculture 53.995 26.748 2.02 0.047 .7642 107.23 
ave industrial wage –2.7535 6.677 –0.41 0.068 –16.041 10.534 
illiteracy –1.0356 .5199 –1.99 0.05 –2.07 –.001 
_constant 190.59 53.887 3.54 0.001 83.352 297.83 

 
The weight of large landowners 

 
Landowners, as we have seen, represented the second most numerous professional group in 

the Chamber (about one fifth). A majority of them were aristocrats and had inherited their 
landed wealth but were complemented by a sizeable group made up of professionals who had 
acquired an estate after their fortune/career in another avenue of public life. Those had 
accordingly a personal interest in establishing a tariff, which would provide price support for 
most of all farm products.23 We have seen that this connection was far from automatic:several 
aristocrats including the marquis Ferron de la Ferronays and the count du Breil de Pontbriant 
(both from the department of Loire inférieure) voted against the tariff. However, as the great 
novelty of the 1892 tariff consists in the protection granted to agricultural goods and the 

                                                
23 The resulting bounty equivalent of the wheat duty alone was estimated at about F320m or F45 per hectare 
(Zolla, La crise agricole, p. 205) 
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farming establishment had mobilized in favour of its adoption, we question whether the 
aggregate weight of large landowners (those owning above 40ha) among the landowning 
agricultural population could have influenced the outcome of the vote. The campaigning by 
professional syndicates lead by large landowners is well documented24 and a comparison of 
the two maps (No. 4 and 5) suggests there could be a connection (the protectionist stronghold 
was in the Paris basin where large farms were especially prevalent). 

 
The price of wheat and the monopoly rent of landowners 
 
The fall in agricultural foodstuffs, especially wheat figured prominently among 

protectionists’ arguments in favour of the tariff. The average import price of wheat (c.i.f.) had 
fallen dramatically since the beginning of the 1880s decade, reaching a low point in 1890, a 
movement which exerted a downward pressure on the domestic price (French wheat-growers 
covered only about 70-75% of the country’s needs). But the average selling price for wheat (5 
different qualities were distinguished) across France varied also a great deal. Although nation-
wide the trend in price differentials was on the long term downwards, especially since the 
mid-1870s, these experienced a turnaround at just about the time the tariff bill came into 
discussion (Figure 2).  

 
Figure 2. Maximum gap in wheat prices across France, 1850-1900 (5-year moving average) 
 

  
source: Beaurieux, 1908. 

 

                                                
24 see Hilsheimer, 1977. 
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The mapping of these differentials reveals that relatively high prices were prevalent in the 
Paris basin and relatively low prices in the Southern half of the country. This matches the 
geographical distribution of parliamentary support for the tariff and the Société des 
Agriculteurs de France, the lobby group in favour of protection for farm products was 
precisely dominated by the large landowners of Northern France. Yields were lower in the 
South because cultivation was less labour and other inputs intensive. But climatic and other 
natural conditions were more favourable around the Mediterranean. As Le Roy Ladurie puts 
it, the wet summers of the Beauce can be uncomfortable for a crop first transplanted from the 
high plateaux of Irak. Wheat production was more intensive in the Northern half of the 
country where deep ploughing, the use of fertilizers and soil improvement were more 
extensive, but also more costly, pushing up the final price. Wheat growers had more to lose 
from the absence of a tariff barrier that would leave agricultural products in free fall. By 
contrast, Southern wheat growers produced at more competitive prices and were more able 
therefore to withstand foreign competition; they were however unable to meet the growing 
needs of the population of their urban areas. It was obvious to certain observers such as the 
agricultural expert Augé-Laribé that the protectionist offensive of the Société des Agriculteurs 
was an attempt to force, via the tariff, Southern consumers to purchase the higher priced 
wheat from Northern producers rather than cheap imports from abroad. This applied 
especially to Marseille and Bordeaux and their hinterland. Demands concerned also other 
foodstuffs including livestock, meat and dairy products (as well as sugar) and after their 
inclusion in the tariff there is evidence of a deterioration of the diet of working-class 
households in the large cities of the South (Guyot, 1905, pp.). 

In order to get a sense of whether it was in the departments where the monopoly rent of 
farmers was more at risk in the absence of a tariff barrier, the prevalent average wage rates of 
agricultural labourers have been added (calibrated as the mean average of the winter and 
summer daily wage). This variable could be also an indicator as to whether this category 
mobilised in favour of the tariff as a condition to maintain their existing wage levels. Prevalent 
agricultural wages can be documented with some prima facie accuracy from the agricultural 
survey of 1892.25 

 
The Peasant vote 

 
Contrary to Britain, free trade ideology never managed to spread to large swathes of French 

public opinion during the 19th Century.26 On the contrary, as the suffrage was extended, trade 
protectionism advocated by the political industrial bourgeoisie became progressively part and 
parcel of the national compact. The underlying belief of the protectionist platform that a sale 
is a gain and a purchase a loss was congruent, indeed it espoused peasant farmers’ ideal of 
autarky.27 Although demands for tariff reform diffused and became popular throughout French 
society, the relative density of the agricultural population across departments must have 
played a role in determining their representatives’ vote on the tariff issue. This could have 
worked in two ways: calls for protectionist measures should have had more resonance in more 
agriculturally-oriented departments and protectionist legislation could have appealed to 

                                                
25 Ministère de l’agriculture, Enquête agricole décennale de 1892, Paris, Imprimerie Nationale, 1895. 
26 Trentmann, Frank, Free Trade Nation (Oxford, 2008);  Todd, David, L’identité économique de la France 
(Paris, Grasset, 2008). 
27 Gerschenkron, (1945, p. 461) refers to the “agricultural origins of autarky.” 
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agricultural labourers in the belief that the tariff would guarantee their future earnings – as in 
the Reichstag election of 1878 (Lehmann, 2010). 

Nation-wide the ratio of people engaged in agriculture came to 45.5% of the working 
population, but the range was extremely wide from 2% in the Seine to 76% in the Lot (South-
West) – the median being 59.2%. Of the 17 departments whose deputies voted unanimously 
in favour of the bill, all but three had a share of agriculturalists in the working population 
superior to the median. 

As could be anticipated the proportion of agriculturalists in the labour force has the effect of 
propping up the r-squared. Furthermore, the tests confirms that the share of the population 
engaged in agriculture played a significant role (at the 0.05 level) in determining deputies’ vote 
producing a positive and large coefficient (the largest so far). It helps explain also how 
legislators who could have doubts about the soundness of the new trade policy were inclined, 
in mostly agricultural constituencies, to support a piece of legislation the support for which 
was regarded as a litmus test by their electors. Many republican or even radical deputies 
found themselves in such a predicament (such as ministers Develle, Guyot and Roche).28 

The position of Jaurès, the Socialist leader (who did not win a seat until the general election 
the following year) epitomises this dilemma. His core supporters were the miners of Carmaux 
and Decazeville but his constituency included also a large population of small farmers and he 
adopted the position on the tariff issue that workers had to make a temporary sacrifice in 
terms of living standards in order to strengthen “rural democracy” and consolidate peasants’ 
support for the republican regime. 

 
How did earnings in industry affect the vote? 

 
Méline, himself a millowner in his native department (the Vosges) buttressed the contention 

that the tariff would sustain the wage level and living standards of industrial as well as of 
agricultural workers: “what we stand for, it is our workers’ livelihood, their daily bread29” 
This was echoed by the leaders of the A.I.F. (the business leaders’ federation) at the helm of 
the protectionist movement. Accordingly more than two fifths of the tariff schedule is 
concerned with manufactured articles (the remaining being shared between foodstuffs and raw 
materials). In the spirit of its promoters, protection should be extended to all “branches of 
national endeavour.” This was not necessarily the case as even casual examination can prove. 
However, working class voters could have been sensitive to the argument that the proposed 
bill would protect their jobs and earnings and lawmakers likewise believe that it would bolster 
industrial activity in their district. The nominal wage level is admittedly an imperfect measure 
for this kind of incentive. But it has the additional advantage of controlling for the 
opportunity cost of farm labourers, the rationale being that the higher prevailing agricultural 
wages, the smaller the differential with industrial wages, the stronger the incentive to support 
protection. Conversely in departments where industrial jobs were well remunerated, male 
voters would be less inclined to favour measures perceived to maintain or prop up agricultural 
earnings in future: this train of thoughts must have played a role in the scant support for the 
bill in the country’s industrial centres (especially Paris, Lyon and Marseille). 

                                                
28 Levasseur notes that even after they gained control of the executive (1902), the Radicals could not muster the 
courage to reverse the policy let alone repeal it (Levasseur, 1911, p. 590). 
29 Opening speech of the Report of the Tariff commission, 3 March, 1891. 
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The variable which has been fitted in the model consists of the average daily wage of 35 
professions in the crafts and small industry, annual data for which have been systematically 
collected by department since 1871. The general wage census of 1891-9330 would appear to be 
more but its representativeness varies and its handling is therefore less straightforward 
(categories differ from department to department). 

 

 
 
Our test’s results reveal that higher average earnings in industry generally induced a 

propensity of lawmakers to oppose or remain aloof vis-à-vis the tariff31 – despite industrial 
and agricultural wages being correlated at the department level (Figure 3). Thus, in a majority 
of cases the argument that protection would deteriorate workers’ living standards prevailed 
over the promise that ‘protection for all’ would boost labour earnings. The consideration that 
a higher wage rate signalled the presence of a larger proportion of skilled workers reinforces 
this impression. Class conscious working-class voters could very well have the impression 
that mainstream republican politicians were in league with their “exploiters” and this feeling 
may account for the revolutionary turn that unions took in the following decade and the 
enduring mistrust of unionists towards republican politicians. 

 
 

                                                
30 Office du travail, Enquête sur les salaires et la durée du travail. 
31 About as many deputies abstained as opposed the bill (95/105). 
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More literate electors, more enlightened representatives? 
 
Were legislators elected by more literate districts more likely to withstand the chimera/false 

promise of “everyone being better off without anyone having to pay for it32?” In order to 
assess the validity of this proposition we need to fit in a variable measuring the 
reading/writing ability of male adults of voting age (school enrolment rates are not suitable). 
The statistics of male spouses able to sign the marriage register have been preferred to the 
results of the literacy tests 20-year conscripts were subjected to at a prelude to their 
enlistment in the army. The odds did not appear very promising. For one thing there were 
several departments with below average literacy performance where a majority of 
representatives opposed the tariff bill. Of the 18 departments, which did not give it a majority 
of their votes, half had below average literacy rates.33 Furthermore the geographical 
distribution of illiteracy does not appear to match that of the tariff vote. Ten years after the 
introduction of mandatory primary education, the NE/SW divide illustrated by the St. Malo-
Geneva (a.k.a. ‘Calva-Calvin’) line still separated the NE where illiteracy was residual (i.e. 
inferior to 5%) and the SW where illiteracy hovered between 10 and 30%34 (of the 33 
departments exhibiting illiteracy rates in this range, 27 were located south of this line). The 
‘Calva-Calvin’ line applies enduringly to a number of socio-economic features of the Third 
and Fourth republics but seems at odds with the tariff vote results. However, among those 
departments, which rejected the bill outright (support ratio<33%) all of them exhibited 
literacy rates below the national average of 9.5%.  

Accordingly the logit test reveals a significant relationship (at the 0.05 level) even at this 
relatively coarse level of disaggregation:35 the coefficient being of the right sign and rather large. 

 
To sum up. The ‘vox populi’ model of the passage of the Méline tariff retains some validity 

but also needs some rectifications. Politically the adoption of a pack of fiscal measures akin to 
regressive taxation36 was made possible by droves of democratically-elected politicians from 
the republican majority crossing over to establish the ‘new republican synthesis’ (Smith) or 
‘new conservative consensus’ (Lebovics) which rejected the urban working classes on the 
fringes of the political spectrum. In some instances this was achieved with the consent of 
deputies sitting on the left and this shift may account for the bout in revolutionary terrorism 
in the aftermath of this decision.37 

On the issue of the personal motivations of lawmakers, our investigation suggests that, in 
spite of contemporary allegations of graft by the press, personal enrichment came second to 
logrolling: deputies tended to support the tariff NOT when they were themselves landowners 
(114/576) or industrialists (45/576) but when either they were in the throes of power vested 
interests or/and at the mercy of pitch fork ready peasants. As many individual cases suggest, 
the ‘protection oligarchy’ had made sure to defend its interests, to enrol the services of the 
                                                
32 Vilfredo Pareto, “Curiosités doctrinales et vérités objectives” in Mythes et idéologies, ed. Giovanni Busino, 
Geneva, Droz, 1966, pp.  (author’s translation). 
33 Allier, Alpes Maritimes, Charente, Cher, Corse, Morbilhan, Nièvre, Basses Pyrénées. 
34 Furet & Sachs, 1974, p. 720. 
35 In this instance constituency data would have been preferable as they would have taken the urban/rural rift into 
account (but are unavailable). 
36 Former finance minister Léon Say estimated the consumer loss at F1.5bn (or 5% of GNP) which seems 
enormous. The anticipated increase in customs duties was of the order of F115m but the actual increase of only 
68m (Levasseur, 1912, p. 585). 
37 Friedman, 1997, p. 155-6. 
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rank and file of their industry; hence the little relevance economic indicators seem to have on 
the vote outcome. Small non surplus farmers not likely to reap any advantage from the tariff 
supported its adoption in the hope that one day they might. And so did labourers in the 
numerous and multifaceted textile, leather and other trades who worked now taxed inputs. 
Guyot mentions instances, in Normandy and the Nord instances where left wing candidates 
had had their campaign financed by the local patronat to strengthen the protection front. It 
took that much to convince electors-consumers that falling prices was an ominous sign of 
impending disaster. 

 
Postscriptum: a tentative balance sheet of the Méline tariff. Who got fooled the most? 
 
Contrary to earlier pronouncements against or in favour38, the consequences of the 1892 

tariff have been of late minimised. Board of Trade officials were horrified at the prospect of 
the free movements of goods being further hampered with the Continent (after the German, 
Belgian, Swedish revisions) and started to make calculations about diminishing prospects of 
shipping British manufactured goods there.39 

But already towards the end of debates there was growing suspicion among the protectionish 
hardliners that what the government was doingwas erecting a “barrier of words.” On the day 
the government was authorised to open negotiations with France’s partners before the new 
tariff was enacted (law of 29 December 1892), Déroulède initiated a kind of filibuster in the 
Chamber pointing to the inconsequence of government policy and the by now tired position 
of the parliamentary (protectionist) majority. Jaurès, the mastermind of the Socialists 
acknowledged that much some time later: “the threat was vastly exaggerated.”  

On 13 January, bounties for the branches which had been left unprotected (silk, hemp and 
flax production) were dutifully voted by the Chamber, but agricultural protectionists were 
increasingly conscious of having been short-changed in the tariff deal. They maintained 
pressure on the government in the following years and the tariff was adjusted more than thirty 
times before it was revised in 1910. 

On the emblematic issue of wheat and grains, the duty thwarted imports in the immediate 
post-tariff years but proved insufficient afterwards; it was raised to F7.00 per 100 kg in 1894. 
In late Spring 1898, while Méline himself was prime minister, the government had to suspend 
the tariff altogether for three months after grain reserves were dangerously low.40 Production 
costs abroad and transport costs continued to fall and the tariff on wheat, flour and bread 
appeared ill-adapted to domestic and world market conditions. As Guyot argued, only a 
regime of the type of that which existed prior to 1852 in France (moving scale) could have 
stopped the inflow of foreign grains in good times.41 A 20% rate of duty was clearly 
insufficient: “protection stemmed the fall of agricultural prices for a while but did not prevent 
it” (Golob, 1944, p. 238). “The effect of the duties was not so much to raise prices as to 
prevent a fall in France similar to that which took place in England, and to that extent 
doubtless the French corn-growers benefited by the tariff changes” (Ashley, 1926, p. 323). 

                                                
38 In his thesis (1976) Bairoch contended that protectionist tariffs had sustained the industrialisation of 
Continental countries (see Bairoch, 1978); later on he altered his stance arguing that protection did not hamper 
French economic development seriously (see Bairoch, 1992). 
39 Board of Trade, Report on British and Foreign Trade and Industry.  
40 Decree of 3 May, 1898. 
41 Translating in an ad valorem duty of 50% or more. 
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Furthermore, as for oleaginous seeds, the reform of “temporary admission” (“drawback” paid 
for goods transformed in France and re-exported) could have left loopholes in the legislation.  

 
Figure 4. The overall ad valorem French tariff rate, 1860-1913 

 
 

 
Figure 5. Ten major earners of customs revenue (%), 1893 

 

 
 
Thus, the Méline tariff was to some extent a pyrrhic victory and a continuation of 

previous trends in trade policy. French trade suffered a temporary setback but recovered after 
1900. The tariff was essentially fiscal but in name: colonial goods42 made up half of customs 
                                                
42 Coffee alone accounted for 24% of all customs revenue and sugar for 9% ; altogether food and drink for two 
thirds (67%). 
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revenue, and once these are excluded the overall tariff rate surged briefly above 6% before 
falling back around the 5% threshold. If only 25% of French imports remained on the free list, 
the ten major earners represented 90% of taxed imports 

Furthermore, by 1896, four years after its adoption only four political entities in Europe 
did not benefit from the minimum tariff (Portugal, Helgoland, Gibraltar and Malta) and most 
non-European countries had secured the minimum tariff treatment (with the exception of 
Canada and the US).43 

One blind angle remains: the highest rates (which had originally been granted in exchange of 
the repeal of prohibitions) for textiles products registered little change (as did the duty rate on 
coal).44 As one debater put it: it was “a tariff made for the benefit of industrialists by the 
agency of industrialists”45  

The Méline tariff under the pretence of extending tariff protection to the majority of 
French producers did little more than consolidate the protection of already protected and 
influential industries (coal-mining, textile mills) and accept the wheat-growing large 
landowners into the club. The complexity of the main tariff schedule was meant to conceal 
this reality. Its effects were diffused through the economy but the brunt of the measures was 
borne by ordinary consumers. 

   
 
 
 
 

 

                                                
43 Rossignol, 1896, pp. 5-8. The minimum tariff was granted to 30 products from Canada and a dozen from the 
US. 
44 see appendix A. 
45 David Raynal, Journal official, Débats parlementaires p. 235 
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Table A1. Tariff changes before and after 1892 
 
1.Manufactured goods 
 

Before 1892 After 1892 (in francs) No. of 
Cat. Conventional General Maximum Minimum 

Pig iron 1 exempt exempt 2.00 1.50 
Iron bars and steel ingots 1 4.50 4.50 6.00 5.00 
Nitric acid 3 exempt 2.50 exempt 2.50 
Plate glass 5 15.00 18.50 7.00-12.00 5.00-12.00 
Hemp or flax yarn      
1st group  8 16.25-125.00 16.00-260.00 21.00-130.00 16.00-100.00 
5 other groups 40 16.25-156.25 20.80-338.00 27.00-220.00 20.80-170.00 
Cotton yarns 19 15.00-300.00 18.50-372.00 19.50-403.00 15.00-310.00 
Woollen yarns 11 24.00-145.00 56.00-217.00 18.50-217.00 15.00-145.00 
Cotton cloth 25 50.00-540.00 62.00-670.00 80.00-806.00 62.00-620.00 
Woollen cloth 9 45.00-140.00 74.00-211.00 75.00-240.00 50.00-220.00 
Silk cloth 3 0-3.00 0-3.75 2.00-15.00 1.50-12.00 
Paper (ordinary) 1 8.00 11.00 13.00 10.00 
Steam engines (stationary) 3 6.00 6.00 18.00-30.00 12.00-20.00 
Wrought iron (small pieces) 1 8.00 8.00 15.00 10.00 
Furniture (cabinet work) 1 10.00 10.00 20.00 14.00 
Coaches (>125kg) 1 50.00 50.00 60.00 50.00 
Felt hats piece 0.35 0.35 1.75 1.00 

 
2. Industrial raw materials 
 

  before after 
 unit  maximum minimum 
wool (carded)  per 100kg 25.00 32.50 25.00 
silk (reeled)  exempt 300.00 
wood (timber)  exempt 1.00 0.65 
petroleum (refined)  exempt 25.00 exempt 

  
3. Foodstuffs 
 

before after 
 general conventional maximum minimum 
wheat exempt 5.00 
oxen 85.00 per head 100.00 per 100kg 
beef (salted) 8.50 4.50 30.00 
beef extract 4.00 40.00 27.00 
cheese (soft) 6.00-8.00 3.00-4.00 25.00 15.00 
sugar (refined) 60.00 60.00 
wine (<11% alc.) exempt exempt 1.20 per litre 0.70 

 
 per 100kg unless otherwise specified. 
  
source: Levasseur, 1912, p. 604-5. 
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