
Lamartine, Louis-Napoléon and the Left 

 

135 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Lamartine, Louis-Napoléon and the Left:  
Rural Voting in the Mâconnais, 1848–49 

 
D.M.G. Sutherland 

 
 
The election of Louis-Napoleon Bonaparte on December 10, 1848 looms over the nineteenth 
century. As is well known, the election of the nephew stunned contemporaries who saw it as a 
consequence of political illiteracy. Marx was only the most well-known commentator who 
expressed his disdain for the deplorables: 
 

December 10, 1848 was the day of the peasant insurrection. Only from this day does the 
February of the French peasants date. The symbol that expressed their entry into the 
revolutionary movement, clumsily cunning, knavishly naive, doltishly sublime, a 
calculated superstition, a pathetic burlesque, a cleverly stupid anachronism, a world 
historical piece of buffoonery and an undecipherable hieroglyphic for the understanding 
of the civilized – this symbol bore the unmistakable features of the class that represents 
barbarism within civilization. The republic had announced itself to this class with the tax 
collector; it announced itself to the republic with the emperor [...] With banners, with beat 
of drums and blare of trumpets, they marched to the polling booths shouting: plus 
d’impôts, à bas les riches, à bas la république, vive l’Empereur [...] Behind the emperor 
was hidden the peasant war. The republic that they voted down was the republic of the 
rich.1 
 

Beneath the contempt, Marx was asserting that peasant politics was anti-fiscal and hostile to the 
rich. Robert Tombs concurred that the election was a peasant revolt against the whole political 
class and the notables. He quoted Proudhon approvingly that Napoleon “will get rid of all their 
burdens [...] So away with the priest, the lawyer, the landlord, the gentlemen, the moneylender, 
the rich.”2 So a vote for Louis-Napoléon was a vote to institute the ancient peasant utopia, free of 
tax, tithe collectors and oppressive lords.  

                                                             
Donald Sutherland was born in Ottawa, Canada, and educated at Carleton University, the University of Sussex, and 
the University of London. He has taught in the UK, Canada, and USA. Recently retired from the University of 
Maryland, his most recent book is Murder in Aubagne: Lynching, Law, and Justice During the French Revolution 
(Cambridge, 2009) 
 
1 Marx and Engels, Class Struggles in France, 71. 
2 Tombs, France, 386. 
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 Maurice Agulhon was very cautious in his assessment: a vote against Cavaignac, a 
symbol of power, and a vote of deference to the conservative notables.3 But the scorn for the 
Bonapartist voter goes further still. For the contemporary economist Louis Reybaud, the vote 
reflected ignorance and credulity.4 Some writers even assert that peasant politics was devoid of 
ideological content. Thus, Jonathan Sperber claimed the impossible, that peasants with no 
political sympathies at all, voted for Louis-Napoléon because he would lower taxes.5 Somehow 
wanting lower taxes is not a genuine political sympathy.  
 The criticism of the election results came from the left. It blamed the voters’ ignorance 
and their failure to grasp the issues. Even before the election, Doctor Ordinaire, editor of the 
Union républicaine of Mâcon, predicted, “The ignorant, the timid, the country dwellers will vote 
for Louis-Napoléon because they are so dumb, so credulous, they believe he will suppress all 
taxes. You will see them vote for the Emperor Nicholas [...] and become Cossacks.”6 After the 
election, Ordinaire began to question universal suffrage itself. He saw a downside in universal 
suffrage because “the masses vote without discernment, giving way to aristocratic, bourgeois and 
clerical influences that must disappear.”7 On December 30, 1848, under the editorial  “An Error 
of Universal Suffrage,” he wrote, “In voting for Louis-Napoleon, they voted against the republic 
of 45 centimes, against the moderate republic of the bourgeois, against legitimist tendencies, 
much more than in fear of the democratic republic.” “Une erreur du suffrage universel”, he 
wrote. “En votant pour Louis-Napoléon, ils ont voté contre la république des 45 centimes, contre 
la République modérée des bourgeois, contre les tendances légitimistes, beaucoup plus que dans 
la crainte de la République-démocratique.” 
 But the masses could be persuaded to change their views. “The countryside barely likes 
the aristocrats. They voted for Louis-Napoléon through a blind habit, once disillusioned, be 
certain they will not vote for you.”8 The historiography thus explains the vote for Louis-
Napoléon as a function of three possible elements, anti-tax specifically the 45 centimes; hostility 
to the rich; and the Napoleonic legend. Let us take each one in turn.  
 The 45 centimes had a sporadic resonance in the Saône-et-Loire. Jacques Bouillon later 
claimed that “the sway of the reds was particularly clear where the countryside in 1848 had 
resisted, sometimes violently, the 45 centimes tax.” By his own figures, the Saône-et-Loire was 
the reddest department in the nation, yet it witnessed very little resistance.9 But just because 
there was little resistance does not mean the tax was not disliked and that this affected the 
decision to vote. Still, taxpayers paid promptly. The Saône-et-Loire ranked in the top quartile of 
all departments in the rate of recovery.10 The states’ attorneys of Mâcon, Louhans and Charolles 
all reported the recovery was going smoothly.11  
 This leaves hatred of the rich and the Napoleonic legend. Contemporaries and subsequent 
historians have all stressed the importance of the legend. For Robert Schnerb, the legend was 
inseparable from the revolutionary heritage. Thus in the Côte-d’Or, as almost everywhere else, 
the crowd and especially the peasant masses, voted for the nephew of the Emperor, the man of 
unrivaled glory, the man who symbolized order along with the retention of the conquests of the 
Revolution over the seigneurial lords.12 For La Révolution de 1848, it was the memory alone of 
the great man that counted, the “grand memory that the apparition of the Empire left on the 
people, fueled for eighteen years by a thousand voices in the press, and the theatre that found 

                                                             
3 Agulhon, Republican Experiment, 1848–1852, 72. 
4 Cited in Guyver, Second French Republic, 161. 
5 Sperber, The European Revolutions, 236. Another example of trashing the deplorables: citation from Madame 
d’Agoult in Mansel, Paris Between Empires, 414. 
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emotion, flattery and military pomp, so agreeable to the national character.”13 Still, “it was all 
“alouettes au miroir [a trap].” The masses have generously forgotten the intolerable despotism, 
the insatiable ambition.”14 The Patriote, published out of Chalon-sur-Saône, concurred in seeing 
the vote as one against reactionaries, against misery and high taxes. The editors continued under 
the headline “The Lesson,” that for the people, “Napoleon is an idea, he is an instinct. Napoleon 
for the people is a force, glory, genius, annihilating the old monarchial fetishes; in a word, for 
him, he is democracy incarnated.”15  
 For Doctor Ordinaire in the Union Républicaine of Mâcon, Napoleon was “a man 
surrounded with a luminous aura of glory [...] a name that says everything about our modern 
history, sublime epic that the old men of the village sing at the family gatherings of winter.” But 
there was a redemptive quality to the Emperor as well. Echoing Proudhon, Ordinaire exclaimed, 
“Away with the curé! Away with the notary! Away with the tax collector! The master! Away 
with the usurer himself! [...] Napoleon is the gold crown [écu] of the poor.”16 
 The legend took many forms in the first half of the century, but it is common to assert 
that the vote for Louis-Napoléon was a protest against the rich. That is, the December vote 
anticipated the vote of May 1849.17 Peter McPhee, for example, claimed that “often the démoc-
socs did best in precisely the areas where the president’s votes had been highest [...] to many 
rural people in 1848–49, there was no initial contradiction between voting for the left and for 
Louis-Napoléon.”18 Pierre Goujon, the specialist on the Mâconnais, would agree. After arguing 
that the vote for Louis-Napoléon was a vote against the moderate republic of Lamartine and 
Cavaignac, he writes that for the peasants, there was a deep logic between their aspirations for a 
return to the revolutionary well head and their vote for Louis-Napoleon.” “une logique profonde 
entre leurs aspirations à un retour aux sources révolutionnaires et leur vote pour Louis-
Napoléon.”6 Goujon again:  

 
This popular enthusiasm is nourished by their attachment to the Revolution of 1789, to 
the Empire reestablished on the return from Elba and heir of the Revolution. Bonapartism 
and then adherence to the democratic-socialist programme fed on the same source: the 
rejection of the Ancien Regime and the belief in the progressive content of the values of 
1789.7  
 

 Frédéric Bluche underlined the point. According to him, “more than half” of Louis-
Napoléon’s votes in about a dozen departments originated with the “extreme left” which would 
vote Montagnard in May 1849.8 In other words, Bonapartism was a left-wing vote, or a stage by 
which ordinary people liberated themselves from the tutelage of the notables before embracing 
the red dawn of the future, and with it, the crowing cock of 1852. This thesis implicitly 

                                                             
6 Goujon, Vignoble de Saône-et-Loire, 318. On the other hand, the moderate Le National de 1848 (16 & 23 Dec. 
1848) attributed the victory to the Napoleonic propaganda of the previous eighteen years (“si agréable au sens du 
caractère national”) and because “les masses, dans leur oubli généreux, ont fait abstraction au despotisme 
intolérable, de l’insatiable ambition.” The Courrier de Saône-et-Loire saw the election as a conservative vote. “His 
name is always magic…. [Today, it is] the rallying point of an immense number of people frightened of the depth of 
the political … quagmire. The social forces that threaten to engulf us do not see any other way to escape the danger 
than to return to the strong and powerful traditions of the Imperial School.” See Seurre, Paris et le Département de 
Saône-et-Loire pendant la révolution de 1848, 260.  
7 Goujon, “comportements électoraux et politisation des populations de Saône-et-Loire,” 279.   See also Lévêque, 
“La Bourgogne de la Monarchie de Juillet,” iii, 1258. 
8 Le Bonapartisme, 272–3. 
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postulates that the Bonapartist electorate was ignorant of their candidate’s program because there 
was nothing socialist about it, nothing that would anticipate an electoral shift in 1849. In 
ideological terms, there was little in common between Louis-Napoléon’s program and that of the 
Montagnards. Louis-Napoléon’s electoral manifesto in 1848 was as conservative as the program 
of yesterday’s men of the comité de la rue de Poitiers who endorsed him. It was heavy on 
laissez-faire economics with an equally heavy dose of authoritarianism.9 The Mâconnais 
republicans modeled their platform on that of the national Solidarité républicaine. They 
demanded an extensive democratization of political structures, the repeal of the milliard des 
émigrés of 1825, with the savings to be used to reimburse the infamous 45 centimes surtax, a 
reform of the conscription laws, lower taxes, free and obligatory primary education, cheap 
justice, nationalization of insurance and railways, and more vaguely, “the organization of work,” 
in other words, a generalized hostility to the consequences for labor of laissez-faire capitalism.10 
There was thus a sharp opposition between the two parties.  
 If ideology and programs did not reach very far, perhaps organization did. Unfortunately, 
there is not a lot about Bonapartist organization but what there is suggests a bottom-up, 
grassroots organization. For example, one can imagine the preparation behind the triumphal 
parade of the Emperor’s bust to the polling station at Laizé.11 As for mobilizing the voters, no 
newspaper endorsed Louis-Napoléon while they split support between Cavaignac and Ledru-
Rollin. Not one endorsed Lamartine, long a man of influence, hero of the February Revolution, 
and a wealthy landowner near Mâcon. If the opinions of the General Council can be a proxy for 
the opinions of the notables, twenty-seven out of forty-eight councilors (ten were absent) 
endorsed Cavaignac.12 The usual methods by which the notables carried influence clearly did not 
work. The vote was spontaneous. 
 Faced with a clear choice in December 1848, voters preferred Louis-Napoléon massively. 
In the nation as a whole, he captured about 74 percent of the vote; in the department of the 
Saône-et-Loire, he obtained about 76 percent of the vote; and in the Mâconnais, he got 
significantly more, about 81 percent.13 Five months later, the voters appear to have repudiated 
their vote of the previous December.14 The republicans – they rarely called themselves démoc-
socs, or Montagnards, or reds, or even socialists here – captured over 70 percent of the vote in 

                                                             
9 See his manifesto of Nov. 27, 1848 reprinted in La Bourgogne of Dec. [date unspecified], 1848. The author of 
L’Extinction du pauperisme, 3me éd. (ed. Paris, 1844) is invisible. Louis-Napoléon’s national manifesto clearly set 
itself against subversion: “si j’étais nommé Président, je ne reculerais devant aucun danger, devant aucun sacrifice, 
pour défendre la société si audacieusement attaquée ; je me dévouerais tout entier, sans arrière-pensée, à 
l’affermissement d’une république sage par ses lois, honnête par ses intentions, grande et forte par ses actes,” in 
Louis-Napoléon Bonaparte à ses concitoyens. (27 novembre.) BNF Lb54-1628 (E). 
10 Jeannet, La Seconde république en Saône-et-Loire, 49–51 prints the entire manifesto. A copy of the manifesto of 
the Cluny committee can be found in ADSL, U (unclassified), Commission mixte, 1er carton, dossier Charles Bruys. 
See also Edward Berenson, Populist Religion and Left-Wing Politics (Princeton, 1984): 86–96. But not all 
manifestos were so programatic. See that of the socialist deputy and doctor, Jeandet, in ADSL, F 1404, entitled 
“Aux électeurs républicains du département de Saône-et-Loire,” April 8, 1849, which is short on specifics, and long 
on castigating the Orleanist notables as the new feudalism. The Parisian section, founded in Nov. 1848, aimed to 
protect members from administrative persecution (See the statutes in Lucas, Les Clubs et les clubistes, 239–44). 
11 Révolution de 1848, Dec. 13, 1848. 
12 La Révolution de 1848, Dec. 5, 1848. 
13 Journal de Saône-et-Loire, Dec. 15, 1848. 
14 Throughout this paper, the election results derive from the A[rchives] N[ationales] For the Constituent Assembly 
elections of April 20, 1848, C 1328; for the presidential elections of Dec. 10, 1848, B II 1027; for the legislative 
elections of May 13, 1849, C 1554. 
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the Saône-et-Loire and just under 75 percent in the Mâconnais.15 At first glance then, the 
prevailing wisdom appears to be correct: since the percentages are so close to each other, the 
Bonapartist and socialist votes must be related. 
 To repeat, if the vote for Louis-Napoléon was a radical vote, there ought to be a positive 
correlation with the Montagnard vote in May 1849. There isn’t. In the department as a whole 
(n=48 cantons, r=- 0.32), the correlation is negative. In fifteen sections (a subdivision of a 
canton) of the Mâconnais, and in ten cantons of the Chalonnais, there is no significant 
relationship; in thirty-four sections of the Arrondissement of Charolles, the relationship is 
negative and significant (r= -0.43, p= 0.01). The relationship is also negative and significant in 
eight sections of the Arrondissement of Louhans (r=-0.72 p= 0.05). In other words, no matter 
what the territorial division, Bonapartist voters did not transfer their votes to the socialists in 
May 1849. On the contrary, sections and cantons that voted Bonapartist voted against the 
socialists in 1849. Voting for Louis-Napoléon was not a way station to the red nirvana because 
voting for him was not a left-wing vote against the rich and high taxes. 
 This relationship had been in place since the elections to the Constituent Assembly in 
April 1848. These elections are generally held to have no ideological significance since all the 
candidates ran as republicans. This was not true in the Saône-et-Loire. The published results are 
misleading. Lamartine got 99 percent of the vote, but that is because he headed both the 
moderate and the republican lists. If one desegregates the two lists, it is clear the radical 
republican list barely carried the day.16 It won with just 52 percent of the vote.  
Moreover, this leftish vote remained consistent. At the level of the department, the correlation 
between the lists headed by the Ledru-Rollin in April 1848 and May 1849 is 0.40 (thirty-eight 
cantons). (The Arrondissement of Autun is missing from my data). This is a moderately tight 
relationship and suggests that for at least some voters, factional commitment predated the April 
1848 elections. 
 The analysis also shows that there is no positive relation between the left-wing votes and 
the votes for Louis-Napoleon. Instead, the relationship between the Ledru-Rollin’s list and 
Louis-Napoleon was negative: r= -0.39; p=0.006; forty-eight cantons. Similarly, the correlation 
between the vote for Louis-Napoleon and the socialist vote in 1849 is not significant: r= -0.28; 
p= 0.08; thirty-eight cantons. Similarly, there is a highly significant negative relationship 
between the presidential election of 1848 and the Legislative election of 1849 in the 
Arrondissement of Charolles: r= -0.43 p= 0.01 thirty-four sections. The same negative 
relationship is true for the fifteen sections of the Mâconnais (r= -0.51 p= .05) between December 
1848 and May 1849. In other words, the Bonapartist and socialist votes were to some degree 
opposites.17 Voting Bonapartist was not a way station for future socialist voters. Voting 
Bonapartist was not a radical vote. 

                                                             
15 They preferred “républicain-socialiste” because any other designation would frighten voters. See ADSL, U 
Commission mixte (unclassified), papiers saisis chez Dubief, ? to Mathieu, April 20, 1849. 
16 Lévêque, “La Bourgogne de la Monarchie de Juillet au Second Empire,” iii, 1020–30. 
17 A similar phenomenon appears to have occurred in the Limousin as well. Even though they had the majority of 
votes cast, the reds captured less than half of the eligible voters. Unfortunately, Bouillon did not discuss the election 
of Dec. 10 (Bouillon, “Les démocrates-socialistes aux élections de 1849,” 485–6). Reworking JB’s figures for the 
three departments, reds got 55% of the votes but 35% of the eligible. Clearly turnout mattered here too. Abstentions 
were higher in the Hérault than nationally, again hinting at the importance of this factor on the Bonapartist vote 
(Tudesq, “L’élection du Président de la République en 1848 dans l’Hérault). 
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 How was it possible for such ideologically opposed candidates as Louis-Napoléon and 
the Montagnards in 1849 to win elections five months apart?18 One of the keys lies in the pattern 
of abstentions. In December 1848, Louis-Napoléon benefitted from an enthusiastic turnout 
(percent Bonaparte versus percent turnout: r= 0.83; p=0.000; sixteen sections, Mâcon). His name 
recognition discouraged his opponents.  
 In the Arrondissement of Charolles, the pattern was different but still sustains the 
argument of a relationship between turnout and outcomes: a highly positive relationship between 
socialist voting in 1849 and turnout (r= 0.67; p= 000; 34 sections); and a negative between 
Bonapartist and turnout in 1849 (r= -0.37; p= .03). It is as if there were two distinct electorates in 
the Mâconnais, one that voted Bonapartist disproportionate numbers in 1848; another that voted 
socialist in disproportionate numbers too in 1849.  
 Another key in explaining the paradox is the continuity of non-Bonapartist voting with 
the socialist vote in 1849. That is, if we create a variable that combines the abstentions of 
December 1848 with the anti-Bonapartist vote, express it as a percentage of the turnout and 
correlate it with the percentage of the vote for the socialist Amédée Bruys in 1849, the result is 
r= 0.58 p= .02. This result suggests that the flow of votes for the socialists derived at least in part 
from abstainers in December 1848 and from non-Bonapartist voters.  
 Voters clearly had a will of their own, and their opinions fluctuated over time. If we 
divide twenty-nine of a possible thirty-eight cantons into those whose chef-lieu had an 
agglomerated population was greater than 2000 people an interesting pattern emerges. There was 
a marked difference between town and country in the presidential elections with the latter 
leading the former by fifteen points.19 This is support for the frequent assertion the vote for 
Louis-Napoléon was a rural vote. But there is more to it. The towns were much more 
sympathetic to the socialists in April 1848 (64.9 percent) than the country was (46.3 percent) but 
by the time of the legislative elections of May 1849, both town and country increased their gains 
(town to 76.3 percent, an increase of 18 percent; country to 67.1 percent, an increase of 45 
percent). It is likely that the increase and especially the rural increase derived from defections 
from the moderate republican list. 
 Five of the ten cantons with the largest increase in radical voting in the department were 
in the Arrondissement of Mâcon. This was also the only arrondissement where Lamartine won in 
April 1848 without the help of the radicals. His list won 99.9 percent of the vote whereas Ledru-
Rollins’s list won just 23 percent. A year later, Ledru’s socialist list won 72 percent, a tripling of 
their share, while Lamartine’s collapsed to 34.5 percent. 
 This humiliating loss came suddenly. His influence remained strong after the elections to 
the Constituent Assembly. He won election to the municipal council of Mâcon and to the 
department General Council in July and August. Moreover, several of his close associates 
remained in important places. The collapse of his support came with the refusal of some of his 
friends and constituents to share his growing concern for order.20 Doctor Ordinaire who had 
helped organize the banquet to promote his Histoire des Girondins, deeply regretted Lamartine’s 
transformation. “We saw him, dragged to the greatest unpopularity by reaction, such that he 
could not even be named a simple deputy, not even in his own department.”21  

                                                             
18 One explanation, one that the Montagnards proposed, was the success of red education. See McPhee, “The Crisis 
of Radical Republicanism in the French Revolution of 1848,” 87. 
19 This discrepancy was a national phenomenon (Bluche, Le Bonapartisme, 271, n. 8). 
20 Fortescue, Alphonse de Lamartine244. 
21 Ordinaire, Episodes de la vie intime d’Alphonse de Lamartine, 63. BM Lyon 433539. 
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 At one point, Lamartine was so concerned about order that he threatened Paris with an 
invasion of 500,000 men if there was a revolt. Like most of his contemporaries, he completely 
misread the Bonapartist surge. “Mâcon and its environs are almost perfect,” he wrote. “There is 
only one bad newspaper [no doubt, the Union républicaine], a club, and two of our friends who 
have wandered off, Ordinaire and Pascal, in all, three or four hundred out of six hundred 
thousand [...Bonaparte] will get no more than an eighth of the votes. The remainder to General 
Cavaignac, Ledru-Rollin and me. There is no doubt I will get a majority of the rural vote.” By 
this time, he had clearly broken with the left: “Tomorrow I will review [the National Guard] of 
Mâcon and nearby places. The club that I reject and the banquet that I reproach will perhaps hurl 
angry words. I mock them, insults ricochet and return as praise.”22 In fact, he lost the presidential 
badly and even in the section where his chateau of Saint-Point was located, he obtained a mere 
fifteen percent. 
 Curiously, Lamartine’s letter to his publisher Champvans did not refer to the resentment 
over the 45 centimes agitation just days before or to a significant Bonapartist demonstration at 
the chateau of Cormatin that he witnessed. This indifference, or even scorn, ignored a critical 
component of public opinion. 
 The men of Saint Gengoux-de-Scissé met after Mass on October 22 to complain that no 
reduction in the tax was being granted the poor. They resolved to go to the tax collector at Lugny 
but nothing came of the project. But the issue of the 45 centimes continued. On October 26, there 
was a gathering of the National Guard of Saint Gengoux to praise Lamartine at the chateau 
Cormatin that belonged to his friend, fellow historian and deputy Henri de Lacretelle. The crowd 
interrupted the speeches with shouts of, “Down with the 45 centimes! Down with Lamartine! 
Vive l’Empereur! Vive Napoleon!”23 The crowd overwhelmed the National Guard and they 
quickly invaded the chateau. Lacretelle claimed this was a “Bonapartist Jacquerie.” The ruffians 
were strangers with no local connections. “They were”, he said, “itinerant peddlers, evading the 
law, begging everywhere, showing obscene pictures to the boys and girls of the village, sowing 
seeds of immorality and iniquity in these moving bazaars, and corrupting the public in every evil 
way.” Bonapartist gold paid for the disruption, he concluded. This is doubtful but the anecdote 
does underline some significant cleavages in small town society. The republican National Guard 
under the future leader of the 1851 insurrection, Stanislas Dismier, remained loyal to the 
republican notables. So too did the “worthy peasants.” Popular Bonapartism in this example had 
roots in the lower orders, was anti-fiscal and hostile to the elites.24  
 A few weeks later, before a review of the National Guard of La Chapelle-de-Guinchay, 
Lamartine conflated left-wing politics with communism and terrorism.25 Doctor Pascal, one of 
the socialists, responded vigorously. He attacked Lamartine for proclaiming clubs and banquets 
were of no use; reproached him for his break with Ledru-Rollin; and denounced his sympathy for 
the rue de Poitiers; as well as “this unfortunate eclecticism which makes one turn pale” [“ce 
malheureux éclectisme qui fait pâlir”].26 Based on the votes he obtained in the elections for the 
Constituent Assembly, this break with the left would not have mattered in the Mâconnais 
because his list did not rely on support from another faction. But it would have in the rest of the 
department where he had relied on the left for his election. The collapse was stunning. In the 
                                                             
22 Lamartine to M. de Champvans, Oct. 27, 1848 in Correspondance de Lamartine, iv, 289–90. 
23 Goujon, “Comportements électoraux et politisation des populations de Saône-et-Loire,” 279. 
24 ADSL, 4M 24/3, juge de paix de Lugny to Prefect, Oct. 10, 1848. There is a file on Dismier in AN BB30 400, 
Résultats des décisions des Commissions mixtes, Saône-et-Loire. Lacretelle, Lamartine and his Friends, 159–61. 
25 Lévêque, “Le ‘Parti Lamartine’ en Mâconnais, ” 10. 
26 Letter in Le Patriote, Nov. 23, 1848.  
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department as a whole he got two percent, in the Mâconnais, 7.1 percent. Despite his prediction 
of massive rural support, just 45 percent of his votes in the presidential came from the 
countryside (or three percent of the whole), well over half his votes in the Arrondissement came 
from the town of Mâcon. 
 The breakdown of support for Lamartine represented the failure of the moderate 
republicans of April. Those voters defected to Louis-Napoléon. There is a positive correlation 
between those who did not vote for Ledru-Rollin in April and those who did vote for Louis-
Napoléon in December (r= 0.39; p= 0.006; n= 48 cantons). 
 The left had informal ways of influencing the electorate, but it is difficult to evaluate how 
effective they were simply because they were informal. But they must have had some effect 
because otherwise it is hard to imagine how to explain the wave toward socialism in the 
countryside. One test was the refusal of the socialist committees to endorse Lamartine because 
he refused to endorse their program.27  
 The socialists immediately set out to remedy their defeat in the presidentials. With the 
clergy neutral and the administration focused only on harassing the clubs, they had a nearly clear 
field. They also believed that the legislative elections would be called in January, right after the 
presidential elections, so with that mistaken belief, their campaign was much longer than those of 
previous elections. And that must have helped. 
 Their organization can be partially reconstructed. It relied on previously existing 
networks of friends and professional contacts. One of these was the group of associates who 
organized the banquet in Mâcon in September 1847 to celebrate the publication of Lamartine’s 
Histoire des Girondins.28 This network overlapped with the medical profession, most of whose 
members were red. This in turn provided a direct link to the peasantry. For instance, the police 
claimed Doctor Ballard of Charnay-lès-Mâcon translated free medical care into “demagogue” 
votes, which no doubt meant that his philanthropy earned him gratitude and respect. Doctor 
Sanguinetti of Dompierre-des-Ormes scribbled a quick note to the comité électoral of Mâcon to 
say he would be leaving on his rounds in the adjacent canton of Matour which was reputed to be 
“very backward. I am going to try to redden it.” “fort en arrière. Je dois tenter de le rougir.”29 
Lawyers were a good deal less unanimous revolutionaries than doctors in the Second Republic, 
yet among these who were, professional associations and a radical or liberal past brought them 
together. The Bruys family of Cluny was one example – one son had been associated with 
Blanqui in the 1830s. It was said that the notary’s clerk, Paul Maître, later prosecuted for his part 
in the “complot de Lyon” of 1850, cavorted mostly with working people.30 Networks among 
artisans and minor officials are harder to uncover but such people were important proselytizers. 
The process server (of all occupations), Stanislas Desmier, of Saint-Gengoux-le-National, who 
tried to establish a popular penny library stocking red literature, was said to have great influence.  
                                                             
27 ADSL, U Commission mixte (unclassified), papiers saisis chez Dubief, ? to Mathieu, April 20, 1849. Fortescue, 
Alphonse de Lamartine, 252–3. 
28  La Mouche, Sept.19, 1847, “Banquet offert à l’auteur des Girondins.” Doctor Ordinaire edited La Mouche. 
29 ADSL, 51M 50, Surveillés politiques, “Etat nominatif des hommes dangereux du département”, n.d. [1858]. The 
report is worth citing for its outright malice: ”..exerce la médecine gratuitement et se pose en humanitaire ardent, 
porte les idées socialistes ou phalanstariennes jusqu’au fanatisme, n’est pas pour cela exempt d’ambition.... C’est un 
homme qui exerçait à un moment donné, une influence d’autant plus dangereux qu’il passe pour être de bonne foi et 
qu’il mettait peut-être des sentiments sincères au service des plus mauvaises passions.” 
30 ADSL, U Commission mixte (unclassified), 11e carton, papiers saisies chez Dubief, letter to Fontaine, président 
du comité électoral démocratique, May 9, 1849. AD Rhône, U (unclassified), Commission militaire, affaire Paul 
Maître. 
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 Cafés played a major role in bringing otherwise disparate men together. One thinks of the 
colorful Café des Mille Colonnes in Chalon-sur-Saône which had been a rendez-vous for the 
radicals since the 1830s. Or the café Le Progrès (which still exists) in Mâcon. Such places 
routinely subscribed to local and national red newspapers and attracted like-minded individuals 
for leisurely smoking and animated talk. There was also a major overlap between the cafés and 
the clubs in the department, most of which sprang up in the aftermath of Louis-Napoléon’s 
election. The clubs’ officers generally met in these cafés’ private back rooms, much to the 
frustration of police spies who thus found it impossible to undertake their odious eavesdropping. 
One spy was reduced to peering ignobly through the smoke-stained windows of the café Mathieu 
in Cluny.  
 Clubs were probably far less important than the administration thought they were, and 
they probably had almost no role in spreading the word in the countryside. Unlike the Pyrenean 
region where there were hundreds of clubs in both big and small centers, there were only eight 
clubs in the entire Saône-et-Loire. Two were in the Arrondissement of Mâcon: Mâcon itself 
which had the honor of founding the first club in the department in September 1848, and in 
Cluny.31 The de facto purpose of any club was to keep the militants aroused, rather than act as a 
center of mass propaganda. One of the reasons for this was the administration’s constant 
persecution which certainly had the effect of keeping the militants off-balance. Since the club in 
Mâcon contained an unusual number of firebrands, it was fairly easy for the prefecture to find a 
pretext to shut it down on the grounds of seditious speech. Because the law on clubs of July 1848 
was full of loopholes, however, it was also fairly easy for the militants to re-open their club 
under another name, with new officers, in a new meeting hall, and to carry on as before. 
Authorities shut the club in Mâcon down at least six times between September 1848 and the 
summer of 1850 when it was closed for good.4325 Not that it mattered. The club allowed the 
militants to keep in contact with each other. But the club itself had little influence beyond its own 
walls. Such influence as it had was the work of individual militants who were able to proselytize 
the countryside using informal professional and friendship networks that the police could never 
control. 
 

*** 
 

Voting patterns in the Mâconnais and the Saône-et-Loire generally turn out to have been quite a 
bit more complicated than traditional historiography suggested. The argument that Louis-
Napoléon’s vote was a left-wing protest assumes that the electorate in the Second Republic was 
stable, that it was already left wing and these attitudes expressed themselves in the two major 
elections of December 1848 and May 1849. While there were certainly continuities, the 
electorate was not used to the institutions and practices of universal suffrage. This would explain 
why abstentions were not consistent, why different voters stayed home on election day. Turnout 
mattered so much that it had a great impact on electoral outcomes, unlike modern elections 
where turnout affects outcomes by only a few points.  
                                                             
31 ADSL, 4M25/4, Liste des clubs, n.d. 
32 There is a handy file about this in Archives municipales de Mâcon, carton 151. The first closure of the club, in 
January 1849, came about because a visiting lecturer made a blatant appeal to class warfare between agricultural 
laborers in viticulture and the rich, and then one of the local militants said, “Si la Constitution est violée, nous 
devrons la défendre avec nos armes. Si une loi est une mauvaise loi, il faut la violer.” (In ADSL, serie U 
(unclassified) cour d’assise, procès-verbal de police de Mâcon, Jan. 30, 1849). There are also other details in ibid., 
(unclassified), associations déclarées. 
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 Furthermore, the continuities were not Bonaparte-left-wing. Radical voters remained 
more or less consistently hostile to the Bonapartist wave, while Louis-Napoléon drew his support 
from moderate republicans earlier in 1848 who defected from the lamartinian option. This 
particularly true of the urbanized cantons where there is a very high correlation between votes 
for Louis-Napoléon and those who voted moderate in April (r=0.81; p=0.02; eleven cantons). 
The correlation works for the rural cantons as well but at only half the strength (r=0.49; p=0.055; 
sixteen cantons). And, as we have seen, shifts in turnout explain successful outcomes in the 
elections of December and May. 
 Government repression of clubs and banquets probably made a difference, at least in 
urban areas where such militant activity was prominent. More dramatically still, the repression of 
the Montagnard leadership – arrests, exile or deportation to Switzerland, closure of the Union 
républicaine, etc. – following the ill-fated demonstration in Mâcon against the Roman expedition 
in June 1849 removed the republican leadership. Since some Saône-et-Loire deputies in Paris 
had been arrested for protesting the Roman expedition, there were by-elections to replace them 
in March 1850. The Montagnards won these handily despite the decapitation of their local 
infrastructure. They got nearly two-thirds of the vote on the usually high turnout of 80 percent, a 
much better performance than in the by-elections of June 4, 1848 (40 percent turnout). More 
amazingly, the voters chose a complete outsider, Charles Dain, born in Guadeloupe, and 
representative of the island in the Constituent Assembly. Clearly by this time voters were voting 
on programs not personalities. 
 Such habits did not survive the authoritarian Empire. By the 1860s, exile to Algeria and 
continuing harassment left only the friends of Lamartine to occupy the space that once belonged 
to the Montagnards. This more moderate left inherited the deputations of the Third Republic.33 
Equally important, but more subtle, the imperial government attempted to control the memory of 
the Second Republic. For instance, by 1858, the largely peaceful, but undeniably disorderly, 
demonstration in Mâcon in June 1849 that protested the expedition to Rome, had been 
completely distorted in the official telling into a grotesque assault on property. Uncouth peasants, 
it was said, had come out of the hills surrounding Mâcon carrying straw baskets to load with the 
cash and jewelry they intended to loot from their betters.34 
 Of course, the Empire’s attempt to control popular memory had a limited success. But the 
men of the Third Republic were able to determine who and what was commemorated. Although 
there is a Place Casimir Ordinaire on the other side of the Saône in St. Laurent, there is no statue 
anywhere in Mâcon that honors any of the Second Republic’s local leaders, nor are there any 
streets named after them. The little city to this day commemorates the moderate leaders of the 
Second Republic, but not the radicals. There is a Quai Lamartine, a Rue Lacretelle and a Rue 
Charles Rolland. There is also a statue to Lamartine that was dedicated in the 1870s, opposite the 
poet’s captivating ancestral town house on the banks of the muddy Saône. Lamartine may have 
lost the elections in December 1848, and every other one in which he stood as a candidate after 
that, but he is remembered. The Second Republic is not.  
 
 

                                                             
33 Lévêque, “Le ‘Parti Lamartine,” 43–55.  
34 ADSL, U, Commission mixte (unclassified), 11e carton, juge de paix de Lugny to procureur imperial, April 9, 
1858. In fact, the purpose of the demonstration was to prevent soldiers from embarking on boats to repress the 
insurrection in Lyon (AD, Côte d’Or, U VB, 159, “Rapport sur les événements qui ont eu lieu à Mâcon les 15 et 16 
juin 1849. ”) 
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