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Professor Abad’s Conjuration contre les carpes is a telling illustration of the blessings and limits of today’s
editors’ taste for short texts. This precisely focussed and tightly argued analysis of the genesis of an
admittedly secondary decree of the Convention tells us a great deal about Revolutionary politics and
their intellectual foundations, while deliberately ignoring several other prominent questions. It is
anchored in the author’s exhaustive survey of the victualling of Paris under the Old Regime, a massive
and evidently nation-shaping trade. Le grand marché explored the vast and surprisingly grey areas left
aside by many well known pages.[1] This lighter exercise is concerned with a startling threat to the
rather small trade generated by France’s fish ponds.[2] Late in 1793 (14 frimaire an II), the Convention
called for the destruction of most ponds and the turning of reclaimed areas to crops. To appreciate the
author’s intention, one must first recall the definition of the word étang or pond--a small body of still
water of artificial formation, most often devoted to the production of fish and/or the powering of a mill.
On paper at least, this decree was not concerned with the better known fate of marshes or similar wetlands, but with a unique component of the rural economy of Old Regime France. Furthermore, this ban
had little impact. It was suspended and then abrogated eighteen months later. Of interest here are the
words used to craft this decision, their origins, and the context in which they were deployed.
Fish-farming was shaped by nature, economics, and a range of cultural parameters. Where geography
brought together markets and lands better suited to the damming of a stream than to agriculture, it paid
to cater to the demand created by tastes and religious prescriptions.[3] All of these factors were tightly
linked. The imperatives of the calendar were both canonical and physical, given existing transportation
and conservation techniques, and the custom that freshwater fish be sold live, backed by regulations,
further raised the price of an expensive product. This was also a trade that called for substantial
resources and skills, notably with regard to the maintenance of ponds, their stocking, and the timing of
their harvest. Fish-farming was in many ways complementary to agricultural cycles, but it also became
a highly visible occupation in some regions, with evident environmental and social implications. This
small sector of the economy offers significant entry points into some of the key tensions of the age.
Ponds had not spread widely across Western Europe until the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, and they
were not coherently questioned in France until the 1777 competition held by the Lyon Académie des
sciences, Belles-Lettres et Arts. The leading lights of the kingdom’s second city, likely familiar with the
nearby notoriously amphibious Dombes region, asked if ponds were more useful than “nuisible”. The
essays they received initiated a debate that is Abad’s first original focus. Not only is it reasonable to
assume that most revolutionary initiatives were rooted in the intellectual ferment of the previous
decades, but in this case it appears possible to exhaustively survey and link all contributions to the
discussions. In a matter of a few years, and with the usual repetitions, a few voices argued that ponds
were a nefarious component of the traditional agrarian economy. Essays by Condorcet and the abbé
Rozier linked these accusations to broader enlightened circles, but generally without adding much to
the arguments developed by parties closer to the areas where pisciculture had a large presence.
Similarly, the “aerist” theories of the age and some fundamental physiocratic assumptions contributed to
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the attacks on ponds, but along rather obvious lines; these mostly or almost stagnant waters were
always regarded with some suspicion, and they could also be accused of stealing agricultural land.
If other factors contributed to raise tempers against fish ponds, they remained outside the discussions
that are the object of this chapter and cannot, following the author, have played an important role. This
principle leads him to reject the idea of a drop in the profitability of ponds driven by a fall in
consumption that reflected a decline in religious observance. "Since Abad had himself...profitability of
ponds and "dechristianisation", all the more since ponds supplied a very small fraction of the fish eaten
at that time.[4] Yet, we also know that consumption of pond fish would drop rapidly in the following
century while that of sea fish rose, and that as late as a generation ago, many more people ate fish on
Friday than would have counted themselves as practising Catholics.[5] This suggests that tastes and
dietary fashion played a role, a pattern all the more likely because fresh fish was eaten by people who
could afford to heed such trends. Carps, in particular, may have increasingly been the object of a
growing dislike that would in fact outlast the universal concerns about stagnant waters that generated
this negative perception.[6] To what extent could such powerful yet subtle changes of attitudes affect a
debate on the usefulness of ponds without being explicitly discussed remains unquestioned here, perhaps
because it opens too broad a perspective on “l’invisible des habitudes”.[7]
In any case, the Revolution upset this polite debate in a distinctive leap that may be summarised in a
rather logical sequence: popular attacks fuelled political interventions, and the extraordinary
circumstances of 1793 led to drastic measures. However, the author shows that everything that matters
in this characteristic revolutionary process is hidden from a superficial perusing of the record
(confirming, along the way, the limits of central, Parisian records). When, before even the end of 1789,
crowds raided ponds in the Corrèze or municipalities denounced fish farming in the Bresse, they were
not attacking this production per se, but rather the fact that it was tightly linked to the seigneurial
system and local hierarchies. And when pleas reached the National Assembly, by the spring of the
following year, they did not simply disclose what was happening in these southern provinces, but
quickly adopted the more radical terms of the previous debates to call for the suppression of all ponds.
Then, as a few years earlier, references often led back to the Lyon Academy concours, but not without an
interesting shift: the winning essay remaining unpublished, writers and orators cited the much more
radical runner-up that had been published by its author.
The next serious, if misinformed, step toward the condemnation of ponds occurred when their fate was
tied to the greater prospect of the reclamation of marshlands. Much larger forces had joined battle
against marshes in the name of health, agriculture, employment - in a word, progress. By then, the
prospect of large-scale public works to ease critical tensions on all these fronts was irresistible, even if
results proved elusive. Cooler heads could point to critical differences. Marshes were seen as
unproductive by nature and because they were often held in common. Ponds were obviously private and
profitable, at least most years, and their uses were, in fact, many. The confusion, nevertheless, had
surfaced earlier, and proved perennial.[8] Most urgently, it actualised the political nature of debates: to
oppose the draining of ponds was to risk standing among those who wished to breed hunger and
idleness! The counter-revolutionary nature of such a stance was furthered by the association of ponds
with the seigneurial system and, should there be need of another black mark, the church, in its rituals
and in its most easily dismissed regular garb, as well as in its tithing powers.
Through 1793, the draining of ponds became one of the demands of more radical voices, even if liberal
attachments to private property and the newly won right to dispose of it as one saw fit suggested that
some form of compromise might be possible. Late in the year, both Robespierre and Danton found it
convenient to enhance their radical credentials by joining what the latter grandly called the “conspiracy
against carps”. Room was made for a few exceptions (notably for mills, of obvious importance), but
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ponds were banned. This was a political decision in the narrowest of senses, resting on an inconclusive
set of discussions pushed along by a series of incidents, overstatements, outright confusions, and quick
manoeuvres. Should something have gone differently, or perhaps should he have had more time,
l’Incorruptible was ready: his papers show that he had prepared arguments in defence of ponds, to attack
one of the proponents of the decree that he had supported (p. 164)! Logic reclaims its rights if one
follows Abad in suggesting that the shallow roots of this political process explain the failure and, soon,
disappearance of the decree.[9] Yet, debates about the value of ponds would soon resurface and the
trade would decline surprisingly quickly. Here again, the author’s reluctance to step beyond the bounds
of his topic truncates what could have been an intriguing investigation into the impact of even a failed
political outburst.
If this episode is about the relationship between the political and intellectual spheres, it is also, among
other themes of importance, about the place of the Revolution in our understanding of attitudes toward
the environment. Recent studies have replaced a negative vision with a more balanced assessment. The
turn of the century ushered more resolute attitudes toward the transformation of nature, fostering many
decisive projects, even if continuities mattered very much.[10] Most interesting may be, in the end, the
growing understanding that in a long-settled environment, no simple distinction can be made between
the natural and the artificial. This overlap is most evident in an area such as the Dombes, a watery
complex that survived in spite of quasi-universal attacks on wet-lands. It did so, not because of any
legislation or awareness of its environmental value in today’s sense of the word, but thanks to the
coherence of an “agro-system” that functioned in a rather satisfying manner from an ecological
perspective.[11] Reminding us that this kind of stability deserves more attention is all to the credit of
this solid, if narrowly defined study.
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