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Introduction 

“Migrations have been part of human history since the dawn of 

time”.1 Yet, in the wake of long-term economic transformations over the 

past five hundred years, human migration and mobility have assumed a 

dimension which has proved new both in scale and in character. The 

gradual transformation of the relations of production to a wage-labour 

economy, and the increasing spatial integration of economic relations, 

altered significantly the scope and structure of the labour market in which 

the movement of ‘human beings as factors of production’ takes place. 

This paper aims to illuminate how the regulation of this movement by 

western European political authorities over roughly the period 1550-1914 

responded to and impacted upon the long-term economic changes which 

eventually modified the nature and quantity of labour mobility up to the 

level of today’s ‘globalised labour market’.2

The changing role of labour mobility throughout this ‘long 

modernising period’ was essentially conditioned by structural 

transformations in the nature, supply and demand of labour in the context 

of a developing wage-labour economy. These transformations amounted 

in macro terms to a process of proletarianisation: an increasing 

dependency on wage labour for the income of an increasing part of the 

population. Temporal and spatial discrepancies in the uneven 

development of the nature, demand and supply of this wage labour turned 
                                                 

1 Russell King, "Migration in a world historical perspective," in The economics of labour 
migration, ed. Julien Van Den Broeck (Cheltenham, Brookfield, Vt: Edward Elgar, 
1996), p.9. 
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mobility into a vital strategy for finding employment and for mobilising 

labour. This movement in turn was both object and subject of various 

interventions by different political authorities, both structuring and 

regulating the nature of labour mobility. This paper focuses on the 

rationales behind these policies, i.e. on the motives, concerns and 

interests of the policymakers. The basic research question involves 

identifying the rationales behind the policies governing labour mobility in 

relation to changing trajectories of labour mobilisation over roughly the 

period 1550-1914.3

Most scholarship on political acti



operating within this ‘national’ framework have explicitly linked different 

rationales and forms of these migration policies to strategies of labour 

mobilisation related to the needs and the state of national labour 

markets.6 The preoccupation with national categories in such analyses of 

migration policies, however, may itself be more a product of the rise of 

nation states in modern western history and ideology than the fact of 

migration regulation itself.7 To be sure, comprehensive and extensive 

migration policies at a national level appear only at the end of the 

nineteenth century at the earliest, and these were indeed profoundlyofoun6p3 5i



of labour mobility regulation in the context of the structural economic and 

political transformations over the past five centuries in general. This paper 

thus aims to complement the ‘national’ perspective on migration policies 

by taking an approach ‘the other way round’, with the focu



Secondly, as economic relations integrated on a greater spatial scale in 

the course of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, these policies in 

Western Europe explicitly acquired an international dimension that 

impacted upon human movements on a global scale, movements which 

are a central economic and political issue throughout the present-day 

world.10

What this paper will not do is give a descriptive overview of all 

policies relating to migration in Western Europe over the period 1550-

1914; there is neither room nor much point in undertaking such a project 

within the proposed research layout. The focus is analytical, not 

descriptive. The approach to the analysis of the structural changes in 

migration policies in relation to long-term ‘macro’-developments is 

comparative and literature-based, and analytically structured around a 

‘model’ of policy interests, presented in chapter II, that serves as the 

conceptual and analytical guideline for the historical analysis pursued in 

the chapters III, discussing the early modern period, and IV, dealing with 

‘the long nineteenth century’. The concluding chapter will also leave room 

to reflect on the question to what extent the rationales of previous 

migration policies left their mark on t will also leave room  a n a l y t i c a l , u e d  i n  8 2 l l  a l s o  l e a v e  r o i e m 
 ( u e d  i n  ) T j 
 - 0 . 0 0 0 3 1 8 3 7 1 2 5 4 . 0 1 6 9 2  3 4 1 . 3 0 0 4 5 1 3 . 0 2  8 5 . 0 7 9 8 8  3 8 6 . 1 r a t i o n  p o l i c i e t o  r e f l e c t  o n  t h e  q 2 8 2 . 3 2  0 7  0 1 8 . 8 2  0 3 y  



The analytical focus on the role of policies in relation to changing 

trajectories of labour mobilisation is limited to its relation to spatial 

patterns of labour mobilisation. There will be little reference to the ways in 

which political intervention has impacted on the overall development of 

supply and demand of wage labour;11 the emphasis is only on how 

political activity in the domain of migration regulation was related to the 

patterns of traject



1. The Conceptual and Analytical Framework 
This chapter will spell out theoretically what is believed to have 

been the principal ‘logic’ behind the content of ‘quotidian’ migration 

policies in Western Europe over the ‘long transformatory period’ from ca. 

1550 to 1914 in relation to trajectories of labour mobilisation. It must be 

stressed that the ‘dynamics’ sketched out in this chapter are not intended 

to add up to an exhaustive explanatory framework to account for all 

observable variations in migration policies and their relation to labour 

mobilisation. It is contended, however, that this ‘logic’ shaped the 

structural background of policymakers’ motivations in the long run. The 

theoretical dynamics sketched out in this chapter serve as a guideline for 

the historical analysis of the following chapters, which aim to highlight the 

structural and long-term dynamics of policies governing labour 

mobilisation in relation to the changing macro-context.   

At a fundamental level it is proposed that ‘three broad domains of 

concern’ have shaped the interests of policymakers involved in designing 

the content of ‘quotidian’ migration policies in western Europe over the 

period under consideration: (1) political order and control, (2) resource 

entitlements, and finally (3) labour market regulation. It is the role of the 

last ‘domain’ that we are principally interested in, i.e. the relation of 

migration policies to strategies of labour mobilisation. The relation 

between this domain and the other two has, however, been of crucial 

importance in shaping limits and possibilities of labour mobilisation 

strategies. I shall first sketch summarily the content of the general 

concerns related to these three ‘domains’, then take recourse to an ideal, 

typical and static model to clarify the interests of policymakers at stake, 

and finally flesh out the model in relation to the principal dynamics that 

governed the ways in which the ‘other things’ did not ‘remain equal’.  
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1.1  Three broad domains of concern 

Political order has in some ways alw



jeopardi



context of fragile supply elasticity.19 In contexts of high fluctuations in 

labour demand and limited suppl



To conclude the analytical exercise, envisage one geographical 

area that is economically and politically integrated internally under the 

dominance of ‘elites’ with no interests outside this area.  

As only resource holders, then, the elites have an interest in limiting 

the entitlements of labour. As employers of labour, on the other hand, the 

generosity of these entitlements is inversely related to the cost of 

maintaining labour – both employed and ‘reserve’ labour. Both limited 

resource entitlements and high relative labour surpluses, in turn, could 

present a threat to political stability as unemployed poor took to the road 

or rebelled. Transferred to the domain of migration (See Table 1), the 

overall interests of the ‘elites’ in the ‘three domains of concern’ remain 

opposite respectively (Line 1): in their role as political power holders, they 

have an interest in limited overall turnover; as resource holders, they 

favour departures and disfavour arrivals; as employers of labour they 

have a preference towards in-movement and against out-movement. But 

the strength of their respective positive (+) and negative (-) interests in 

the presence of migrants is overall balanced if potential migrants are 

differentiated along their position on the continuum between ‘productive’ 

and ‘reproductive’ status. 
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Table 1:  The interests of elite groups with regard to migrants 

Elite Groups 
  



are rooted in their area of origin, the resource holders of the area of 

destination lose their negative interest in the presence of migrants. In this 

situatiiove resour



envisaged.21 It is this one that is focused upon in relation to this paper’s 

topic. 

 So far for t



The best conceptual framework by which to understand patterns of 

labour market participation in their historical hybridity and complexity is 

that of the ‘adaptive family economy’. The composition of a household’s 

‘income-pooling’ can best be understood as governed by the attempt to 

balance income maximisation with risk minimisation in relation to potential 

sources of income in a given setting.25 Schematically, these potential 

sources of income were threefold: independent resources, entitlements to 

communal resources, and wage labour. Dependency on wage labour 

involved high vulnerability to market fluctuations. In the absence of 

sufficient ‘risk insurance’ in the form of adequate entitlements to 

communal resources, a recourse to ind8 io resources, a recour1 T 13102 2 0 0 13.02 85.5t47w 1342 2 0 0 13.02 850

communal4Tw .023.02 0 0 13.02 85lly, these potential 



The behaviour of an individual in the labour market, then, was 

principally governed by the nature and content of the total ‘income-

pooling’ of his or her household. Flexibility of wage labour behaviour 

would typically be limited by the potential trade-off against risk and the 

extent to which it jeopardised other sources of income. The availability of 

‘communal resources’ as opposed to ‘independent resources’ increased 

in principle the flexibility of labour market participation, but then a lot 

depended on the conditions and nature of these entitlements. For 

instance, if they were tied to one specific place, labour mobility would 

likewise be limited to the extent that it would not be allowed to jeopardise 

these entitlements – for instance by not moving so far away that a return 

would be difficult if unemployed.27

The extent to which the ‘poor’ had own independent resources 

offered yet another way by which to separate productive use and 

reproductive requirements. The advantage of lower dependency of the 

poor on resources provided by the elites, however, presented a trade-off 

to elite interests as it also lessened the dependency of the poor on 

labour-market participation. Likewise, the dependency of the poor on 

resource provisions, whether independent or provided by elites, limited 

their overall spatial labour mobility to the extent that their access to these 

resources was tied to a specific place. Any st1s. Any st1s. AnygyTj
13.02itit.02 0 0 13.02 121.9232 296.42053t1s. An,icult5 8202. Any st1s. AnygyTj
13 depen0.802142.8703.02 0s 0 1302 142.8709 430.94044 Tm
(ve r6Tm
( elt4f 13.02 412.415443.02 0 e8036 T69<008we0.9490 412.4ed t)Tj
13.02 012..02 0 0 13.02 121.9232h207.942 2124re)Tj
13.02 0 0 13.02 37 Tws0 0 13.02 128.420.68329 2121.9232h207.942 2124re50 0 13.02hll11.7068 Any st1s. AnygyTj
-c -0.0022 Tw 13.02 3 0 13.02 279.42058 294058 2061Any st1s. Anygy0.006 Tc -.02 279.42058 294.3047417Any st1s. Anygys. d some Tc -0.00079 Tw 13.0219 0 13.02 85.08008 430.940798 An556009 9however.00i



labour mobility for any given employer – respectively in helping to keep 

the ‘indigenous’ labour supply available, but in limiting labour mobilisation 

from elsewhere – is analogous to the conflicting interests of employers of 

the two ‘areas’ in the model. 

Secondly, the nature of this trade-off in terms of overall labour 

flexibility incorporated in the separation between productive and 

reproductive statuses, was not only related to relative elite interest 

balances but also by the nature of the labour demand itself. If there were 

limited employment opportunities, other things being equal, the overall 

balance of interests would shift to a more restricted labour mobilisation. If 

labour demands were highly fluctuating, casual and irregular, the interest 

in ways of shifting the maintenance of unemployed labour to other 

spheres was very high. If employers on the whole needed a relatively 

steady and stable labour force with certain qualities, the disadvantage of 

limited supply responsiveness and relatively high turnover would weigh 

heavier against the advantage of savings on resource provisions.  

Thirdly, there has never been a complete overlap between 

policymakers and the three ‘elite groups’ that we have distinguished, 

either in social, economic, political or spatial terms. The group of 

‘resource holders’ was almost always bound to be greater than that of 

employers, and could contain elements of the ‘poor’. In this situation, the 

costs to employers as resource holders for maintaining ‘reproductive’ 

labour would be lowered by the extent to which other groups contributed 

to resource provisions. This ‘free ride’ opportunity for employers could in 

principle be mobilised not only to maintain reserve-labour, but also to pay 

lower wages, making the status of the employed more reproductive.28 

Dependent on the relative political power of the resource holders and 
                                                                                                                                               
27 Solar, "Poor relief," pp. 8-9; Knotter, "Problems of the 'family economy'." 
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employers, the existence of this opportunity moves the eventual balance 

of the ‘policy compromise’ (column 4) towards a more restrictive (column 

1) or more encouraging (column 3) immigration policy respectively. In all 

situations, the relative number, interest, and political power of elites might 

make for different problems of collective action impacting on the eventual 

‘compromise’ of both policy and practice. 

In spatial terms, all ideal typical distinctions are blurred by the fact 

that there existed a multitude of different ‘areas’ that existed not only side 

by side, but also to a considerable extent overlapped and were 

overlapped by greater ‘areas’ incorporating smaller ones. The interests 

and power of the various elite groups which in the original model were 

confined to one and the same ‘area’ could themselves extend or overlap 

into different ones. The meanings of ‘immigration’ and ‘emigration’ for 

elite members were thus relative to the variable spatial confinement of 

their reproductive responsibilities, labour mobilisation, and political power. 

The spatial organisation of political power was thus a critical factor 

shaping possibilities and limitations of collective action and determining 

the eventual ‘policy compromise’ at different levels of policymaking. 

Lastly, let me remark that the model also allows for the ideal typical 

distinctions between ‘elites’ and ‘poor’ to be relative concepts. One could 

for instance be part of the ‘elite’ as a contributor to communal resources, 

yet part of the ‘poor’ as a performer of wage labour. Potential political 

influence of the ‘poor’ would, other things being equal, strengthen the 

interests of the ‘resource holders’ – if we regard labour as a ‘resource’ 

whose value is diminished by newcomers. A lot depends, however, on the 

relative stability of their respective entitlements both to resources and to 

employment. 

                                                                                                                                               
28 Cf. George R. Boyer, An economic history of the English Poor Law, 1750-1850 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), pp. 16, 94-99, 233; van Leeuwen, 
"Logic of charity," p. 592. 
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1.4  Long-term dynamics in changing trajectories of labour 

mobilisation 

From the above theoretical outlines of what is assumed to have 

shaped the principal ‘logic’ behind migration policies in relation to labour 

mobilisation, it is clear that the macro-processes of proletarianisation, 

economic expansion and integration, and political centralisation, altered 

both the nature of labour mobility and the stakes of policies governing 

labour mobilisation over the long run. Of course policies towards some 

groups of ‘highly productive labour’ have always been quite outside the 

‘logic’ sketched out, because their ‘productive value’ was deemed to 

outweigh by far any considerations of the trade-off against their 

reproductive requirements.29 But these are part of an exceptional story. 

Here, the focus of interest lies with the policies towards the majority of 

labour, somewhere on the continuum between productive value and 

reproductive requirements. 

There is no room to trace the whole evolution of the dynamics 

related to these trajectories through space and time for the whole of 

Western Europe for the whole of the period 1550-1914. Instead, I will 

focus on stylised ‘examples’ that are assumed to be representative for the 

ways in which the limits and possibilities of labour mobilisation policies 

were shaped by the above macro processes through space and time. 

                                                 
29 Like highly trained artisans who were the object of active recruitment policies and 
often (normative) emigration restrictions of mercantilist states and early modern cities. 
Likewise, some policies were outstripped of any considerations about labour 
mobilisation, because the targeted groups were no labour at all – like wealthy 
merchants – or because aggressive strategies of political power mobilisation on the 
basis of ‘purification’ dominated the mindset of policymakers – like with the expulsion of 
religious dissenters. In these instances, other factors were in play, like the perceived 
political or economic competition of the targeted groups, and/or their value in terms of 
capital assets – not labour assets. Cf. Lucassen and Lucassen, "Migration," p. 26; 
Sassen, Guests and aliens, pp. 9-10. 
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2. Various Policy Levels in Transitional Early Modern Economies 
It is contended that spatial labour mobilisation strategies in the 

early modern period were dominated by a separation of productive uses 

and reproductive requirements, governed by the irregular or seasonal 

nature of most of the labour demand.30 There are many ways in which 

this could be achieved – the long-distance seasonal migration to the 

coasts of the thriving Dutch Republic is a case already brilliantly 

elaborated by Jan Lucassen.31 It is contended that the ways in which this 

separation could be realised depended crucially on the income-pooling 

basis of labour households, and consequently on the overall socio-

economic structure. Likewise, the limits and structure of early modern 

political organisation made the local sphere the dominant locus (that is, 

our ideal typical ‘area’) of policies governing labour mobilisation, although 

the int0.00ilip0 brilliantly 

, a382t0.00ilip0 bril347.47275 565.52016 Tm7(h)82int0.00ilip0 brilkT47.47275 565.52016 Tm
(h3181t0.00ilip0 briln, 000429.63895 520.64032 Tm
(c)4764t0.00ilip0 brilcTc -57.31552 543.08023 Tm
4.j
181t0.00ilip0 brild66.02003 587.90027 Tm
2.)Tj82t0.00ilip0 bril(tha86.94707 587.90027 Tm
3.nd 66t0.00ilip0 bril(101 Tw 13.02 0 0 13.02 85.07953 498.26019 Tm
(politica30h)Tbrillianev04 upol02 0 0 13.0possi)Tj
t -0.of4 Tw 13.02 0 .02005 632.78035 Tm7(o-)987ca30h)Tbrillian2 0 0 13.although 



poles of the colourful continuum that characterised the social, economic 

and political early modern context through space and time.33

 

2.1  An optimal allocation of labour within limits: early modern 

England 

Of all western European countries, early modern England probably sed the soci

 294.00024 744.86035 T00064140 13.02.00079 Teconomi

obaace42061  13.02.00079 T 
B Tm
(entu632s up 8035 Tm
(ountrie)Tj
049136.091  13.02.00079 T 294.00024 744.86035 49943.3550 13.02.00079 T 13.0 0 13.02 497.60391 6320w 13.02 0 0 13.02 85.0740587.93 513550 1702 49u
-0.00011 Tc -0.001821Fi85.07w4di85.03 the soci)Tj
49.93 620 13.02. t8a294Rev.007mh 172o7
m3. Pop00011 Tc -0.0025 Tw 130007ET
EMthe soci



was also distinctive in that England achieved a r





the political order declined, communal resources other than poor relief 

became increasingly limited for the poor, and economic activity based on 

increasing wage-dependency and labour mobility further expanded, room 

was made also in legislative theory for the possible productive use of 

migrants. 

A more positive appraisal of labour migration was evident in 

changes in the Settlement Law from the end of the seventeenth century 

onwards, designed explicitly to support productive forms of labour 

mobility.44 Now a migrant could earn a new settlement on the basis of 

productive merit: the completion of an apprentic



Indeed, the fourfold increase in poor relief expenses over the 

eighteenth century put the limiting of relief responsibilities, whether 

potential or real, firmly in place as the primordial concern in parish 

migration policies. Although the thread of older vagrancy laws was 

continued, their intent and use became increasingly focused on removing 

‘parasitic’ migrants.47 In this respect, the other legislative innovation of 

late seventeenth-century Settlement Law – certificates – catered more 

adequately to parish needs. A certificate was a migration document in 

which a migrant’s home parish stated responsibility for his relief, and 

protected the migrant from removal unless he became chargeable. At the 

end of the eighteenth century, this protection against removal was 

extended to all migrants.48  

                                                                                                                                               

1989), pp. 671-95; R. Wells, "Migration, the law and parochial policy in eighteenth- and 
nineteenth-century southern England," Southern History 15 (1993): p. 94. 
47 Slack, The English Poor Law, pp. 29-34, 38-39. 
48 Certificates had existed before, but the Act of 1697 was of vital importance in making 
them binding legal documents, Cf. Philip Styles, "The evolution of the Law of 
Settlement," University of Birmingham Historical Journal 9, no. 1 (1963): pp. 48-52. The 
Act of 1795, in turn, made them superfluous. Snell and Landau have engaged in an 
intense discussion whether this last act made a great difference to practice. Snell 
maintains that the Settlement Laws were only applied selectively to migrants who were 
(soon to be) a charge on the poor rates, so that the 1795 Act did not make much 
difference, while Landau maintains that they were more extensively applied to ‘monitor’ 
migration, an option curtailed by the 1795 Act. Yet, relevant to our interest, they both 
agree that the aim and result of parish migration policies was to restrict ‘reproductive’ 
burdens on their resources (among others by selective removals and avoiding 
settlement; see above and below) – only Landau thinks these were broader than poor 
relief (commons, etc.) while Snell does not. Landau herself suggests that the 
importance of these other ‘communal resources’ declined in the second half of the 
eighteenth century, so that legislation aligned with practice by 1795. It seems indeed 
likely that parochial policies to restrict ‘reproductive burdens’ focused on all parochial 
‘communal resources’, and likewise became exclusively focused on poor relief 
somewhere between 1662 and 1795 as these other resources lost importance. Snell, 
Annals; Norma Landau, "The laws of settlement and the surveillance of immigration in 
eighteenth-century Kent," Continuity and Change 3, no. 3 (1988); Landau, "The 
regulation."; Norma Landau, "The eighteenth-century context of the laws of settlement," 
Continuity and Change 6, no. 3 (1991); Snell, "Pauper settlement."; K. D. M. Snell, 
"Settlement, Poor Law and the rural historian: new approaches and opportunities," 
Rural history 3, no. 2 (1992); Norma Landau, "Who was subjected to the laws of 
settlement? Procedure under the settlement laws in eighteenth century England," 
Agricultural History Review 43, no. 2 (1995).  
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Recent studies examining the practice of mobility regulation at 

parish level show that removals were bi



relations thus shaped the practice of migration regulation, based on 

parish control over the distribution of relief, the legally defined 

responsibilities of relief, the internal balances of power, and the 

theoretically almost unfettered possibility of removal. 

Naturally, these subtle separations of productive uses and 

reproductive responsibilities implied that there were winners and losers. 

As parishes would be reluctant to see very ‘productive’ migrants leave 

and be even more reluctant to contribute to their maintenance elsewhere, 

such situations were acceptable only if these migrants would have been 

highly ‘reproductive’ at home, i.e. if their employment opportunities were 

smaller at home than at the destination. Overall, then, these intricate 

arrangements and policies of selective migration in practice enabled a 

spatial distribution of labour in relation to relative demands and as such 

amounted to a subsidy in ‘human capital’ to expanding sectors and 

areas.57 Furthermore, from the perspective of the potential migrant, the 

relative certainty of relief at home and the many mechanisms to mobilise 

such entitlements elsewhere, probably eased the personal risks involved 

in migration.58

Within the limits of the fragmented nature of labour markets and the 

localised nature of political power, however, most of this labour 

distribution and subsidisation did occur within spatially limited economies. 

As local employers were not keen on having their ‘productive’ labour 

move far out of reach in case it was needed, communication possibilities 

and information channels over long distances were limited, and as much 

labour demand was of a seasonal nature, forms of circular migration in 

function of complementary and changing demands over small areas was 

                                                 
57 Taylor, "The impact," pp. 66-67; Taylor, Poverty; Wells, "Migration," p. 113. 
58 Solar, "Poor relief," pp. 11-12. 



predominant.59 An extreme – and also frequently seized on by 

contemporary critics – example of such subsidised local migration was 

the situation of ‘open’ and ‘close’ parishes, the first supplying the labour to 

the neighbouring latter, where residence was strictly restricted to save on 

relief expenses.60 Another example was how farmers in the south came to 

use their political power over relief administration as a way of maintaining 

a ‘reserve army’ of labour for their increasingly seasonal labour demands, 

by using outdoor allowances as unofficial unemployment benefits in their 

‘implicit contracts’ and by limiting labour movement to short-distance 

circulation.61  

All in all, the specific nature of English inter-parochial migration 

regulation was conducive to an efficient allocation of labour, but within the 

limits of early modern economic development and political organisation. 

As these limits were gradually eroded from the end of the eighteenth 

century onwards, these mechanisms would help in overcoming the 

precarious labour markets of early industrialisation, and then pose their 

own limits to its further development. 

 

2.2  Limited regulation in a precarious economic and political 

context: early modern France 

Early modern France often figured and figures as the ‘classic other’ 

in comparison with England. A far bigger and more populated country 

already at the beginning of the period, its population increased only by a 
                                                 

59 A. Digby, "The labour market and the continuity of social policy after 1834: the case 
of 1n11r.60Tm
          ptlicy after 1212Pto6 59Tj
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(on ince.98 0 0 10.98 329.11644 12920077 1m
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quarter over the period between the 1500s and the middle of the 

eighteenth century. Urbanisation al



delimited its manoeuvrability and influence in the domain of social policy. 

These struggles in the context of France’s turbulent political history have 

also preoccupied its historians, with the raison d’Etat looming large in the 

analysis of social policy, in particular that of the state’s continual attempts 

to regulate and control the mobility of its population. The content and 

rhetoric of central activity in the domain of social policy certainly fit with 

the idea of an overall concern for political order, preoccupied as it was 

with eradicating the destabilising ‘threat’ of vagrancy and wandering 

beggars and with passport regulations to control internal and external 

movement. Furthermore, the institution in charge of the implementation of 

this repression and control was itself the symbol par excellence in the 

state’s assertion of authority against rival claimants: the national 

Maréchaussée.65  

However, whatever the ambitions of the central state and their 

politico-philosophical and symbolic importance in the light of further 

political developments, the practical impact of state policies in early 

modern France was overall relatively modest. The great symbolic 

meaning of the national police force notwithstanding, its numbers were 

very small in relation to the country’s size. Moreover, it was dispersed in 

                                                 
65 Indeed, the relation between police and migrants has been identified as a central 
node of the articulation and ascendancy of the raison d’Etat. Gutton, La societé et les 
pauvres; Jacques Depauw, "Pauvres, pauvres mendiants, mendiants valides ou 
vagabonds? Les hesitations de la legislation royale," Revue d'Histoire Moderne et 
Contemporaine 21, no. 3 (1974); Lis, Soly, and Van Damme, Op vrije voeten? , pp. 75-
77; José-Ramón Cubero, Histoire du vagabondage: du Moyen Âge à nos jours (Paris: 





distinct way of separating productive use and reproductive needs of 

migrants. Harvest failures or other subsistence crises distorting the family 

income-pooling could, however, frequently jeopardise the balance in 

these patterns and drive migrants in disproportionate numbers to cities to 

benefit from their assistance provisions and alarm public fears about 

wandering ‘vagrants’.68 Cities, for their part, frequently had available 

means and institutions designed to chase away and remove unwanted 

‘reproductive’ migrants. Forms of assistance were often exclusively 

designed for their ‘own’ residents, and the criteria often amounted to 

between three and seven years of residence. In the context of central 

directives for the grand renfermement of all beggars and vagrants, cities 

often successfully opposed the indiscriminate – and costly – recepti



of and responsibilities for migrants. Real comprehensive activity in the 

forceful removal of migrants, then, also appears to have been mostly of 

an ad hoc nature in crises or high-pressure periods, and much less 

attuned to regional fluctuations in labour demand.70 A relatively blunt and 

indiscriminate attitude to migrants is also evident in the actions taken 

against vagrants by the Maréchaussée. Although legal provisions often 

explicitly protected seasonal migrants from being identified as vagrants, 

they often made up a significant part of those arrested.71  

Adequate and flexible forms to deal ‘productively’ with migrants, 

then, were limited by a precarious social-economic structure that fled 

labour markets with an uncontrolled oversupply in times of crisis and by 

the lack of an organisational framework that allowed migration and relief 

entitlements to be monitored in the light of demand-focused labour 

mobilisation. As long as patterns of labour mobility of ‘pluri-active’ 

households were adequately tuned to regular fluctuations in labour 

demand, these mechanisms probably provided the most convenient 

sources of ‘free gifts of human capital’. Increasing rural ‘push’-forces in 

the second half of the eighteenth century, driven by demographic 

pressure and land fragmentation, would however increasingly pressure 

these century-long patterns beyond the limits of labour-supply elasticity. 

Coupled with mounting problems in rural and urban industries, the closing 

decades of the French Ancien Régime were the scene of increasing 

                                                                                                                                               
69 Gutton, La societé et les pauvres, pp. 255, 97-303, 54-56, 441, 55-62; Hufton, The 
poor, pp. 97, 102, 43, 49-52, 220-21. 
70 Gutton, La societé et les pauvres, pp.3251ff., 296-303, 326, 329-332, 352-355, 403-
418, 442-447, 467-486 ;





industrialising north have in the light of recent research been replaced by 

an acknowledgement of an essential continuity of pre-industrial patterns 

of migration until well into the nineteenth century.75 Certainly, urban 

growth was impressive, and mostly concentrated in London and in the 

manufacturing districts.76 Yet, the eventual redistribution of population 

occurred within a wavelike pattern of predominantly short-distance moves 

in various directions eventually culminating in urban industrial areas. 

Although the volume of migration increased, there is no sign of an 

obvious widening of the overall geographic range of movement nor of an 

increasing general concentration on specific regions until the late 

nineteenth century. This makes the patterns of labour movement in 

industrialising England governed by a paradox of high wage gaps 

between – to use a simplifying shorthand – an overall labour-short 

industrialising north and an apparently overpopulated agricultural south.77

However, the apparent oversu



administration in their ‘implicit contracts’, even after the 1834 New Poor 

Law had sought to end these practices.78

The growing demand for industrial labour in the north, on the other 

hand, was marked by heavy fluctuations and irregularities. The 

counterpart of nominally high wages was often high employment 

insecurity, as a fluid labour mobilisation characterised employers’ 

strategies to cope with overall market fluctuations.79 As the majority of 

resid



industrial slump of the 1840’s illu









But as mechanisation proliferated and industry expanded, these sources 

became increasingly inadequate. The transformation of small-scale 

peasants into permanent industrial labour was a very slow and only 

partial process.95 In the middle of the nineteenth century, half of the 

French population was still occupied in agriculture, and this proportion 





large-scale naturalisations on the basis of the residential principle of ius 

soli. As the project of l’état nation was complemented by that of l’état 

social with the first social welfare programmes from the late nineteenth 



Much of this suspicion towards these easterners, mostly ‘ethnic Poles’, 

had to do with the ethnic construct in the nation project of the German 

state. In the corporate political and social nation unified under Bismarck, 

political power was mobilised more on the basis of an ethnic concept of a 

völkisch nation than on that of a political concept of citoyenneté, as the 

prevalence of ius sanguinis – that is, on the basis of birth and ‘blood ties’ 

– over ius solis in the construction of nationality illustrates. Moreover, the 

awakening Polish nationalist movement posed a potential threat to the 

territorial basis of the state as well, as the residents of ‘divided Poland’ 

were distributed over the border regions of the Russian, Austrian-

Hungarian and German empires. Worries about überfremdung,



agriculture.104 In the dynamic of (re)unification of the productive and 



Dynamics of political centralisation and new projects of power 

mobilisation and legitimisation – ‘nationalism’ – acted together with these 

structural economic changes to increasingly contradict previous strategies 

of labour mobilisation based on spatial separations of labour statuses 

between sub-national ‘areas’. Internal labour mobilisation strategies in 

Western Europe eventually converged to a unification of the productive 

and reproductive status of labour as ‘nationals’ of the developing political, 

social and eventually welfare states. 

The story does of course





migrant’ par excellence: the illegal immigrant, filling up casual demand at 

the bottom of the labour market, with no potential ‘reproductive’ claim 

whatsoever. 
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