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Aux "cinq houilleurs de Peronnes-lez-
Binche," qui "pour avoir mendie chez 
M. Paris, - en retournant du charbonnage 
ou ils n'avaient pas recu de salaire 
depuis cinq sexaines" ont ete condaanes 
par le Tribimal correctionnel de Charleroi 
a 8 joura, le 9 avril 1886." 

Gazette de Mons, April 10, 1886. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In 1886, a series of strikes and riots broke out in the Liege 

coal and steel area. They rolled up the Meuse and Basse Sambre 

rivetr valleys and soon engulfed all four of Belgium's main coal 

fields, i.e. Liege, Charleroi, the Centre and the Borinage. This 

was the most serious industrial violence in Belgium's history. The 

object of this study is to determine the impact of the insurrection 

on the middle class industrialists, opinion molders and political 

leaders who monopolized political power in Belgium. They alone, 

through their control of the levers of power, had the means to carry 

out needed social reforms, because polity membership was based on 

property qualifications. 

In view of their dramatic nature, the events of 1886 have not 

escaped the interest of Belgian scholars. As early as 1886, Louis 

Bertrand wrote his pocket book edition of La Belgique en 1886 which 

was supposed to be inexpensive enough to capture the attention of 

the working class in whose cause Bertrand labored as a Socialist 

journalist. In his history of "l'annee terrible", Bertrand based 

his research on three Brussels newspapers, the Socialist Peuple, 

the Doctrinaire-Liberal Gazette and the Progressive-Liberal Reforme. 

The work was basically a colorful narrative with a definite Social­

ist orientation. While its treatment of the causes of the strikes 

U N I V E R S I T Y OF O T T A W A S C H O O L OF G R A D U A T E S T U D I E S 



U N I V E R S I T E D O T T A W A E C O L E D E S G R A D U E S 

I I I 

was superficial and oriented toward the Marxist view of history, 

nevertheless, the little book was factually correct. 

Twenty-five years later, Gustave Houdez, a caroloregien who 

had witnessed the events in Charleroi, wrote a short description 

(120 pages) of the burning and pillage of the Baudoux glassworks in 

the Charleroi. The work was entitled Quatre-vingt-six. Vingt-cinq 

ans apres. Houdez concentrated on the events in Charleroi on a 

particular day, hence his 6tudy lacked even the scope of Bertrand's 

work. Nevertheless, the description of the Baudoux events was quite 

detailed. Houdez, however, lacked sources such as the archives of the 

police and the Parquet General as well as the reports of the Inge-

nieurs des Mines. Houdez concentrated on the trial of the alleged 

leaders of the crowd that attacked the Baudoux works as the proceed­

ings were reported in the press, for none of the official documents 

were as yet open to the public. Both Houdez's and Bertrand's early 

works were descriptions of the events rather than systematic analy­

sis of the events in terms of their ultimate impact on the social 

reform movement. 

In June 1969» Philippe Mottequin, in an unpublished Licence 

thesis for the University of Louvain entitled Les greves de 1886 a 

1888 dans la region du Centre, attempted to carry out a historical 

comparison of the coal strikes in the area just west of Charleroi. 

This excellent regional history also analysed the reaction of the 

local press. But as Mottequin himself noted, the main events of 

1886 did not have much impact in the Centre area, and hence they 

I 
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were not emphasized in his thesis. By the time the strikes reached 

La Louviere, the economic capital of the Centre, the real crisis 

in Charleroi and Liege was over. 

Rene Van Santbergen's Une bourrasque sociale. Liege 1886 

(1969) was a lively narrative of the outbreak of the insurrection. 

Professor Van Santbergen viewed the events as a purely historical 

phenomenon, a fortuitous incident with no prior, immediate or ulte­

rior significance — a "bourrasque sociale" similar to the one de­

scribed by Zola in Germinal. He saw the Liege affair as an incident 

which caused few political ripples, and consequently he devoted 

most of his book to analyzing the events themselves without attempt­

ing to relate them to the broader issue of political change. 

The only work which attempted to analyse the strikes as well 

as their national political consequences was France Geerinck's un­

published Licence thesis entitled Les greves dans le Hainaut en 1886 

et la Commission du travail (University of Brussels, 1953)• The 

first part of her thesis wa6 devoted to describing the events in 

Charleroi. Her approach to these events was neither original nor 

systematic. The work was basically a narrative. Geerinck used 

Houdez and only four newspapers, the Catholic Journal de Bruxelles, 

the Progressive Reforme, the Doctrinaire -Liberal Independance Beige 

and the Journal de Charleroi. Apparently the Archives du Parquet 

General, the Administration des Mines and the Archives Royales de la 

Dynastie were still closed to the public. Nor did the work system­

atically analyse the reaction of the press, or attempt to explain 
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why the strikes broke out, or why they caused more public consterna­

tion than, for example, those of 1868 and 1869. Finally, France 

Geerinck failed to relate the insurrectional strikes to the total 

political context in which they occured. 

In ,jart two of her thesis, Mrs. Geerinck did not analyse 

the public reaction to the repression, the throne speech or the 

appointment of the commission of inquiry and thereby more closely 

link the strikes to their political consequences. On the other hand 

her analysis of the work of the Commission du travail was extremely 

precise and very worthwhile. For it was the work of this commission 

of inquiry which established the program of legislation which the 

Catholic government of Premier Auguste Beernaert tried to implement 

in succeeding years. But her study, for obvious reasons, one of 

which was length, stopped with the recommendations of the Commis­

sion. She did not attempt to study the fate of these proposals in 

Parliament or in the press. 

Geerinck's, Van Santbergen, Mottequin and Houdez hold in 

common a certain dysfunctional conception of the 1886 events and 

the political context in which they occurred. They do not view the 

events as an integral part of the political process of change. They 

implicitly attribute an irrational incidental character to collect­

ive violence. These studies leave the reader with the impression 

that the violence was an act of collective madness engendered by 

accumulated frustrations. It seems from these works that the in­

surrection did not involve any strategies, coordination or goals. 
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It was nihilistic. In short, the strikes were apolitical, and they 

did not involve any issues relating to inter-group competition for 

polity membership and a redistribution of values such as wealth and 

power (Cf. Charles Tilly). 

In terms of the traditional economic approach, which these 

works implicitly adopt, the insurrectional violence of 1886 was 

dysfunctional to the political process, because politics involved a 

minimum degree of rational bargaining. Since violence was assumed 

to be irrational, it constituted a rupture in political bargaining, 

and it was not an integral part of the process of change. Either the 

violence reached revolutionary proportions and brought about the 

overthrow of the existing order, or else the insurgency was crushed 

and the old politics went on as before. According to the traditional 

economic approach, working class hardships during the 1877-1896 de­

pression caused frustration which in turn exploded into a spontan-

1 
eous blind rage of destruction. 

Being a blind spontaneous explosion, the collective violence 

2 
was "senseless" "without organization, the consequence of bitter 

1 Philippe Mottequin, Les greves de 1886 a 1888 dans la Re­
gion du Centre (Louvain: Unpublished Licence thesis for the Univer­
sity of Louvain, 1969)* P^ 128. The 1886 strikes "were incontestably 
an economic movement, a type of spontaneous revolt". 

France Geerinck, Les greves dans le Hainaut en 1886 et la Com­
mission du travail (Brussels! Unpublished Licence thesis for the 
University of Brussels, 1953), Part I, p. 37. "La classe ouvriere 
doit soudain affronter une telle somme de privations et en concoit 
ainsi vive amertume qu'a la premiere occasion, on sent qu'elle cher-
chera a exterioriser un mecontentement trop longtemps contenu". 

2 Ibid., Pt. I, p. k7. 
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circumstances, the product of misery". The strikes and violence 

had no goals, they consisted of "indiscriminate armed attacks 

2 
against everything". 

According to the traditional approach as well as Chalmers 

Johnson's systemic theory , the strikes were merely a fortuitous 

incident which consituted a temporary break in the political process. 

They arose from a dysfunctional situation which was caused by the 

hardships of the economic crisis. When the authorities crushed the 

revolt a new equilibrium was reestablished and politics went on 

much as before. If according to Geerinck, the insurgency was a mere 

incident which "erupted with no precise reason [or goal] except for 

R 
the frustration of its propagators" then it is outside the scope 

1 Rene Van Santbergen, Une bourrasque sociale, Liege, 1886 
(Liege: Commission communale de l'histoire de l'ancien pays de 
Liege, 1969), p. 67. 

2 Geerinck, Pt. I, p. V?. "II faut avoir feuillete les jour-
naux qui parurent alors, pour realiser le degre de folie et d'egare-
ment ou arriverent ces malheureux pendant quelques jours. On y voit 
se decha£ner les instincts les plus sauvages et les plus primitifs: 
des actes absurdes sont commis par une foule anonyme grisee a la 
fois par son audace et par l'impunite ..." 

Gustave Houdez, Les troubles de Charleroi, 1886 (Frameries: 
Dufranc-Friart, 1911), p. 6. 

3 Chalmers Johnson, Revolutionary Change (Boston: Little, 
Brown, 1966). 

k Rene Van Santbergen, p. 1̂ -6. Using the traditional systemic 
approach, Van Santbergen defined the four essential moments of the 
strikes: "(1) La deterioration d'un equilibre social determine par 
dee facteurs economiques, politiques, culturels. (2) Le depassement 
d'un point critique caracterise par une explosion brutale et sou-
daine dont la violence est proportionnelle a l'intensite de la ten­
sion anterieure. (3) L© developpement de reactions en cha£ne accu­
sant 1'opposition entre les couches sociales ... (k) Le retour a un 
equilibre a son tour precaire". 

5 Geerinck, Pt. II, p. 17^. 
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of systematic analysis — without scientific significance. It would 

provide no lessons for further study and would have no impact on 

historical trends. At best it could only serve as an interesting 

source for a descriptive narrative of an isolated unique case of 

social pathology, with no possibility of cooperation between Social 

Science and History-

Social Science has provided a new approach which envisages 

collective violence as an integral part of the on-going political 

process. Authors such as Charles Tilly, Barrington Moore and Erich 

ffolf see a dynamic relationship between collective violence and 

Lnter-cla6S political relations. This rational conception extends 

aot only to the political implications of the violence, but also to 

the internal dynamics of the groups who are involved in the violence , 

according to Smelser's Theory of Collective Behavior and Thomas 

Schelling in his Strategies of Conflict. 

If collective violence is not merely collective madness, then 

Lt can be analysed systematically. An analytical model can be used 

to compare violence in 1868-1869 and 1886. The etiological relation­

ships can also be studied and compared. This work will attempt to 

apply a model that combines the political approach with the collect-

1 Neil J. Smelser, Theory of Collective Behavior (New York: 
Free Press, 1963)» P» 1« "Even though many thinkers in this field 
attempt to be objective, they frequently describe collective epi­
sodes as if they were the work of mysterious forces. Crowds, for 
Instance are 'fickle', 'irrational' or 'spontaneous*, and their be-
lavior is 'unanticipated' or 'surprising'. For all their graphic 
quality, such terms are unsatisfactory. They imply that collective 
behavior flows from sources beyond empirical explanation". 
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i v /e h i s t o r y a p p r o a c h o f Kude a n d S o b o u l , who c a r r i e d o u t 

a s y s t e m a t i c s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d b u t v e r y d e m a n d i n g a n a l y ­

s i s o f t h e p o p u l a t i o n a n d l o c a l l o a d e r s n i p L , a t w e r e 

i n v o l v e d i n t h e F r e n c h r e v o l u t i o n . They s t u d i e d t h e 

e v e n t s f r j , „ t r i e b o t t o m - u p , and t h e n d e v e l o p e d a t h e o r y " 

o f t h e d y n a m i c s o f t h a r e v o l u L i o n . u 

The d i s s e r t a t i o n i s d i r e c t e d toward t h e impact of i n d u s t r i a l 

v i o l e n c e on middle c l a s s a t t i t u d e s about t he need fo r s o c i a l r e f o r m , 

This o r i e n t a t i o n i s j u s t i f i e d by the f a c t t h a t t h e middle c l a s s — 

the i n d u s t r i a l and p o l i t i c a l e l i t e s — r u l e d Belgium because of t he 

p r o p e r t y q u a l i f i c a t i o n e l e c t o r a l sys tem. They did not sha re p o l i t ­

i c a l power wi th e i t h e r t h e p e a s a n t s , the smal l b o u r g e o i s i e or t he 

working c l a s s . In 1888, only about one per cen t of t h e p o p u l a t i o n 

had t h e r i g h t t o v o t e . The smal l upper middle c l a s s e l i t e monopoliz­

ed the government of Belgium and they a lone de t e rmined . the govern­

menta l p o l i c y as we l l as the d i s t r i b u t i o n of r e s o u r c e s . They were 

the educated and a r t i c u l a t e p o r t i o n of the p o p u l a t i o n . Being the 

l i t e r a t e and i n f l u e n t i a l element i n Belgium, most of the c o u n t r y ' s 

300-^00 d a i l y and weekly p e r i o d i c a l s were d i r e c t e d toward the 

1 
175»000 middle c l a s s s u b s c r i b e r s . 

Since t he middle c l a s s monopolized p o l i t i c a l and economic 

2 
power , and because t h e i r s was t he most numerous and i n f l u e n t i a l 

1 A. Boghaert-Vache, " l a P r e s s e " i n La P a t r i e b e i g e : Pour l a 
commemoration du c e n t e n a i r e de n o t r e indepenuance, 1o30-1930 (Brus­
s e l s : E d i t i o n s i l l u s t r e e s du " S o i r " , 1930; , p . hyi>. 

2 Auguste Melot , "Bee rnae r t : l e regime bourgeois e t l a l e g i s 
l a t i o n s o c i a l e " , La Revue Genera le , n° 60 (1927) , P . 130. 

3 C h a r l e s T i l l y , " R e v o l u t i o n s and C o l l e c t i v e 
V i o l e n c e , " p r e l i m i n a r y d r a f t o f an a r t i c l e f o r t h e 
H a n d b o o k o f P o l i t i c a l S c i e n c e , F r a d I . G r e e n s t e i n ' and — 
N e l s o n UJ. P o l s b y , eds . , A d d i s o n - L U e s l e y P u b l i s n i n g C o . , p . 2 7 . 
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press in the country, it is thus necessary to concentrate on their 

attitudes as reflected in the Catholic, Doctrinaire (right wing) 

Liberal and Progressive (left wing) Liberal press. Particular atten­

tion must be devoted to the views that they expressed, in the Par­

liament and through their economic pressure groups as the chambers 

of commerce and various industrial associations, about the situa­

tion of the working class and its involvement in the 1886 insurgen­

cy. 

The dissertation will attempt to find out what impact the 

1886 insurrectional strikes had upon the middle class. To evaluate 

the impact of the insurrection on middle class attitudes, it is 

necessary to have some idea of the state of these attitudes before 

1886. This can be done by evaluating the impact of prior government­

al social inquiries and strikes in 18^3-46 and 1868-1869. This, 

the first chapter, shall concentrate on a series of similar riots 

and strikes in 1868-1869 to determine the nature and gravity of the 

collective violence and to establish the impact that these events 

had upon the middle class press a6 well as upon the political author­

ities. The work will also attempt to ascertain the perceptiveness of 

any inquiries and legislation that the events might have engendered. 

Chapter One will provide previous examples for comparison with 

1 The only two viable Socialist dailies were the Peuple 
(Brussels) and the Flemish Vooruit (Ghent). Neither had more than a 
few thousand subscribers. Most of the working class were illiterate 
and the middle class clientele would have hardly read the "revo­
lutionary" press. 
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the insurrection of 1886 and its impact on the ruling elites. 

Chapter Two i6 devoted to the political and economic situation that 

existed when the insurrection of 1886 broke out. The dissertation 

will attempt to evaluate the validity of the traditional economic 

explanations for the outbreak of collective violence. The relation­

ship between the political context and the insurrection in 1886 

must also be considered. This involves studying the political 

groups that were competing for political control and whose respec­

tive situations as contenders for political were affected by the 

insurrection. After having analyzed the etiological context in 

which the collective violence occurred, the two most significant 

day/place units of the insurrection, Liege March 18th and Charleroi 

March 26th-27th, must be studied in order to analyse the nature and 

gravity of the insurrection. The outbreak of the violence in Liege 

was chosen for special attention, because the political competition 

in the form of an anarchist demonstration on March 18th precipi­

tated the outbreak of the violence. The ensuing struggle in Charle­

roi on March 26th-27th was the culmination of the destruction and 

bloodshed involved in the revolt. Since this study is not oriented 

toward the strikes themselves, but only to those aspects which had 

the most significant impact on middle class attitudes, it will only 

examine the most significant day-place units of analysis. 

The role of precipitants, the methods by which the insurgents 

and coercive elements mobilized their forces, the role of ideology 

in the mobilization process, the composition, organization and 
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strategies of the groups that were involved in the violence in each 

of the two day/place units will be studied. Also to be studied is 

the number of insurgents and coercive forces as well as the tactics 

that were employed within each of the day/place units. Finally, the 

analysis of the events requires an evaluation of the arrests, 

casualties, and destruction which occurred within each day/place 

unit and during the insurrection as a whole. 

By analyzing the most significant events of the insurrection, 

it will be possible to evaluate how clearly the middle class perceived 

the gravity, nature and political significance of the insurrection. 

In the following Chapter the author will attempt to determine how 

clearly the press and the industrial elites perceived the etiology 

and nature of the insurrection and whether or not the press discus­

sed the issues which were at stake and what they thought should be 

done about the problem. 

The last Chapter is devoted to the reaction of the political 

authorities at the municipal, provincial and national levels of 

government to the events and to the press' comments concerning them. 

Both this and the preceding Chapter discuss the initial reactions, 

whether or not the press clearly perceived what issues were at stake 

and, finally, what the press and the political authorities decided 

to do to improve the lot of the working class. 

The study will not be a definitive analysis of the strikes, 

because, in terms of the topic, it is only concerned with those 

aspects of the insurrection which were significant for their impact 
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on middle class attitudes toward social reform. Nor is this work 

devoted to studying the parliamentary mechanisms involved in the 

legislation of social reforms measures through the operation of the 

Commission du travail and the intra-party politics of 1886-1889. 

There is already Geerinck's study of the operation of the Commis­

sion du travail. Defourny, Neuville and Rezsohazy have already writ­

ten a great deal about the ruling Catholic party's history and the 

policies which were laid down by the Congres des oeuvres sociales 

in 1886, 1887 and 1890. Furthermore, all of these aspects of the 

social reform movement are distinct topics in themselves and are 

worthy of separate treatment. 

The orientation of the thesis is directed toward the middle 

1 There are quite a few sources and studies on the Catholic 
social congresses: 

Congres des oeuvres sociales a Liege. Premiere session, 26-29 
septembre 1bb6 (Liege: Demarteau, 1806), pp. b-12, 22-23, 34-37, 40-
43, 146-147, 151, 174-175, 188-189, 202-207, 221-225, 282-291, 352-

Congres des oeuvres sociales a Liege. Deuxieme session, 4-7 
septembre 1087 (Liege: Demarteau, 1oo7), vol. I, pp. 3u-43, 150-181: 
vol. II, pp. 16-45, 60-61, 320-27, 3^2-365, 376-377, 402-491. 

Congres des oeuvres sociales a Liege. Troisierae session, 7-10 
septembre 1oo9 (Liege: Demarteau, 1890), pp. 3-l9» 40-49, 59-o9, 84-
87, 95, 133-138, 209, 224-225. 

Maurice Defourny, Les congres catholiques en Belgique (Lou­
vain: Bibliotheque de la "Revue Sociale Catholique1', 1906) pp. 147-
205. 

Paul Gerin, Les Catholiques liegeois et la question sociale, 
1833-1914 (Brussels: Cahiers des etudes sociales, 1959), PP« 1o-97• 

Jean Neuville, II y a 75 ans naissait le premier syndicat 
Chretien (Brussels: La pensee catholique, 1961), pp. 1, o-7, 26-55. 

Rudolf Rezsohazy, Origines et formation du catholicisrae social 
en Belgique, 1842-1909 (Louvain: Publications universitaires de Lou-
vain, 1958), pp. 58-113, 171-203.. 

Arthur Verhaegen, Vingt-cinq annees d'action sociale (Brus-
sels: Pewit, 1911), pp. 10-19, 20-23, 42-69. 
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class opinion makers, industrialists and political leaders who held 

many ideas in common despite Catholic-Liberal party division. The 

ideas that they held in common were the premises upon which they 

based their sharing of power within the Belgian polity; and these 

premises also provided the grounds on which they excluded other con­

tending classes. Before 1886 both Catholics and most Liberals were 

firm believers in laissez-faire economics, elitist politics based 

on property qualification, and paternal care for the lower classes 

through privately sponsored charities. This study shall be particu­

larly concerned with the impact of the insurrection on middle class 

attitudes regarding these premises. 

The principle sources for studying whether there was a change 

1 

in middle class attitudes were the newspapers. The choice of news­

papers was determined by two criteria. The first was to choose 

newspapers which represented the three prevalent middle class polit­

ical tendencies, i.e. Catholic, Progressive Liberal and Doctrinaire 

Liberal. Second, newspapers had to be chosen on the basis of the 

degree to which they demonstrated a certain amount of editorial 

originality. This was particularly a problem for the newspapers in 

1 It is of course impossible to completely equate the press 
with public opinion. To some extent the press made opinion rather 
than simply representing or reflecting commonly held views. News­
papers oftentimes reflected the particular views and interests of 
their publishers or of particular interest groups with whom the 
their publishers shared goals. Yet at the time of the insurrection, 
the press was the only broadcast means of communication, and it came 
nearer than any other forum to expressing the main ideas that were 
abroad amongst the country's political and economic elites. Faute de 
mieux, the press had to be a principal source of research. 
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the industrial Walloon provinces of Hainaut and Liege. Most of 

these provincial papers parroted the views of the national press in 

Brussels. Furthermore, the Catholic press was never strong in the 

Liberal industrial stronghold of Hainaut. With few subscribers and 

without adequate funds, the Catholics in Hainaut looked to the more 

prestigious Journal de Bruxelles or Namur's Ami de l'ordre for 

original and influential views rather than to their own daily or semi-

daily Union de Charleroi or Le Hainaut of Mons, which had ceased 

daily publication after 1866. Finally these local Catholic organs 

generally imitated the views of the more important national Catholic 

papers in Brussels. 

Chronological problems also affected the choice of newspapers. 

Wherever possible, the author tried to choose organs whose publica­

tion overlapped both the crises of 1868-69 and 1886-89. There were, 

however three exceptions to this rules. In Charleroi, the Gazette 

de Charleroi only began publishing in 1878. It was consulted be­

cause it was the only Doctrinaire Liberal competitor to the Pro­

gressive (left wing) Liberal Journal de Charleroi. The Patriote was 

the first (1883) left-wing Catholic organ in Brussels, while the 

Reforme (1884) was the most important left wing Progressive Liberal 

newspaper in the capital. 

All the other newspapers bridged the crises of 1868-69 and 

1886-89 and we were able to analyze the evolution of their editorial 

1 Louise Henneaux-Depooter, Miseres et luttes sociales dans 
le Hainaut, 1860-1869 (Brussels: Institut de sociologie Solvay, 
1959), P. 35. 
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opinion during both periods of collective violence. The research 

required the systematic perusal of the daily columns of the follow­

ing newspapers during the six years 1868-1869 and 1886-1889. The 

Journal de Bruxelles (Catholic), the Independance Beige (Doctrinaire 

Liberal, Brussels), the Ami de l'Ordre (Catholic, Namur), the Ga­

zette de Liege (Catholic), the Meuse (Doctrinaire Liberal, Liege), 

the Journal de Charleroi (Progressive Liberal), the Gazette de Mons 

(Doctrinaire Liberal), the Organe de Mons et du Hainaut (Progressive 

Liberal). The more recent Gazette de Charleroi, the Patriote and 

the Reforme were consulted for the years 1886 to 1889 inclusive. 

Founded in 1840 as the chief organ of Catholic ultramontain 

opinion, the Gazette de Liege had swung away from its extreme theo­

cratic views by 1886 under Joseph Demarteau, its editor-in-chief 

and publisher. The newspaper nevertheless emphasized the role of 

the teachings of the Church on social life and often deplored many 

aspects of the secularization of Belgian society and what it believ­

ed to be an attendant moral degeneration of the middle class and 

the working class. The Gazette opposed abolition of the paid re­

placement system for military service and also took a stand against 

universal suffrage. There was also a note of anti-semitism within 

this sheet which it held in common with other Catholic dailies like 

1 Joseph Demarteau, 1916. Un demi-siecle de journalisme a 
travers la "Gazette de Lier;e" (1863-1910) (Liege: Demarteau, 1916), 
p. 123; Jacques Lory, Panorama de la 1-resse beige en 1870-1871 
(Louvain: Editions Nauwelaerts, 1963) , p. 2.5-
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the Ami de l'Ordre. 

The Meuse was one of the Gazette de Liege's competitors 

(along with Frere-Orban's alter ego, the Journal de Liege). The 

Meuse was founded by a banker (Jules Nagelmackers), a president of 

the Chamber of Commerce (Felix Capitaine) and two aristocrats (the 

brothers de Thier). The two de Thier brothers dominated the news­

paper until 1899. The Meuse proclaimed itself the champion of na­

tional defense and independence as well as defender of doctrinaire 

liberalism which it termed 'the cause of liberty and progress'. 

Though the liberal newspaper asserted that it was not anti-religious, 

it demanded absolute separation of Church and State. The Meuse was 

always quick to defend the interests of Liege's industrialists and 

businessmen, for Liege's industry was one of the 'finest jewels in 

the national crown'. It was the'most fruitful source of the pros­

perity and well being' of Liege. 

By 1886, the paper's circulation had risen to approximately 

10,000 and it became a powerful competitor for both the Gazette and 

the Journal de Liege. Though often considered a Siamese twin of the 

latter, the Meuse was somewhat more moderate than the organ of the 

Doctrinaire leader of the Liberal party. Nevertheless, its rela­

tions with Frere-Orban were excellent. On the other hand, the Meuse 

bitterly opposed Catholic efforts to obtain a state subsidized sys­

tem of religious schools. For this reason it lauded Frere-Orban's 

1 Gazette de Liege, March 6, 1889. For example in one article, 
it gravely headlined a "blood crime by the jews" who had allegedly 
carried out a "blood ritual". 
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1879 secularization of education act, and strongly condemned the 

Beernaert Catholic government's 1884 school law. 

At the same time the Meuse assailed Paul Janson, the leader 

of left wing Progressive faction, for his support of universal 

suffrage, even though Frere-Orban had come around to some sort of a 

compromise solution in 1889. The Meuse opposed enfranchising '500 

or .600,000 ignorant people'. It regarded universal suffrage as an 

'absurdity'. 

The Meuse had another Catholic competitor, the Ami de l'Ordre 

in Namur. Theodore de Montpellier, bishop of Liege in 1830, founded 
2 

the newspaper in 1839. In the 1880's it was under the direction of 

Alphonse Charneux, a fervent ultramontain and Victor Delvaux, who 

had considered a religious vocation but had instead turned to teach­

ing and journalism. By the 1890's the Ami was publishing from 

20,000 to 25,000 copies per day whereas its poor cousins in Mons anc 

4 
Charleroi were limping along at 2,000 to 3,000. The newspaper's 

editorial direction was under the influence of Mgr Belin the Bishop of 

Namur- It opposed electoral reform and bitterly assailed Frere-

Orban's Liberal government in 1880 for breaking relations with the 

1 Denise Lambrette, Le journal "La Meuse", 1855-1955 (Lou­
vain: Editions Nauwelaerts, 1969), pp. 5-19, 26-45. 

2 Marie-Louise Warnotte, "L'Ami de l'Ordre. Quotidien Catho­
lique Kamurois de 1839 a 1914 (Louvain: Editions Nauwelaerts, 1970), 
p. 17. 

3 Ibid., p. 29. 

4 Ibid., p. 43. 

5 Ibid., p. 53. 
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Vatican. It also opposed the 1879 school law, which it called an 

•excecrable law', the 'law of misfortune that had been born in the 

2 
gutter of the Loges and the International'. Conversely, the Ami 

lauded the 1884 law which nullified the Liberals' 'Godless 

schools.' 

The Ami de l'Ordre opposed increasing the size of the army 

and warned that conscription would "expose Catholic youth to the 

officiers corps and the Loge". Throughout its existence it aimed 

its editorial fire at left wing social theories and advocated a 

traditional approach based on Christian charity. It also railed 

6 7 
against "Jewish bankers, rich voltairiens", the "Jewish press" in 

Bismarckian Germany, and above all the insidious influence of the 
g 

Free Masons. Both the Free Masons and the Jews did not have a 

country of their own. They were spread among the peoples of the 

9 
world like enemies". 

The Gazette de Charleroi was founded in 1878. It was the 

Doctrinaire competitor of the Progressive Journal de Charleroi. By 

the mid-1880•s its circulation had reached 8,000 to 9,000 copies per 

1 Ibid., p. 87. 

2 Ibid., p. 88. 

3 Ibid., p. 89. 

4 Ami de l'Ordre, October 31, 1889. 

5 Warnotte, p. 90. 

6 Ami de l'ordre, May 2^, 1887-

7 Ibid., October 31, 1889. 

8 Ibid., July 1, 1889. 

9 Ibid., October 13, 1886. 
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day. Its managing publisher, Lucien Giroul, had moved the paper in 

the direction of supporting the interests of the industrialists and 

2 
the policies of Frere-Orban. 

The Journal de Charleroi, was initially (1845) Doctrinaire-

Liberal and anti-clerical. But by the 1880's, under its new editor-

in-chief Jules des Es6arts, who represented the Charleroi delega­

tion at the Progressive convention of 1887, the Journal de Charle-

roi had swung around to the left. With a circulation of 10,000, 

the paper became a powerful voice in favor of universal suffrage 

and social reform. 

The Organe de Mons et du Hainaut was slightly to the right of 

the Journal de Charleroi. This moderate liberal organ was founded 

in 1862 by Edouard Degouy. It supported the Progressive Convention 

of 1887 despite the opposition of the Doctrinaire majority of the 

Liberal party. But on the other hand it warned against adoption of 

a frankly pro-universal suffrage policy. The Organe wanted a com-

7 
promise solution which would reunite the Liberal party. This is 

typical of the left and moderate wings of the Liberal movement in 

1 Jacques Lefebvre, "La presse locale" in Caroloregium Valde 
Concelebratur, 1666-1966 (Charleroi, 1966), p. 307-

2 Mottequin, p. 32-~$k. 

3 Lefebvre, pp. 297-298. 

4 Mottequin, p. 37• 

5 Lefebvre, p. 297-298 

6 Mottequin, p. 27-

7 Organe de Mons et du Hainaut, May 17, 1887. 
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Hainaut in the era before 1886. Generally the press which supported 

such views was far more moderate than its Progressives cousins in 

Brussels. The Organe would never advocate the Reforme's demands for 

universal suffrage, nationalization of the mines and stringent state 

intervention in economic affairs. Nevertheless, it was "slightly 

1 
more open to the problems of the working class. 

The Doctrinaire Liberal Gazette de Mons was founded in 1839 

and by 1886 its circulation had reached 3,000-3,500. Though a 

staunch defender of Manchesterian economics, it was willing to sup­

port general military conscription, a limited extension of the fran­

chise as well as certain Progressive candidates during the 1888 

elections. However, it remained an anti-clerical organ par excel-

2 
lence in the old Doctrinaire Liberal tradition. According to Lory, 

it was the "echo of the sentiments and aspirations of the majority 

3 
of the Montois bourgeoisie". 

The most radical Liberal organ in Belgium was the Reforme of 

Brussels. It was under the direction of Emile Feron, a friend and 

collaborator of Paul Janson, who was the head of the Progressive 

wing of the Liberal Party in Brussels. It led the way in advocating 

universal suffrage, the incorporation of trade unions, comprehensive 

state intervention in economic affairs and a vast social reform 

program. The Reforme also advocated an electoral alliance between 

1 Henneaux-Depooter, pp. 32-33. 

2 Mottequin, p. 30. 

3 Lory, p. 3^. 
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the emerging working class and the "petite bourgeoisie", once both 

groups had obtained universal suffrage. Ever since its founding in 

1884, the leadership of the Reforme believed that the Liberal party 

should move to the left before the Socialists monopolized this posi­

tion by taking complete control of the working class movement and 

gaining universal suffrage; or else before the Catholics moved left­

ward though their potentional base of power with an enfranchised 

peasantry. 

The Independance Beige was founded in 1843 by a French jour­

nalist named Marcelin Faure. At first, most of its shares belonged 

to French investors, and its editorial policy reflected the source 

of its funds. The Doctrinaire Independance Beige was Belgium's most 

2 

prestigious newspaper. It was the only truly international news­

paper in Belgium. It had correspondents in London, Berlin, Vienna, 

Saint Petersburg, Warsaw, Moscow, Turin, Lisbon, Athens, Constan­

tinople and New York. Under its managing director Gaston Berardi, 

who had taken control in 1884, it was a staunch supporter of Frere-

Orban's wing of the Liberal party. It opposed universal suffrage 

and remained a supporter of the on-going Manchesterian economic 

theories, while bitterly criticizing the divisive tendencies of 

1 A. Ooms, "La presse beige depuis ses origines jusqu'au cen-
tenaire de notre independance nationale" in La presse (Brussels: la 
maison de la Presse, 19^9), p. 30; Lionel Bertelson, Tableau chrono-
logique des journaux beiges (Brussels: la maison de la Presse, 195b), 
p. 27. 

2 Bertelson, ibid., p. 21; Ooms, p. 26. 
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1 
Paul Janson's Progressives. 

The Journal de Bruxelles was two years older than the Inde-

2 
pendance. Under de Haulleville, the Journal became the spokesman 

for moderate Catholics who supported Beernaert's government. Perhape 

this was due to the earlier influence of Edouard Ducpetiaux who had 

been one of the leading advocates of social reform and who had 

directed the newspaper between 1863 and 1878. But the Journal's 

editorial policy displayed a tinge of opportunism; it tended to sup­

port whatever Catholic government happened to be in power. For exam­

ple, while it supported the moderate Beernaert government in 1886, 

in 1870 it had also supported the ultramontain policies d'Anethan. 

The Patriote of Brussels was founded in 1883. It represented 

the left wing of the Catholic party and demonstrated far more in­

dependence vis a vis the Catholic governments of the 1880's than the 

Journal had done. For example, it often criticized the right wing 

Catholic governement of V/oeste, Malou and Jacobs, and particularly 

Woeste's school bill of 1884 that was intended to abolish the school 

secularization act of 1879- In general, the Patriote supported the 

reform program of Beernaert's government as well as the leftward 

movement of Catholic social policy during the Catholic Social Con-

1 Rene Feibelman, L'evolution de la presse bruxelloise (Brus­
sels: L'Expansion beige, 1911), P~1o! 

2 Bertelson, p. 20. 

3 Ibid. 

4 Lory, pp. 13, 15. 

5 Feibelman, p. 39. 
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gresses of 1886, 1887 and 1890. 

The author also systematically, consulted the following dailies 

weeklies and semi-weeklies for the months of March and April 1886: 

The Etoile Beige (Brussels, Doctrinaire), La Belgique militaire. Or­

gane des intergts militaires (Brussels), L'Illustration (Paris), Le 

blonde Illustre (Paris), Le Moniteur des Intergts Materiels (Brus­

sels), Le Peuple (Brussels, Socialist), Le Temps (Paris), and The 

Times (London). There were several manuscript collections which were 

particularly useful for studying the insurrection, i.e. the Archives 

du Parquet General, the Archives de 1'Administration des Mines, the 

Archives Militaires, as well as the Archives de la SQrete et de la 

Ville de Liege. 

In writing this work, the author relied on the resources of 

the Archives Generales du Royaume (Brussels), the Bibliotheque 

Royale Albertine (Brussels), the Archives Royales de la Dynastie 

(Brussels), the Archives d'Etat a Liege, the Archives d'Etat a Mons, 

the Archives de la Ville de Charleroi, the Bibliotheque Communale de 

Charleroi and the Library of Congress in Washington. It was also 

necessary to obtain the inter-library loan services of the universi­

ty libraries in Ghent, Brussels, Liege and the municipal libraries 

and archives of Antwerp and Seraing. 
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INTRODUCTORY APERCU OF THE STRIKES AND SOCIAL REFORM EFFORTS 

BETWEEN 1843 AND 1885 

The gravity of the 1886 industrial insurrection in Wallonia, 

the force of its impact on the attitudes of Belgium's industrial 

and political elites towards the working class, and the signific­

ance of the social reforms that the insurgency generated can best 

be evaluated by placing these events in historical context. A juxt­

aposition the events of 1886-1889 to the back drop of the four pre­

ceding decades of Belgian social history will make it possible to 

place the insurrection and the reform movement in perspective. By 

describing the back drop to 1886 it will also provide the means to 

establish a basis for comparing the relative importance of the 

post-1886 reforms with the reform efforts of the preceding forty 

years. During those years, there were also depressions, strikes, 

and investigations into the situation of the working class; yet 

they had little impact on the country's political and industrial 

elites. 

A study of the subject involves determining what social 

reforms and inquiries were carried out before 1886. Also of inter­

est were the pre-1886 attitudes of the country's intellectual, 

political and industrial elites to earlier crises, inquiries and 
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social reform proposals. These are the main questions which must 

be answered in order to lay a basis of comparison for studying the 

significance of the events of 1886-89. 

The first major inquiry into the situation of Belgium's work­

ing class was published during 1846-48. It was the only comprehens­

ive social inquiry to precede the one carried out by the Commission 

du Travail in 1886. But the three massive in-folio volumes of this 

report were not only less significant in terms of their social and 

political impact, but also in terms of the type of situation under 

study in this thesis. Whereas the 1886 report dealt with living 

conditions that allegedly caused an insurrection by Belgium's 

industrial population, the 1843 commission studied the situation 

of a pre-industrial population; a rural population, partially 

engaged in home manufactures; a nascent working class composed of 

1 
part-time coal miners in the Borinage area, and the workers employ 

ed in the textile industry in Ghent. In view of the pre-industrial 

nature of Belgium's working population at this time, the situation 

that led to the inquiry was altogether different from the one which 

existed un 1886. In the 1840's there was no industrial insurrec­

tion by a defiant homogeneous industrial population, but merely the 

silent suffering of a desoriented semi-industrialized population 

1 During this period miners were only partially engaged in 
extractive industry. In fact they were still peasants, supplement­
ing their income from farming by working in the mines during off­
season. They lived on farms around the pit head, and during winter 
and in between harvests, they worked as miners in the small pits 
near the villages. 
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caught up in a famine that was linked with an economic decline. 

Because of this basic difference between the situation in 1843 and 

1886,it is only necessary to briefly describe these early social 

1 
reform endeavors. 

The economic situation in 1843 was catastrophic. Wages had 

fallen to levels of 20 years earlier. In 1823 a coal-miner in the 

Charleroi area earned from 1.40 to 1.60 francs per day; in 1837, 

1838 and 1839 he earned 3 to 4 frs; but by 1843 his wages had drop-

ped to 1.80 to 2.2̂ > francs. The situation in the Flemish linen 

industry was hardly any better. Ever since 1836 German and British 

competition was making itself felt. These countries' textile indus­

tries had become mechanized earlier and their cheaper goods were 

3 

capturing markets in Belgium and elsewhere on the continent . 

Meanwhile the cost of living went up, but wage levels declined or 

remained stationary at a very low level. An average Liege miner's 

wage declined from 1.68 frs in 1841 to 1.10 frs a day in 1845; the 

daily wage of a weaver dropped from .75 - 1.20 frs (1840) to .36 -

.75 frs (1846). Declining wages generated some unrest in Flanders 

and in the Walloon c°al fields. In July 1839, the miners protested 

1 Most of the information on the 1843 inquiry is based on an 
excellent study by France Van Santbergen, L'Accueil reserve a l'En-
quSto de 1843 Rur la condition des ouvriers et sur le travail des 
enfants (Liege: Unpublished liemoire de licence at the University of 
Liege, 1968). For further information, see this monograph. 

2 Ibid., pp. 2-3. 

3 Ibid. 

4 Ibid. 
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against the arrival of foreign workers. They feared that the mine 

owners intended to bring in cheap labor to drive wage-levels down. 

The 100 per cent wage gains of the previous twenty years were 

1 
threatened. When the Belgian government imposed work books on the 

p 
miners in 1840 the climate deteriorated even further. Meanwhile, 

in Flanders unemployed workers roamed the countryside extorting 

alms from travellers. 

At the height of the crisis, Minister of the Interior, J.-B. 

Nothomb signed a royal decree on September 7th, 1843 that institut­

ed a special commission which was to study the situation of the 

4 
working class and ultimately draft a bill on child labor and 

1 This 1840 Royal decree required the worker to carry a note 
book which was issued to him by the municipal authorities. He had 
to deposit thi6 book with employer. It contained a record of his 
career and included any misdemeanors he may have committed while 
employed. The book actually bound the worker to his employer since 
he could not obtain work elsewhere unless hi6 previous employer had 
returned the book to him with no derogatory comments. 

2 Ibid., p. 5. 

3 Ibid., p. 6. By 1846-47, at the height of the potato fam­
ine in Flanders, the number of persons on relief had reached 
671,000, 28 per cent of the population of East Flanders and 34 per 
cent of the population of West Flanders. Vicomte Charles de Terlin-
den (ed.), L'Histoire de la Belgique Contemporaine, 1830-1914 
(3 vols; Brussels: Dewit, 1928), vol. II, pp. 253-54. 

4 The only child labor law in the Belgian statute books was 
inherited from the French Imperial Regime. This 1813 enactment pro­
hibited children under ten years of age from working in the mines. 
England had already legislated child labor regulation as early as 
1802 and France had recently gone beyond the 1813 law when it en­
acted a more comprehensive bill in 1841. La Flandre Liberale (Ghent) 
April 3, 1886, a "doctrinaire" (rightwing) Liberal organ in Flan-
ders. Louis Bertrand, L'Histoire de la democratie et du socialisme 
en Belgique depuis 1830 (2 vols; Brussels: Dechenne et cxe, 1907)7 
vol. I, p. 99« Though this was not a scholarly work, Bertrand*s 
history makes extremely interesting and lively reading; and even if 
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regulation of working conditions. Edouard Ducpetiaux, who had 

devoted his entire life to social reform and who was at the time 

Inspector of Prisons, was the principle author of the question­

naire which was sent out to industrialists, Chambers of Commerce, 

provincial medical boards and medical societies throughout the 

4 
country. Ducpetiaux was also the most influential of the commis-

it lacks footnotes, crosschecking with other works confirms his 
narrative. 

1 Marie Van Santbergen, pp. 1, 30, 43. 

2 Edouard Ducpetiaux had even broken with the Liberal party 
because of its economic policy; he advocated government interven­
tion in social and economic affairs. He believed that it was the 
government's duty to take a leading roll in improving social condi­
tions. Ducpetiaux accused v/estern European governments of shrouding 
themselves in a false sense of security before the imminent social 
crisis. He called for stringent regulation of working conditions, 
protection of the working class (while it faced on-rushing mechan­
ization), control over the anarchical state of market place, v/orker-
employer sharing and other avant-garde ideas. These views were 
elaborated in his numerous writings: De l'etat des alienee en Bel­
gique et des moyens d'ameliorer leur son (lt>32); De l'etat de 
1'Instruction primaire et populaire en Belgique compare avec celui 
de 1'instruction en Allemagne, en Jrrusse, en Suisse, en France, en 
— I I - • ' • _ • - . - • • • I • • • I • I - 1 . • — • • • _ • , ^ - I . p , , . . i l l . . . - . • I • , - • — f . ..i • • I I I I. I - - - • • I 

Hollande et aux Etats-Unis (1d58); "budgets economiques des classes 
ouvrieres en Belgique" in the Bulletin de la Commission de Statis-
tiques (1855); Des Societes de temperances (1o36); "Du sort des en-
fants trouves et abandonnes en Belgique" in the Bulletin de la Com­
mission de Statistiques (1855); Le pauperisme en i^elnque, causes 
et remedes (1844); Des c&uses d'eparme et de leur influence sur la 
condition des classes laborieuses l.1o3l)« CI. uarie Van Santbergen, 
pp. 35-37; Paul ilichotte, etudes sur les theories economiques qui 
dominerent en Belgique de TH30 a 1u86 (Louvain: C. Peeters, 1904), 
pp. 330-56. 

3 At the time the Chambers of Commerce had a quasi-official 
status in Belgium. They were frequently consulted on economic 
affairs and their yearly economic reports were included in their 
respective provinces' Memoires Administratifo. 

4 France Van Santbergen, p. 33; No workers or their organiza­
tions were called on to testify. Louis Bertrand a Social Democrat 
of the late nineteenth century condemned the report on these grounds 
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sion members when it came to analysing the answers to the question­

naire and drawing up the massive report. 

The findings of the commission were published at a political­

ly fortuitous moment. The 1846 parliamentary session opened under 

the Comte de Theux-Malou-Dechamps-d'Anethan Catholic government, 

and this ministry had stated through Leopold I's throne speech that 

"the situation of the poor classes will be the object of their 

2 
constant attention." The same year the Liberal party congress 

pledged that the Party would "devote itself to improvements, urgent­

ly required in view of the situation of the working classes." In 

this politically propitious milieu, the heart-rending findings 

pointed out that children worked the same hours as adults and under 

the same brutalizing conditions; that their education was complete­

ly neglected; that children were often obliged to work night 

but in view of the nature of the working class at this time, their 
muteness is hardly surprising cf. Le logement de l'ouvrier et du 
pauvre en Belgique (Brussels, 1888), pp. 76-77 • In view of his 
political affiliations, Bertrand was naturally critical of what had 
been accomplished by preceding middle class governments. He was 
particularly opposed to the idea of any philanthropic efforts 
requiring personal initiative, which he considered to be completely 
futile. Instead, he advocated direct governmental intervention, 
particularly in public housing. Enougte sur la condition des clas­
ses ouvrieres et sur le travail de3 enian.es de 1o43; vol. 2, 2:epon-
ses, memoires et rar^orts des ch'.Mores ae corvnerce, des ingenieurs 
des mines et des colleges moaicaux (3 vols; Brussels: Lesigne, 
1846-48), vol. II, p. 663. 

1 The other commission members were chosen among the upper 
echelon ministerial bureaucracy or within the academic community. 
For a biography of the rest of the members cf. France Van Santber­
gen, pp. 31-32, 3^, 44. 

2 Bertrand, Le logement de l'ouvrier et du pauvre en Belgi­
que, p. 97. 

3 Ibid., p. 98 
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shifts; that these conditions were creating an industrial class 

of mental and physical runts; that living conditions were atrocious 

2 
in the early industrial slums; that workers were often exploited 

in company stores; that relief agencies were utterly inadequate to 

the unemployment situation .... 

The Commission of Inquiry proposed a comprehensive bill 

regulating child and female labor as well as working conditions. 

The reforms were mainly directed toward the young working popula­

tion and were of a protective nature. They were justified upon 

Ducpetiaux*s thesis that state regulation of working conditions was 

not an infringement on the right to work. Statal regulation was 

merely an auxilliary tool of the government to maintain a balance 

of duties and privileges between labor and management in the market 

4 
place. The Commission's report went on to call for prohibition of 

those under eighteen of age from working more than twelve hours a 

day; no children under ten would be allowed to work; those between 

1 Leon Delsinne, Le mouvement syndical en Belgique (Brussels: 
Castaine, 1936), p. 29; F. Gunther Eyck, The Bonelu:: Countries: A 
Historical Survey (Princeton: D. Van Nostrand, 1959), p. 71• Both 
of these are short surveys. 

2 I. De Camps, L'evolution sociale en Belgique, ses peripe-
ties au point de vue des classes ouvnercs (Brussels: Bruylant-
Christophe, 1690), pp. bO-61, 72-73, 88. This work is an excellent 
compilation and explanation of various phases of social legislation 
enacted through 1&90. It begins with a brief summary of pre-1886 
reforms and the rest is devoted to the work of the Commission du 
travail. Unfortunately in view of its date, it lacks historical per­
spective. 

3 France Van Santbergen, p. 83. 

4 Ibid., p. 107. 
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ten and fourteen years of age could only work six and a half hours 

per day, the rest of their time should be spent in school; and 

finally, women and boys under twelve were to be excluded from 

collieries. According to the report, the government would appoint 

industrial inspectors for ensuring that the industrialists conform-

ed to these prescriptions, while the government's Corps of mining 

2 
engineers would have the same task in the mining industry. 

The Belgian political and industrial elites reacted in a 

lethargic manner to the proposals in the report. France Van Sant­

bergen asserted that the press "responded to the report with stolid 

silence." Its findings were hardly controversial. Being against 

poverty was like opposing sin; the real question was could either 

one ever be done away with. Both Catholic and Liberal Papers saw no 

solution outside traditional means — private charity and soup 

4 
kitchens. The press saw poverty as an unavoidable evil inherent in 

the human condition. Those who found themselves impoverished could 

only seek compensation in the Hereafter, and in the meantime, they 

were advised to accept their status on earth with humble stoicism 

and frugality. Meanwhile the social order would be maintained 

1 Ibid., pp. 106-107. 

2 The Corps of mining engineers was a division of the Min­
istry of Agriculture, Industry and Public Works. It was charged 
with assuring the execution of all legislation regarding mining, 
steam-powered machinery and the exploitation of all mining con­
cessions which were accorded by the state. 

3 France Van Santbergen, p. 84. 

4 Ibid., p. 85, 108, 109. 
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through the paternal leadership of the industrial elites and their 

1 
various charitable endeavors. And as far as the projected law on 

child labor was concerned, the Liege Chamber of Commerce echoed the 

on-going economic dogmas of the majority of the country's wealth­

iest industrial elites when it warned that regulation of child la­

bor would result in "higher production costs and that it would make 

Belgium less competitive vis a vis other nations whose industries 

2 
were unencombered by regulatory legislation." Then perhaps to 

assuage its conscience the Chamber pointed out that the government 

had no right "to take away the supplementary income from child labor 

which was one of the main contributors to the relative well-being 

of working class families." 

In August, 1847 a new Liberal party government headed by 

4 
Charles Rogier with Hubert Frere-Orban as Finance Minister, came 

to power, and it seemed more receptive to the report than the press 

and the industrial elites had been. The Liberal cabinet's program 

1 Ibid., p. 110, 112, 121. 

2 Avis de la Chambre de Commerce de Liege sur le projet de 
Loi relatif a la condition des classes ouvrieres et au travail des 
enfants (Liege:J. Jesoer,1o49), p. 20. The Liege Chamber of Com-
merce was composed of powerful industrialists and very wealthy 
merchants. It saw the report as an "indictment against the morality 
of all industrialists." Cf. France Van Santbergen, p. 133. 

3 Avis de la Chambre de Commerce de Liege sur le projet de 
Loi relatif a la condition dos clTsses ouvrieres et au travail des 
enfants, p. 21. The Chambers of Commerce were para-statal organiza­
tions. They were responsible for keeping the authorities informed 
about the economic and social situation in their areas. 

4 For biographical data cf. Les grandes figures de la Belgi­
que independante (Brussels, 1931), PP« 57-60; Jules Garson and H. 
Van Leynseele, Frere-Orban, le Crepuscule, 1876-1896 (Brussels: La 

U N I V E R S I T Y OF O T T A W A S C H O O L OF G R A D U A T E S T U D I E S 



U N I V E R S I T E D O T T A W A E C O L E D E S G R A D U E S 

- 10 -

declared that the government was "inspired by a sentiment of 

distributive justice for all interests and classes of society, and 

that the government would devote a major part of its attention to 

the moral and material well-being of the needy and laboring 

classes." Frere-Orban noted that "the middle class ... must 

concern itself with the situation of the working class... The hour" 

had "come when all polities must turn upon the heart, soul and 

2 
situation of the working class." 

Such words seemed to bode well for the fortunes of reform. 

Whether or not the government actually did much about the proposals 

in Ducpetiaux*s report and whether or not their statements actually 

reflected the intentions of the political leadership are key issues 

of analysis. In the case of Charles Rogier, most probably so. Miss 

Van Santbergen pointed out that he "had a sincere desire to obtain 

4 
enactment of the bill " which he introduced in Parliament on August 

19, 1847. But Rogier's views were not those of the majority of the 

Renaissance du Livre, 195*0« 

1 Bertrand, Le logement de l'ouvrier et du pauvre en Belgi-
que, p. 98. 

2 Ibid., 

3 France Van Santbergen, p. 140. 

4 Marc Antoine-Pierson, L'Histoire du socialisme en Belgique 
(Brussels: Institut Emile Vandervelde, 1953), pp. 92-93; "L'Histoi-
re de la legislation sociale en Belgique," Bulletin de la Confedera­
tion des syndicats Chretiens (September, 1955), p.15; iranee Van 
Santbergen, pp. 118, 122, 126-29, 145. 

5 Ducpetiaux had alBO advocated a housing bill to improve 
sanitary conditions in working class quarters. But the proposal ran 
into stiff opposition, particularly from the Brussels health board 
which went out of its area of competence to find arguments against 

U N I V E R S I T Y OF O T T A W A S C H O O L OF G R A D U A T E S T U D I E S 



UNIVERSITE D OTTAWA ECOLE DES GRADUES 

11 

Liberal party. Hubert Frere-Orban was the real representative of 

the party, and despite Frere-Orban expression of general sentiments 

(seen above), he finaly opposed regulation of child and female 

labor. Frere-Orban represented Liege — and its Chamber of 

Commerce. He was also leader of the "clique aristo-metallique" 

which had taken over the Liberal party at the 1846 Congress accord-

2 
ing to the minoritarian left wing Progressives. Frere-Orban's 

Doctrinaires invoked three arguments against labor regulation. 

First, they pointed out that there was no significant movement of 

public opinion in favor of such legislation, and strong public 

support was needed if the government was to be able to effectively 

enforce such an enactment. In view of the hostility among the 

country's industrialists. Frere-Orban therefore, turned the same 

argument against the very necessity of regulating child and female 

labor. He noted that no public support existed because the need for 

it. Ducpetiaux had envisaged the construction of new workers hous­
ing projects in the outlying suburbs where the air was cleaner and 
where land was cheaper. The Brussels health board fought the idea 
claiming it would cause a labor shortage for industry because the 
labor supply would be too far away. Cf. De Camps, pp. 79-80; France 
Van Santbergen, p. 146; Bertrand, Le logement de l'ouvrier et du 
pauvre en Belerique, pp. 104-106; Discussion du rapport sur l'enque-
te faite au nom de l'Academie rovale de ^cdecine de Belrique T)ar la 

*• .. - ^ 

commission chargce d'etudier la question de l'er.roloi des femmes 
- - > ' •* (-

dans les travaux souterrains aes mines (Brussels: ilanceaux, 1670), 
p. 2. 

1 France Van Santbergen, p. 140. 

2 Henri Pirenne, L'Histoire de Belgique; vol. 4 De 1830 a la 
premiere guerre nondiale (4 vols; Brussels: Lamartine,1932), vol. IV 
pp. 70-72. The right wing of the Liberal party were called "Doctrin­
aires" because of their rigid adherence to the doctrines of Man-
chesterian economic ideas, such as free trade, non-intervention,etc 
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1 
such action did not exist! Belgium was not confronted with the 

same problem as England, where a genuine proletariat had arisen 

from the industrial revolution and where "revolting abuses" had 

2 
caused "generalized indignation." The Finance-Minister also argued 

that those countries that had enacted such legislation were unable 

to enforce it effectively. In Britain, industrialists consistently 

frustrated the efforts of government inspectors. France had recent­

ly (1844) conducted an inquiry into the implementation of its 1841 

child labor regulation law. The law, the study found, was not 

being enforced in half of the departments, because of local inertia, 

and because of complicity between factory inspectors and industrial -

ists, who were often chosen by those they were supposed to inspect. 

Finally, the Doctrinaires pointed up the impact of such legislation 

on the general economic situation. Wage costs would go up, and 

Belgium's position in foreign markets would deteriorate even 

4 
further. 

Faced with the apathy of the press and the hostility of the 

various industrial elites and the opposition within his own party, 

Charles Rogier allowed the reform bill to die quietly without a 

vote ever being taken. The interval between 1850 and 1868 did not 

1 France Van Santbergen, pp. 143-44. 

2 Ibid. 

3 Ibid., p. 142. 

4 Ibid., p. 141. 

5 L'Evolution et structure du mouvenent ouvrier sociali31e 
en Belgique (Brussels: Centrale d1education ouvriere, T96I), p. 12. 
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herald any major change in social policy. These years were relative­

ly prosperous ones and the country's leaders congratulated them­

selves on the fact that the country had not been affected by the 

great upheavals of 1848 in France and Germany. In the meantime, 

Belgium was being launched on the ever accelerating industrializa­

tion process. The country was booming. But social problems were not 

entirely forgotten even if they did not elicit massive concern. 

Various congresses, reports and studies regarding child and female 

labor were carried out in 1852,1 1853,2 1856,-5 and 1859-60. Final­

ly in 1862 a parliamentary commission submitted a bill for regulat­

ing child labor. According to the proposed legislation, the number 

5 
of hours a child could work would vary with his age. This bill was 

See also France Van Santbergen, pp. 153-55; Michotte, Etudes sur 
les theories economiques qui dominerer>t en Belgique de 1o30 a 1886, 
p. 168. ~" 

1 Louise Henneaux-Depooter, Miseres et luttes sociales dans 
le Hainaut, 186O-69 (Brussels: Institut de sociologie Solvay, 1959), 
p. 100. 

2 The Congres general de statistique met in Brussels in Sep­
tember 1853; Ducpetiaux was one of the secretaries. Dr. H. Kuborn, 
physician for the Seraign welfare board described the impact of 
working conditions on the health of children in the mines. Michotte, 
Etudes sur les theories economiques qui dominerent en Belgique de 
1830 a 1886, pp. 94, 156. 

3 Congress of welfare boards in 1856 called for limiting the 
work hours of women and children, prohibiting women and children 
from working at night and on Sundays, and excluding women from the 
mines. Ibid., p. 168; Henneaux-Depooter, p. 104. 

4 On July 20th the Rogier government launched a new inquiry. 
The Chambers of Commerce, Provincial Councils and various indus­
trialists were polled. Whereas non-industrialized Flanders was not 
strongly opposed to regulatory legislation, Wallonia and particular­
ly the industrial centers of Hainaut and Liege fought general 
regulation of child and female labor. Ibid., p. 101. 

5 Ibid., p. 102. -^--^^^—-^-^^—--^.^^^ 
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even more anodine than its predecessor of 1847, since it did no­

thing about female labor and it did not exclude child labor from 

industry on an absolute basis. Nevertheless, the bill never got 

beyond being debated. 

In 1851, a law and royal decree accorded corporate status to 

mutual-aid societies, but only under certain conditions, i.e. they 

could not provide pensions nor could their funds be guaranteed by 

the national treasury. By i860, there were only 285 incorporated 

societies, whereas following the 1894 reform, the number leaped to 

1 
2000. The system of Industrial Tribunals was modified slightly in 

1859. But foremen still were elected to the tribunals as worker's 

judges and were thus able to tip the verdict in favor of the judges 

2 
who were elected by management . Parliament enacted legislation to 

create a voluntary national savings and pension fund in 1850 and 

1865. But its flaws extended beyond the evident ineffectiveness of 

1 Michotte, Etudes sur les theories economiques qui domine-
rent en Belgique de 1830 a 1886, pp. 114-116. 

2 Ibid., pp. 145-47; Henneaux-Depooter, pp. 93-9^. 

3 Ibid., p. 97; De Camps, pp. 60, 64-65; "Histoire de la le­
gislation sociale en Belgique," p. 16; Michotte, Etudes sur 1es 
theories economiques qui dominerent en Belgique dc 1830 a 1886^ 
pp. 105-106, 108, 111," 113, 117-118; de Vcrlinden, vol. II, p. 28?; 
E. Cornez, Cent ans de legislation sociale en Belgique (Brussels: 
Editions "Labor", 1949), p. 7; Maurice Defourny, Les Congres catho­
liques en Belgique (Louvain: Bibliotheque de la "Revue sociale 
catholique", 1908), pp. 115-127, the Malines Catholic Congress of 
1863-64 supported this legislation; M. Mahaillon, L'Epargne: L'Ex­
position universelle, 1869 (Brussels: Weissenbruch, 1889), pp. T6"-
11; J. Galesloot, Les Sociotes de secours mutuels: 1'Exposition uni 
verselle, 1889 (Brussels:Weissenbruch,1889), p. 57. 
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1 
voluntarism. The fund paid low interest on deposits (only 3%) and 

furthermore, even after fifty years of contributions, the maximum 

2 
pension varied between 2.5 and 5 frs per week. By 1887, there 

were only 8,872 participants.' 

In 1858 and 1867 Parliament enacted legislation authorizing 

local authorities to expropriate slums and turn them over to public 

4 
housing commissions that would construct new low-income housing. 

The law however, had little impact. Like similar slum clearance 

efforts in Britain, France and Germany, the public housing commis­

sions were unable to interest investors in the project because they 

could only offer a return of 3 - 3.5 per cent on their capital. If 

the investors were offered 5 - 6 per cent the buy-rent housing 

became too expensive for workers. Vast tracts of slums were 

cleared and their inhabitants were driven off to the outlying 

countryside where new slums arose, meanwhile the expropriated lands 

1 P. Van Nerom, Les loia ouvrieres et sociales en Belgique 
(Brussels: Emile Bruylant, 1890), p. 22. 

2 Ibid., pp. 38-39. 

3 Joseph Begasse, Les assurances sociales en Belgique: Re-
cueil de documents sur la Prevoyance sociale remis par le 1 mistere 
du travail et de la prevoyance sociale (laris: Berger-Levrault, 
1907), PP. 21, 23. 

4 Bertrand, Le lcgement de l'ouvrier et du pauvre en Belgi­
que, pp. 112,121; De Camps, 81-84, 08; 1'Amelioration des logenents 
ouyriers; rapport fait au iliniotre de l'inl -rii'ur (brussels: Deltom-
be, 1866), pp. 1-15; cf. also I' A" aliorition oe~ hnbit-'tions ouvrie­
res. Circulaires du Gouvernement. resolutions et propositions du 
Congres general a'hygiene de 1o^2. P-ipiiort du Conseil superieur 
d'hygiene et de la Conmssion pernanente des societes de secours 
mutuels (Brussels: i/eicsenoruch, lc>5) , p. 4- " 

5 Bertrand, Le logement de l'ouvrier et du pauvre en Belgi­
que, pp. 109, 104. 
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remained barren or became speculative housing ventures for middle 

class house buyers. 

The last piece of labor legislation enacted between 1850 and 

1868 was an 1867 act that abrogated the Le Chapelier law of 1791, 

which had prohibited trade unions and articles 412-420 of the Penal 

2 
Code, forbidding workers from striking. The new legislation was 

inspired by laws in Britain (1859) and France (1864) that permit­

ted workers to go on strike. At the same time, however, the en­

actment guaranteed the right to work. Hence the police authorities 

were free to interpret any effort to induce others to join a strike 

as an infringement of the right to work! Yet during the years that 

followed the new law strikes did occur, particularly those of 1868 

and 1869. 

The events of 1868 and 1869 are hypothetically similar to 

what occured in 1886. In both cases three salient points of 

comparison stand out. First, in 1868-69 and 1886, the economic 

causal contexts ressembled each other; there was a depression in 

the industrial and agricultural sectors when the strikes and collect­

ive violence occurred. Second, both disorders engendered a series of 

1 Ibid., pp. 121, 129-30. 

2 Henneaux-Depooter, p. 85; Michotte, Etudes sur les theories 
economiques qui dominerent en Belgique de 1°30 a 1886, pp. 148-49, 
157; J. Dhondt and V. Robert, "De Arbeidersbeweging in Belgie'" in 
J.A. Van Houtte et al., Algemene Geschiedenis Per I.'ederlanden 
(Brussels: Standaard Boekhandel,1956), vol. XI, p. 333; Cornez, 
p. 7; "L'Histoire de la legislation sociale en Belgique," p. 17; 
Bertrand, L'Histoire de la democratic et du socialisme en Belgique, 
vol. VII, pp. 264-65. 

3 Henneaux-Depooter, p. 78. 
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repressive measures by the authorities. And finally, the events of 

1868-69 and 1886 generated pressure for an investigation into the 

situation that had caused the violence. 

These hypothetical similarities raise certain questions which 

will also be posed regarding the 1886 events, such as the impact 

that the 1868-69 strikes had on public opinion among the country's 

industrial and political elites, the amplitude of the public reac­

tion regarding social reform efforts, and whether or not any of 

these were enacted. This involves studying the causal relationship 

between reform endeavors and the strikes of 1868-69-

The coal-miners* strikes of 1868-69 occurred during a downward 

spiral in nominal and real wages. During the 19th century, wages 

fluctuated widely; these cycles even revolved within a year. Part 

1 
of the fluctuation was due to seasonal factors. Henneaux-Depooter 

found that there was a seasonal rythm in coal production and co-

relatively in wages. In spring, there was an annual production 

slow-down, because most orders had been filled for industrial 

consumers, u/nile orders from home owners virtually stopped with the 

warm weather. Declining demand led to a certain degree of under-

2 

employment or lay-offs and wages also declined. But these seasonal 

slow-downs were not drastic enough to cause collective violence by 

themselves. 

1 Henneaux-Depooter, p. 65. This work is the best study of 
the situation in the coal fields of Hainaut during the l860's. 

2 I b i d . , p . 56. 
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When, however, seasonal adjustments occurred while a depres­

sion was in progress, then the situation in the mining areas became 

inflammable. By 1868 the depression was on. Money was getting tight' 

er not only in Belgium, but also in Prussia and Saxony. The boom, 

engendered by the American civil war and the wars in Germany during 

1864-65, was over. Belgium's coal industry also had to face a new 

competitor; by 1867 Ruhr coal was more and more competitive. The 

Memorial administratif de la province de Hainaut of 1868 showed 

that coal imports from the Zollverein had increased by 400 per cent 

between 1866 and 1868; meanwhile coal stocks outside of Belgium's 

2 
collieries continued to accumulate, while coal prices declined. In 

1866 a tonneau of coal was worth 1.97 frs; by 1868 only .84 frs and 

in 1869 »59 frs. Wages declined too. In 1867, the average wage in 

the Hainaut-Namur-Liege areas was 885 frs per year (2.95 frs per 

day). In 1868 it dropped to 804 frs (2.68 per day). In the Borinag< 

fields, wages had risen 35.5 per cent between 1859 and 1867, then 

suddenly in 1868 they dropped by 15.61%. In the Charleroi area, they 

1 Eric J. Hobsbawm, Les primitifs de la revolte dans 1'Euro­
pe moderne (Paris: Fayard, 1963 — originally published in english 
in 1959), PP• 10, 12. The book is mainly devoted to the "primitive" 
— pre-industrial — revolts of the era preceding the French revolu­
tion. Hobsbawn makes a distinction between 18th century urban 
revolts and those that occurred in industrial syndicalized Europe 
during the 19th century. In terms of this distinction, the 1868-69 
strikes were really "industrial jacqueries." 

2 Henneaux-Depooter, pp. 26-27-

3 Ibid., p. 268. 

4 Armand Julin, Recherches sur le salaire des ouvriers des 
charbonnages beiges, 1810-1089' (Liege, 1889), p. 20. 
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1 
fell by 9 per cent. 

Heretofore the discussion has been in terms of nominal wage 

fluctuations, which can be meaningless if they are paralleled by a 

decline in prices, particularly the cost of flour. For 60 percent of 

the miner's wage went for food and the major portion of his food was 

2 
bread (and potatoes). Hence if flour prices declined enough, the 

real wage remained the same. Unfortunately for the miner, food 

prices like wages fluctuated on a seasonal basis. Each year the 

price of wheat and rye generally rose in late spring and summer 

because the previous years harvest had been consumed and the new 

one had not yet been reaped. This fluctuation was more dramatic 

when harvests had been poor. Consequently when food prices fluctuat­

ed upward very rapidly during the spring of a year of bad harvests, 

while during the 6ame season wages fluctuated downward more violent­

ly than usual because of an economic downturn, then the real wages 

1 Henneaux-Depooter, p. 152: Yearly wages in the Mons, Char­
leroi and Centre-La Louviere fields during 1867 and 1868 descended 
from 935 frs to 789, 900 to 832 and 870 to 824 respectively (cf. 
p. 270); daily wages declined from 2.91 frs to 2.58 and from 3.05 
to 2.79 in 1867-68 in Mons and Charleroi (cf. p. 272). 

Henneaux-Depooter pointed out that not all workers engaged in 
the collieries underwent the same size wage cuts. The ouvrier a 
veine, who hacked out the coal, were the most specialized worker. 
They were paid on a piece-rate basis and their wages underwent the 
greatest fluctuations. Unskilled laborers in the mines such as 
releveurs and meneurs de terre (excavators), shaft maintenance 
crews, coal-cart loaders and pullers were not paid as highly, but 
there wages were so low they could hardly fluctuate a great deal 
(cf. pp. 54. 152). 

2 I b i d . , p . 6 1 . 

3 I b i d . 
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of a worker declined brutally. This situation constituted the 
1 

economic context of the strikes of 1868. Rye prices had shot up 
p 

by 63% between 1865 and 1868; wheat prices went up from 15-80 frs 

to 25.97 frs during the same period. Taking into consideration 

this relationship, real wages went down from 135.70 frs in 1867 

(with 100.00 as the base index in 1852-54) to 126.80 frs in 1868. 

This represented a 20% decline in one year's real wages J Such a 

decline, characterized the precariousness of the miner's wage in 

the 19th century, and it provided the inflammable tinder which the 

precipitants of strikes and collective industrial violence ignited. 

There were two types of precipitants that unleashed the 

5 
strikes which broke out on March 25th at the Gouffre mine in Cha-

telineau near Charleroi and soon spread to surrounding mines. 

1 The economic context is not necessarily a direct causal 
factor in industrial violence. It is wiser to avoid an economic 
determinist approach, by simple viewing economic factors as provid­
ing necessary milieu for collective violence in the early indus­
trial era. We shall consider this later when we analyze the various 
possible causal factors of the 1886 insurrection. 

2 Ibid., pp. 60-61. 

3 Ibid., p. 273. 

4 Ibid., p. 280. 

5 On exactly the same day eighteen years later at the Bois 
Communal de Fleurus mine, the insurrectional strikes in Charleroi 
broke out. 

6 E. Harmant gave three types of precipitants; wage scales, 
work hours and distribution of work hours, Les greves, etudes sur 
leurs causes et leurs remedes (Brussels: Momraens, 1o90) , p"I 4~̂  
These seem too rigid and exclude precipitants related to inter­
personal relations between foremen and workers, working conditions 
and safety conditions. Hence, I have incorporated Harmant's two 
latter precipitants into a broader more inclusive categorie, "work­
ing conditions." 
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Wages were an important issue, in the case of the Gouffre but 

other precipitants, related to working conditions, caused deep dis­

satisfaction in other mines particularly at the Arsimont Colliery 

at Auvelais (mid-way along the Basse Sambre river between Charleroi 

and Namur). The strikers also complained that they were fined up to 

2,^ frs per day for banking up the tunnels with coal mixed with 

2 
rock. Many miners were embittered. Even if they finished their 

consignment for the day, they had to wait in the central elevator 

shaft exposed to the cold air which was being pumped downward. The 

wait often lasted three hours before they were hauled up. The delay 

caused illnesses, because in the extreme ends of the tunnels, 

where the coal was being hacked out and- where the air was not as 

fresh, the temperatures were so high that the miners worked virtual 

ly naked. When they went, perspiring, to the elevator shaft to be 

taken out, they were chilled by the cold air. The miners also com­

plained that the work between the various pits was unfairly dis-

4 
tributed. And finally, they complained "they had only worked seven 

1 In general, wages at the Gouffre Colliery were somewhat 
higher than those in surrounding collieries, but by March 25th, the 
wages had dropped more surreptitiously than those of the other 
mines, i.e. from 3*72 frs per day (1866) to 2.86 frs, i.e. 25 per 
cent. Cf. Henneaux-Depooter, p. 172; Journal de Bruxelles, March 
27, 1868 and April 4, 1868; cf. also Gazette de Mons, March 27, 
1868, and the record of the subsequent trial in the same newspaper 
of August 12, 1868 and August 13, 1868; Heuse (Liege), March 27, 
1868 and March 30, 1868; Gazette de Liege, March 28-29, 1868. 

2 Independance Beige (Brussels), April 14, 1868; Organe de 
Mons et du Hainaut, August 15, 1868. 

3 Ibid. 

4 Gazette de Mons, March 3, 1868; Independance Beige, April 
- - ~ ~ * • • ' — - " - • • • " - — • — • . i 
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1 
teen days" during March. 

Having some notion of why the strike broke out, the question 

arises as to how the strikers were able to spread the stoppages; 

the manner in which the strikers mobilized against the collieries^ 

and the way they mustered support among fellow workers. The methods 

varied a great deal, ranging from friendly persuasion to outright 

terror. On the day the strike broke out the men from the Gouffre 

mine marched peacefully from one pit head to the next calling* out 

their fellow miners. But during the night of the 25th-26th hand 

bills appeared warning the workers not to return to work unless 

they obtained a 30 per cent wage increase, otherwise strike­

breakers risked the "death penalty and", would be "executed by the 

4 
decent workers." The following day the mobilization continued. 

Bands of strikers continued to move about the various collieries, 

where they threatened to cut the elevator cables , or else they 

threatened to destroy the steam engines that powered the air pumps. 

11, 1868, Journal de Charleroi, April 11, 1868. 

1 Ibid.; Gazette de Mons, August 14, 1868. 

2 Meuse, March 30, 1868. 

3 The Procureur du Roi's indictment tried to prove conspira-
tional basis of the strikes. The indictment made a great to-do over 
the distribution of hand-bills during the night of the 25th-26th 
March. For the text of the indictment cf. Gazette de Mons, August 2, 
1868. 

4 Ibid., April 23-, 1868; Meuse, March 27, 1868; Organe de 
Mons et du Hainaut, August 17-18, 1868. 

5 Gazette de Liege, March 28-29, 1868; Gazette de Mons, March 
28, 1868 and March 29, 1868; Journal de Bruxelles. March 27, 1868; 
Journal de Charleroi, March 27, '1668. 

6 Meuse, March 30, 1868. 
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They did not stop there. The strikers also destroyed equipment in 

order to paralyze industries. When miners mobilized the steel-

workers at the Societe de Chatelineau and Gallez and Cie rolling 

mills in Chatelineau, they tore out gratings from the blast 

furnaces in order to delay a return to work by any recalcitrant 

followers. 

Anticipating such occurences, the managers of the surrounding 

collieries and steel works called their respective mayors asking 

forprotection by the police, gendarmerie or army. The sequence of 

events was almost automatic and the cause-effect relationship 

between the mobilization of forces by the strikers on one hand, 

2 
and management on the other, led to tragedy. Collective violence 

was most likely to occur as each side mobilized. In the process of 

mobilizing support for the strike a band of miners drove off a 

squadron of gendarme cavalry near the town of Montigny-sur-Sambre 

(near Charleroi) and took over the Epine colliery just before the 

mobilized coercive forces arrived. The troops had the same idea in 

mind. At the Epine, on March 26th, a confrontation occurred between 

500 to 600 strikers and a company of the 11th Infantry. When 

summoned to disperse, the strikers refused to allow the troops 

into the colliery; rocks were thrown from the barricade; Major 

Quenne, the commander, gave the order; the troops opened fire. 

1 Gazette de Mons, March 29, 1868; Journal de Charleroi, 
March 27, 1868. 

2 Henneaux-Depooter, p. 201; Gazette de Mons, August 17, 1868 

3 Journal de Charleroi, March 27, 1868; Independance Beige, 
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The group of miners and their families that marched into the 

encounter with the 11th Infantry were not ideologically mobilized. 

According to Henneaux-Depooter, the Brussels section of the First 

International (International workingmen's Association) had not 

1 
begun proselytizing in Hainaut until the month of May. This point 

seems to be confirmed by the descriptions in the press of the 1868 

events. No structured ideological content appeared either in the 

hand-bills circulating in Chatelineau or in the slogans and shouts 

of the demonstrators. 

This ascertainment provides a negative clue about the types of 

groups involved in the strikes. The groups were not associational 

organizations. The miners had no large,'extensive complex specializ 

ed organizational structures whose membership was based on inten-

2 
tion and performance. No such formal organizational structures had 

yet been established in the area where the collective violence 

occurred. The Brussels headquarters of the Belgian section of the 

International had not penetrated Charleroi. It had little or no 

influence over the miners; they refused to follow the advice of the 

March 27, 1868; Journal de Bruxelles, March 27, 1868, March 28, 
1868; Organe de Mons et du Hainaut, March 29 and August 17-18, 
1868; Gazette de .Ions, March 29, 1868; Meuse, March 30, 1868; 
Bertrand, L'Histoire de la denocratie et du socialisrae en Belgique 
depuis 1830, vol. I, p. 176. 

1 Henneaux-Depooter, p. 171. 

2 Charles Tilly had kindly authorized me to refer to a draft 
of his article entitled "Revolutions and Collective violence" which 
was as yet unpublished when this dissertation was being written. 
Tilly's distinction between "associational" and "communal" groups 
in cases of collective violence was extremely useful. 
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International's cadres, sent south from Brussels, who warned 

against a 8trike when the collieries had large stocks of coal and 

1 
when the market for coal was soft. Further proof of the lack of 

organizational structure of the strikers is illustrated by the fact 

that the miners did not have a strike fund, and they soon ran 

2 
through their meager savings and had to beg for food and money. 

Ultimately, the strikers relied on undifferentiated communal 

structures. Recruitment was based on ad hoc circumstances, surround­

ing the strike and the outbreak of collective violence. Groups were 

composed of those persons who were on the scene where collective 

action occurred. The strike at the Gouffre was begun by the miners 

who worked there. The crowd of strikers-involved in the collective 

violence before the Epine mine was recruited where the group initial­

ly formed, at the Sebastopol pit and the Gouffre mine. In other 

words, there was no artificial structure that traversed the bound­

aries of the various mining concessions and which centralized the 

coordination of the strategy of the miners. Leadership was recruit­

ed on an ad hoc basis within each communal group; coordination was 

non-existant; and the choice of goals was virtually tacit within 

and between each of the marching crowds. 

All this is not meant to imply that the groups were leader-

less mobs guided by blind fury. On the contrary there was a modicum 

of diffused leadership which was inspired by common grievances and 

1 Gazette de Liege, September 9, 1868. 

2 Ibid., April 23, 1868. 
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had a relatively clear idea of the relationship between the targets 

of the violence and the grievances that they symbolized. How else 

could two separate groups unite into an army of several thousand, 

out-manoeuvre the coercive forces and converge on a target, the 

Epine mine, at approximately the same moment. The communal associ-

ations,of industrial Wallonia were inappropriate for effective pol­

itical action, because they only recruited locally. This organiza­

tional weakness prevented the workers from spreading the strike to 

the various Liege fields to the east, and to the Centre-La Louviere 

Mons and the Borinage fields to the west. The strike remained local 

(around Chatelineau); thus the authorities were able to mobilize 

and concentrate their coercive forces and crush the "insurgents". 

The fact that the workers organizations were undifferentiated 

and ad hoc organizations also affected composition of the crowds 

that were involved in the violence. Their recruitment of partici­

pants like the organizations' leadership was carried out on an 

ad hoc basis. The descriptions in the press all concur in the view 

2 
that the crowds were composed of coal miners and their families: 

the "angry crowd (marching on the Epine) was led by women waving 

aprons, handkerchiefs and rags tied to the end of sticks like flags 

Behind them came the children ... and finally the big batallions of 

1 Gazette de Kons, March 29 and Chatelineau trial record 
August 14~ 1668; Journal de Bruxelles, March 27, 1868. 

2 Organe de Mons et du Hainaut, Chatelineau trial, August 15 
1868; Gazette de i.ons. Indictment, Chatelineau trial, August 2 and 
12, 1868; Meuse, Chatelineau trial, August 11, 1868; Journal de 
Charleroi, August 27 and 28, 1868. 
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1 
husbands, fathers and sons." The majority of those involved in the 

shooting were from pits number three, five and seven of the Gouffre 

2 
Colliery and the "Sebastopol" of Trieu Kaisin. 

The middle-class press implied that the individuality of the 

members of a crowd had been transcended by blind irrational rage 

which was directed at anything and everything. In fact however, 

little evidence substantiated the irrational-mob theory. Generally, 

the targets of collective violence were related to the goals of the 

crowd and the precipitants which had unleashed the strikes. The 

strikers wanted to paralyze the other industrial establishments in 

order to spread the strike. To stop the machinery; they threw steel 

4 
bars into flywheels; they cut off fuel supplies by cutting gas 

5 6 
mains; they wrecked a steam engine to stop the ventilation; or 

7 

else they destroyed coal loading bins. The destruction was ration­

al in the sense that it seemed to follow a causal pattern. Where 

the workers joined the strike mobilizers and where management did 

not intervene, there was less destruction. Where however, workers 

and management refused to cooperate with the strikers, e.g. the 

1 Gazette de Liege, quoting the Catholic Union de Charleroi, 
March 28-29, 1868. 

2 Gazette de Mons, March 29, 1868. 

3 We shall discuss how the press characterized the strikers 
in detail after we finished the description of the events. 

4 Independance Beige, March 29, 1868. 

5 Ibid. 

6 _____.• 5 l______t March 27 and August 14 and 15, 1868, Chate­
lineau trial. 

7Gazette deHons, March 29, 1868. 
U N I V E R S I T Y OF O T T A W A S C H O O L OF G R A D U A T E S T U D I E S 



U N I V E R S I T E D O T T A W A E C O L E D E S G R A D U E S 

- 28 -

steel workers; there, the violence became more indiscriminate. The 

strikers not only tore grill6 off the blast furnaces, but they 

broke window panes, tore up the company ledgers and smashed 

lighting fixtures at the Dorlodot, Gallez, S.A. de Chatelineau and 

1 
Dumont mills. 

The gravity of the industrial violence in 1868 can be de­

termined quantitatively. It is possible to estimate the approximate 

number of strikers and the number of coercive forces that the au­

thorities mobilized against them. In attempting to determine the 

number of participants in the strikes, it is only possible to give 

total figures, history has hidden the conscience intime of the par­

ticipants; thus impeding distinctions between voluntary and "in­

voluntary" strikers, who were forced off the job against their will 

2 
The strike first broke out around Chatelineau where "600 or 700" 

miners from pits no.five and seven led the way for the miners of 

pit no. 3 of the Gouffre. The strike at the Gouffre only lasted 

one day (26th) — the day the violence occurred. It spread rapidly 

to two of Trieu Kaisin's active shafts, one of which was the 

1 Ibid., Indictment Chatelineau trial, August 2, 1868; 
Journal de Charleroi, March 28, 1868; Gazette de Liege, March 28-
29, 1868; Independance Beige, March 29, 1868~I 

2 Ibid., March 31, 1868; Gazette de Mons, March 28 and 31, 
1868; Journal de Charleroi, March 27 and 31, 1868; Gazette de Liege 
March 2o-29, 1u6o; Journal de Bruxelles, March 27, 1868. 

3 Ibid., March 31, 1868; Journal de Charleroi, March 31, 
1868; Independance Beige, March "yT, 1868. 

4 Journal de Charleroi, March 29, 1868; Organe de Mons et du 
Hainaut, March 31, 1866; Journal -de Bruxelles, March 29-30, T068. 
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1 
"Sebastopol". The strike also spread to the Marcinelle township 

2 3 
mines as well as the Epine mine at Montigny-sur-Sambre and those 

4 
in the Mambourg area. All of these areas were in the townships 

southeast of Charleroi. Later the trouble also spread to the towns 

north of Charleroi. At the height of the strike there were at least 

2,000 workers who were refusing to work in Chatelineau, and there 

were at least 13,000 to 15,000 on strike in the other townships, or 

about 15,000 workers. The strike later spread eastward along the 

7 

Basse-Sambre as far as Auvelais. 

Among the strikers only a small percentage witnessed the vio­

lence, much less participated in the destruction and fighting. The 

1 Independance Beige, April 1, 1868; Gazette de Mons, March 
31, 1868. 

2 Journal de Charleroi, March 31, 1868; Independance Beige, 
March 31, 1868; Gazette de .!ons, March 31, 1868. 

3 Ibid., Chatelineau trial, August 19, 1868. 

4 Ibid., March 31, 1868; Journal de Charleroi, March 31, 
1868; Independance Beige, March 31, 1868. 

5 The Journal de Bruxelles, March 27, 1868, estimated 4,000 
were out of work, but the other newspapers consulted gave a figure 
25 to 50 per cent lower; cf. Organe de I Ions et du Hainaut, March 29. 
1868; Gazette de Liege, March 26-29, 1o0o; Journal de Charleroi, 
March 27 and 28, i860. Two thousand strikers seems like the most 
realistic estimate in view of the fact that there were surely many 
workers laid-off for seasonal reasons or because of the recession. 

6 Gazette de Mons, March 31, 1868, stated that 15,000 were 
back at work obviously this must have been the approximate number 
of strikers. This represented about half of the workers in the area, 

7 The strike spread to the Roton mine at Farciennes, Bonne 
Esperance at Lambusart, and to the mines in Eaulet, Moignelee, 
Tamines and Auvelais (350 at the Arsimont Colliery). Organe de Mons 
et du Hainaut, March 30, 1868; Journal de Charleroi, March 29, T&~66: 
Journal de Bruxelles, March 29,~l"8~66. 
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skirmish on March 26th with the gendarmes under Lieutenant Hollain 

involved a crowd of approximately 1,500 workers and their fami-

lies. While at the Epine fusillade there were about 1,700 workers. 

How many of these people actually threw stones is virtually im-

^ , v-i~ 4. 4.-. ,0 . ,. , , 3 It seems that at 
possible to estimate — 28 persons were indicted. 

the very most only ten per cent of the workers were ever involved 

in the collective violence in the most indirect manner. 

When the Liberal Frere-Orban (Finance) - Jules Bara (Interior] 

cabinet met on the evening of the 27th, they did not benefit from 

hindsight to determine the gravity of the situation. They ordered 

General Thibault to take over divisional command and send 2 bat­

talions of the 8th Infantry and 1 battalion of carabiniers from 

Brussels, ana 1 battalion of the 9th Infantry as well as 4 
7 

squadrons of 2nd Cavalry from Namur. By March 30th there were 
o 

2,500 cavalry and infantry on duty in Charleroi of which only one 

battalion of the 11th Infantry saw action — at 1»Epine. The 11th 

1 Gazette de Mons, Chatelineau trial, August 14, 1868. 

2 Ibid., Chatelineau trial, August 13 and 17, 1868. 

3 Ibid., Indictment Chatelineau trial, August 2, 1868. Meuse, 
March 28-29, 1868, stated there were 3,000 v/orkers at the Epine; 
this figure seems exaggerated since it almost double the number of 
strikers who came from Chatelineau. 

4 Journal de Bruxelles, March 28, 1868; Independance Beige, 
March 28, 1868. 

5 Meuse, March 27, 1868. 

6 Ibid., March 28-29, 1868. 

7 Organe de Mons et du Hainaut, March 30, 1868. 

8 Meuse, March 30, 1868. 

9 Gazette de Liege, March 28-29, 1868. 
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Infantry was there in the first place; it was part of the Charle-

1 
roi garrison. 

By March 31st the coercive forces had crushed any further 

efforts to mobilize support for the strike. When the army moved in 

to assure order, the police authorities were free to begin their 

arrests. Seven strikers from Baulet were herded to prison between 

the horses of the gendarmerie a cheval. Nine more, from Gilly, 

4 
went to jail in Charleroi. Twenty-eight of those involved in the 

Epine shooting went to jail which brought the total of arrests to 

5 

approximately forty persons. They were luckier than the ten wound­

ed and the ten dead. These were shot down before the Epine col­

liery. Approximately a half dozen gendarmes were injured, most of 
7 

them only slightly. 

1 The troops were deployed in the following manner; Marchien--
ne-au-Pont, 1 battalion of infantry; Gilly 1 battalion cavalry, and 
1 battalion of carabiniers; Chatelineau-Chatelet, 1 battalion in­
fantry and 2 squadrons of light cavalry; Tamines-Baulet 1}£ bat­
talion infantry and 2 squadrons cavalry; Charleroi, 2 battalions 
infantry and Zfc squadrons of cavalry; Independance Beige, April 1, 
1868. 

2 Ibid., April 2, 1868; Gazette de Mons, March 31 - April 1, 
1868; Journal de Bruxelles, April 1, 1868. 

3 Gazette de Mons, March 31 - April 1, 1868. 

4 Organe de Mons et du Hainaut, April 1, 1868. 

5 Meuse, March 28-29, 1868; Bertrand, L'Histoire de la demo-
cratie et du socialicr/ie en Belgique depuis l8p0, vol. I, p. 172. 

6 Ibid.,vol. I, p. 176; Meuse, March 28-29, 1868; Journal de 
Charleroi, Mar-ch 27, 1868; Gazette de Mons, March 29, 1868; Gazette 
de Liege, March 28-29, 1868; Organe de .,ons et du Hainaut, March 29 
1868; Journal de Bruxelles, March 26, 1668; Independance Beige, 
March 28, 1868. 

7 Most of these were in Lieutenant Hollain's detachment (the 
name was also spelled Hollin). Hollain was the most seriously in-
M M W — _ — ^ — • — • — • — - — — — M M — « — - _ — — t — _ - - a _ n — — _ ^ — — - _ • • — _ — _ _ - * - • _ _ _ _ _ _ - _ _ - _ — _ . - . . . j __inl • 1 - - — — . y g f — — - — — . - - ~ » - » ) 
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Such disproportionate casualties were typical of all civil 

violence where untrained unarmed crowds collided with trained well-

armed coercive forces. On the other hand, the same disproportion 

was reversed in favor of the strikers when damages were measured. 

While more strikers were usually killed and wounded than coercive 

forces,the strikers usually did much more property damage unless 

the coercive forces resorted to artillery. But the industrialists 

would never have sanctioned the use of artillery; their property 

might have been used for cover. The 1868 events did not contradict 

this disproportion in losses of property and life among coercive 

1 
and insurgent forces. The strikers caused 10,000 frs damage. One 

of the attorneys for the accused rightly took note of this dispro­

portion: "Our victims lay in their graves. Yours [the industrial­

ists and police authorities] are here before us in the best of 

health."2 

The same tragic scenario was repeated in much the same manner 

in the spring (April) of the following year. This time, the collect-

jured soldier. Meuse, March 27, 1868. 

1 The S.A. de Chatelineau suffered 800 frs damage to its 
steamengine, Chatelineau trial, Meuse, August 14, 1868; Gazette de 
Mons, August 14, 1868. The Gallez rolling mills claimed between 
1,6000 and 1,800 frs damages, Ibid. The total damages came out in 
the Chatelineau trial indictment, cf. Gazette de I-ions, August 2, 
1868, and in subsequent testimony, Ibid., August 17, 1868. 

2 Ibid. 

3 To avoid becoming repetitions we will avoid a systematic 
analysis of the various aspects of these strikes, i.e. precipitants 
mobilization processes and the outbreak out of collective violence 
numbers of insurgents and coercive forces, etc. 
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ive violence broke out among the Cockerill steel workers of Seraing, 
1 

near Liege. The strike broke out, over piece-work norms. About 

2 

5,000 of these workers left work, and during the ensuing mobiliza­

tion, 1,200 to 1,500 strikers collided with the coercive forces. 

The strike spread to the surrounding coal mines and then jumped to 

5 
the Mons-Borinage area where, before the Agrappe colliery at Fra-

merles, a bystander was killed during a confrontation between 

7 
"7000" strikers and "43" chasseurs. During the height of the 

mobilization, "almost all the workers in the Borinage were on 

strike." The storm left Charleroi untouched except for the Bois 

d'Heigne and Bordia mines, and by the second half of April, the 

strike had collapsed. 

1 Meuse, April 14, 1869; Organe de Mons et du Hainaut, April 
14, 1869; Independance Beige, April 13, 1uo9; Journal de Charleroi, 
April 17, 1869; Gazette de Mons, April 11-12, 1669; Journal de Bru­
xelles, April 16, 1669. 

2 Ibid., April 12, 1869. 

3 Meuse, April 14, 1869. 

4 The Flemalles, Angleur, Many, Sclessin, Jemmeppe, cf. Ibid. 
April 15, 16 and 19, 1869; Gazette de Liege, April, 1869; Organe de 
Mons et du Hainaut, April 2lj1869; Journal de Bruxelles, April 20, 
"TB39. 

5 Quaregnon, Paturages, Jemappes, Bouverie, Boussu, Dour, 
Cuesmes, Flenu and Frameries, cf. Gazette de Mons, April 15,17, 27 
and 28, 1869; Organe de Mons et du Hainaut, April 17, 19, 20 and 
22y 1869; Journal de Bruxelles, April 1o and 20, 1869; Gazette de 
Liege, April 19, 1868; Meu.se, April 16, 17, 19 and 20, 1869. 

6 Bertrand, L'Histoire de la democratic et du socialisme en 
Belgique depuis 1830, vol. I, pp. 1o7-68; 

7 Journal de Bruxelles,April 17, 1869. 

8 Organe de Mons et du Hainaut, April 21, 1869; Gazette 
de Liege, April 19, 1869. 
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The middle class' interpretation of the strikes depended 

ultimately upon how it viewed the precipitants and economic context 

within which the strikes occurred. They viewed the economic context 

in terms of the Manchesterian socio-economic ethos. The third 

quarter of the nineteenth century marked the high point of free 

trade, laissez-faire and economic self help ideas. Guy de Molinari, 

2 
Belgium's leading Manchesterian economist, asserted that the 

economy functioned according to "natural laws" of supply and demand 

and labor like management had to comply to these eternal economic 

principles. Both could only endure the irresistible unfolding of an 

economic downturn. When times were better those who, nevertheless, 

remained poor had themselves to blame, for according to the social 

darwinian theories of the time, they were the misfits of society. 

According to de Molinari and his disciple, Charles Le Hardy de Beau-

4 
lieu, economics had a deterministic influence on all social and 

1 Stein Rokkan, "The Structure of Mass Politics in Smaller 
European Democracies," Comparative Studies in Society and History 
(1968), n° 10, p. 334; Michotte, r-tudec sur les theories economi­
ques qui dominerent en Belgique de 1630 a 16ob, p. 439. "... de 
1850 a 1806, la note dominante de l'Economie politique en Belgique 
fut et resta liberale." 

2 Born in Liege in 1819, de Molinari went on to take an activ* 
part in political campaigns for free trade. His brilliant economic 
weekly, 1'Economiste, was in the forefront of economic polemics of 
the day- Ibid., p. 258. 

3 Ibid., pp. 242,246. 

4 Ibid., pp. 261-73; de Beaulieu was born in Uccles, near 
Brussels, in 1816. He studied in Paris and then went on to become 
professor of mineralogy, mining and metallurgy at the school of 
mines in Mons. In 1849-50, he taught a course in Economics was 
oriented toward de Molinari's Manchesterian free trade views. 
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.. .. 1 economic activity. 

Ideologically, these individualistic concepts could not easilj 

be reconciled with trade-unionism, the right to strike and the need 

2 
for social reform. The Manchesterians believed that strikes had a 

harmful effect on the economy. They were futile — incapable of 

improving the lot of the worker; not even "The greatest and most 

generous power on earth would ... be able to raise wages unless 

there" was "a spontaneous improvement in the general economic 

3 
situation." The Catholic Gazette de Liege pointed out that "no-

4 
thing was more illogical" than a strike. "What had they gained... 

nothing, absolutely nothing!... Will throwing bricks through 

windows improve economic conditions? Will the price of bread go 

down? On the contrary public confidence will only be shaken fur­

ther ,'^concluded the Gazette de Mons. 

The Independance Beige (Liberal) wondered why the coal-miners, 

of all people, would go on strike. "Granted living conditions" were 

"not as good as they had been a few years ago. But the coal miners" 

were "not the worst off ... they were actually a lot better off 

than the v/orkers in Flanders." The press assumed that the strikes 

1 Ibid., p. 244; Auguste Melot, "Le regime bourgeois et la 
legislation sociale," La Revue Generale (August 15, 1927), n° 60, 
p. 136. 

2 Rokkan, pp. 33^-35-

3 Organe de Mons et du Hainaut, April 24, 1869. 

4 Gazette de Liege, March 30, 1868. 

5 Gazette de Mons, March 30, 1868, the moderately Progressiva 
Organe de Mons et du Hainaut, May 7, 1869, took the same view. 

6 Journal de^Bruxelles, April 4, 1868. 
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were futile, and that the coal-miners and steel workers earned more 

than workers in other industries. Consequently economic precipi­

tants were not the real cause of the strikes. They had to be 

politically inspired. A conspiracy was abroad amongst the working 

population; "the workers had obeyed orders that had been transmit-

1 
ted to them by unknown messengers." The Journal de Bruxelles 

[Catholic] asserted that "the bloody strikes in Seraing and the 
p 

Borinage [were] provoked by the International." The Meuse (Liberal], 

also, blamed the "intrigues of the Societe International (sic)." 

Le Hardy de Beaulieu joined the country's opinion makers in warning 

that "whenever a strike broke out one would have to reckon with the 

International's efforts at stoking the fires of discord between 

4 
industrialists and workers." 

In a letter to the editor of the Journal de Bruxelles, 

E. 'Hins, member of the General Council of the Brussels Section of 

5 
the International, denied such "slanderous accusations." Hins' 

letter was to no avail. The Gazette de Liege reported that "a 

worker from Farciennes had been seen distributing money among the 

rioters at the Epine." The Meuse and the Independance Beige even 

1 Independance Beige, April 5, 1868. 

2 Journal de Bruxelles, April 18, 1869. 

3 Meuse, April 19, 1869. 

4 Ibid., April 16, 1869. 

5 Journal de Bruxelles, April 16, 1869; Organe de Mons et du 
Hainaut, April 22, 1869. 

6 Gazette de Liege, June 1, 1868. 
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1 

fixed the amount at "700 frs" . No one was ever able to substan­

tiate these allegations; much less were the authorities ever able 

to prove that the International had participated the strikes of 

1868-69. The majority of Belgium's opinion makers had misconstrued 

the causal context of the tragedy. Ironically, Guy de Molinari, the 

arch-Manchesterian, was the only one to show more perception than 

imagination. He layed the blame squarely on the shoulders of "the 

managing directors of the corporations, who" were "only interested 

in providing large dividends to the stockholders instead of showing 

2 
more concern for the well-being of the workers." 

The opinion makers'perception of the causal context of the 

strikes colored their characterization of the strikers. Both 

Liberal and Catholic newspapers implied that the workers were "the 

victims of the intimidation of a few ring-leaders;" that they were 

generally well intentioned, but "under the influence of copious 

4 5 

libations" and "the tiranny of a turbulent minority." The major­

ity was victimized by a group of "fools or mischief makers." Such 
7 

"good for nothings," and "meetingnistes ... talked the workers 

1 Meuse, April 2, 1868; Independance Beige, April 2, 1868. 

2 Meuse, April 3, 1868. 

3 Ibid., March 30, 1868; Gazette de Mons, March 30, 1868. 

4 Meuse, March 30, 1868. 

5 Gazette de Mons, April 4, 1869. 

6 Organe de Mons et du Hainaut, April 12 and 24, 1869. 

7 Journal de Bruxelles, April 4, 1869. 
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1 2 
into walking off the job." These "desperate", "hare-brained 

characters", had led the "honest hard-working majority ... 

4 
astray." The workers were not really a bad lot, but unfortunately, 

they were "too susceptible to the advice and perfidious harangues" 

of a "minority of black sheep" in their midst. These "black sheep" 

7 

the "fire eaters" from the International, had betrayed the in­

nocent and naive working class. They had promised "money and help 

from England", but the money never came. The workers had been 

duped. 

Both Catholic and Liberal opinion agreed that the right to 

strike was not at stake; nor was it the chief issue that was raised 

by the events of 1868-69. The right to strike was "an undeniable 

right"; however, with the restriction that "theworkers [of course] 

were free to withhold their services, [but] they were not permit-

10 ted to infringe on the freedom of other." This was not, by any 

1 Organe de Mons et du Hainaut, April 24, 1869. 

2 Gazette de Mons, March 29, 1868; Meuse, March 28, 1869. 

3 Gazette de Liege, April 29, 1869; Organe de Mons et du 
Hainaut, April 29, 1869. 

4 Meuse, April 16, 1869. 

5 Gazette de Liege, April 29, 1869. 

6 Meuse, April 16, 1869. 

7 Gazette de Mons, March 30, 1868. 

8 Organe de Mons et du Hainaut, April 13, 1869; Journal de 
Bruxelles, April 14, 1869. 

9 Journal de Bruxelles, April 28, 1869; Organe de Mons et du 
Hainaut, April 24, 1869. 

10 Ibid., April 23, 1869. 
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means, the real issue, according to the press. There was more at 

stake, because the strikers were not merely after immediate goals. 

Actually Belgium faced "a socialist movement"; "revolutionary 

2 
socialism had raised his head" and it was launching a "social war, 

a war against property". This revolutionary movement hoped to 

4 
attain such an end by "organizing a general strike". Meanwhile, 

"time was running out; ... orders [for Belgian coal] were being 

diverted to England". Belgian industry was being ruined. All this 

could be explained by the fact that "the big-shots of the Inter­

national were foreign agents working for English speculators. After 

they had destroyed Belgium's competitive position in world markets 

by sowing discord [between labor and management], they would dis­

appear [to England] in order to enjoy the fruits of their labor". 

In other words, the middle class press tried to show the working 

class, that they were being betrayed by foreigners. By involving 

nationalism and the common interest of management and labor in the 

country's economic position, the press hoped to turn the provincial 

rank and file against the leadership in Brussels. 

The strikes also generated a round of inter-party polemics. 

1 Journal de Bruxelles, April 28, 1869. 

2 Meuse, May 5, 1868. 

3 Ibid. 

4 Independance Beige, March 29, 1868. 

5 Gazette de Mons, April 23, 1869, quoting the (Liberal) 
Organe de Mamur. 

6 Ibid. 
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Afterall, blaming everything on the Socialists did not win 

elections, since the workers were disenfranchized anyway. So the 

Catholics and Liberals blamed each other for the strikes. The 

(Catholic) Gazette de Liege carried the banner for the Catholic 

press in a long series of articles. It saw the strikes as a further 

manifestation of a revolutionary trend that had been unleashed by 

the Liberal upheavals of 1789 and 1848. By pointing up apparent 

similarities between socialism and liberalism, it attempted to show 

complicity between the two. "Liberalism had cleared the way for th> 

2 

missionaries of the international". It quoted a Brussels confrere, 

l'Echo du Parlement, which warned the Liberals that they "were now 

reaping what they had sown: they had sown irreligion, violence and 

discord in the country: now they reaped insurrection, pillage and 

civil war". Specifically, "Liberal policies had set examples for 

revolt.... They had taught the masses to disdain authority ... and 

by the same token they had destroyed the chief basis for civil 

authority by attacking the country's religious authority". One of 

the Gazette's rivals in Liege, La Meuse responded, by pointing out 

1 "La Doctrine (Liberale) conteste aux religieux la liberte 
de se devouer; la Revolution denie aux riches la liberte de jouir. 

La Doctrine declare l'Etat proprietaire des biens de 
l'Eglise; la Revolution declare le peuple proprietaire de tout. 

La Doctrine met a l'ordre du jour le temporel des cultes; 
la Revolution dit a ses adeptes: Partageons-nous le temporel de 
1'industrie". Gazette de Liege, May 7, 1869. 

2 Ibid. 

3 Ibid. 

4 I b i d . , May 13, 1869; c f . a l s o May 10, 1869. 
5 The o t h e r L i b e r a l newspaper i n Liege was t he Journal de Liege 
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that the whole problem went "back to the winter of 1867-68 when the 

Catholic leadership had joined socialist orators in opposing the 

establishment of a standing army and military conscription .... 

Actually, those clerical conferences ..." were "after the Inter-

1 
national, one of the most important generators of the violence". 

The press coverage of the context, causes and issues in the 

strikes thus finally degenerated into inter-party squabbling. Since 

its belief in the on-going economic and social doctrines remained 

intact, the middle class completely mis-perceived the social and 

economic context of the strikes as v/ell as the immediate causes and 

issues which were involved. Consequently, none of its proposals for 

solving the problems of Belgium's working class went beyond the 

bounds of statal non-interventionism in economic affairs. The 

Gazette de Mons came out for "a vast inquiry, like the one conduct­

ed in England, in order to find the real causes of the agitation 

2 
in thi6 province". The Gazette wanted the investigation to find 

out why "strikes were so frequent in one province (Hainaut) and so 

rare in another (Liege)? ... Why was the attitude of the working 

cla68 better in Liege than in Hainaut?" Why did "the Liege working 

class have a better understanding of its ... obligations?" The 

Gazette de Mons suggested terms of references implied certain pre­

suppositions; (1) that the Liege industrialists v/ere able to handle 

1 Meuse, April 13, 1869; cf. also May 24, 1869. 

2 Gazette de Mons, April 2, 1868. 

3 Gazette de lions, August 2, 1868. 
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their working population more effectively, and (2) that the Hainaut 

working class had not been adequately indoctrinated in Manchesterian 

economics. 

Despite its dogmatic rigidity, the Gazette de Mons joined the 

Meuse and the Journal de Bruxelles in supporting a proposal against 

child labor in the mines. But its sponsors were only willing "to 

persuade [the italics are mine] the industrialists and working class 

1 
parents" not to allow youngsters into the mines. The Meuse, also 

called for more schools for working class children and the develop­

ment of unemployment and health funds for workers. These would 

"moralize" workers. "Morality is order. Order is security (and 

education) .... Industry had a moralizing role" vis a vi6 the work-

2 
ing class. But the Meuse envisaged this as a purely voluntary 

program, which excluded the intervention of the government. Even 

an anodine proposal to make work books optional was opposed. The 

Chamber of Commerce of Mons came out in favor of maintaining obligatory 

work books."Work books aided in maintaining industrial discipline; and 

if the industrialist" could "no longer count on the diligence and 

quality work of his workers, the wage levels would immediately 

4 
decline". Furthermore, the Chamber asserted that obligatory work 

books were "in the interest of workers ...jfor they provided! prooi 

1 Journal de Bruxelles, April 19, 1869; cf. also, Meuse, 
April 16, 1669; Gazette de Tions, April 26 , 1868. 

2 Meuse, April 7, 1868. 

3 I b i d . 

4 Organe de Mors e t du Hainaut . A p r i l 25 , 1869; c f . a l s o 
i n i * ? * * - 1 - ' ! * ^ T * I c j S J . I I . I . I I I . . . - , . I . . , . I I 11 - i . I , , , . , 1 1 . , _ . . _ . , . . , . . . 
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-] 
of the existence of a contract between employee and employer"- The 

Chamber's view prevailed, and like the other reform proposals in 

the press, this one, too, came to naught. 

The reaction of the political authorities depended to a large 

extent on the manner in which the authorities defined the issue 

between themselves and the insurgents concerning the on-going 

economic system. Summing up the case for the crown before the jury 

for the 28 accused during the Chatelineau trial, Assistant Procu-

reur-General Melot defined the issue as succinctly as anyone re-

2 
presenting the political authorities. "Now workers are perfectly 

free, they do not have to work unless conditions suit them; they 

can organize and take what measures they may deem necessary. The 

law only prohibits one thing, that is to infringe on the right to 

work, for if there is anything that is odious, it is to prevent 

workers from earning their daily bread". Melot realized that "the 

coal miners" had "recently been enduring an extremely severe crisis, 

but we all know that the coal industry pays higher wages than other 

4 
industries do". The implications of this statement were that 

authorities not only viewed the insurgents as outlaws. Furthermore, 

the government either did not believe that the alleged reason for 

1 Ibid., April 25, 1869. 

2 The author wishes to remind the reader that the year before, 
the penal code was amended to allow the right to strike. 

3 Organe de Mons et du Hainaut, Chatelineau trial, August 17-
18, 1868; cf. also Gazette de Mons, August 17, 1868. 

4 Ibid. 

U N I V E R S I T Y O F O T T A W A S C H O O L O F G R A D U A T E S T U D I E S 



U N I V E R S I T E D ' O T T A W A E C O L E DES G R A D U E S 

- 44 -

the strike was justified, since, according to the authorities, 

other workers made less money than the miners; or else the govern­

ment agreed with the press and adopted the conspiracy thesis. The 

answer to this type of question is primordial to the nature of 

government's reaction to an insurgency. But it would take time to 

amass proof for a case for justifying repressive measures on these 

grounds. Consequently the authorities needed an interim justifi­

cation for military repressive measures. This was usually provided 

by the local authorities. The mayors of the towns simply raised the 

"law-n-order" banner as a justification for immediate coercive 

measures to prevent mobilization by the strikers. The mayor of the 

municipality of ... (X) simply declared that ... In view of article 

94 of the Municipal Act and articles 9 and 27 of the Act of July 
1 

26th-27th and August 3rd, 1791 i t was decreed t h a t : " . . . All public 

assemblies and gatherings of more than 15 persons are prohibited... 

These ... will be dispersed by the armed forces and those persons 

2 
who participate will be immediately arrested". In Seraing, the 

mayor invoked article 310 of the Penal Code "which punishes all 

infringements on the right to work" along with the Municipal Public 

Order acts. 

1 Public order laws. 

2 Meuse, March 30, 1868. 

3 Gazette de Mons, April 11-12, 1869. "Sera puni d'un empri-
sonnement de 8 jours a trois mois et d'une amende de 26 frs a 1,000 
francs ou d'une de ces peine6 seulement, toute personne qui, dans 
le but de forcer la hausse cu la baisse des salaires ou de porter 
atteinte au libre exercice de l'industrie et du travail, aura com-
mis des violences, profere des injures ou des menaces, prononce des 
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The local decisions were followed up by declarations by the 

national authorities to the effect "that the government is resolved 

to maintain respect for the law, to assure the right to work and to 

protect industrial properties". Such statements were immediately 

followed by the dispatch of the first troops from the Brussels 

2 
garrison. One of the few articulate witnesses for the "other side". 

E. Hins who had been dispatched to Seraing by the International, 

during the 1869 strikes, described the consequences of the military 

measures which had been taken by the government: "We arrived at the 

station without any trouble. Inside, in the waiting room, we saw a 

man ..., covered with blood; he was a worker who had three bayonet 

wounds in the back. We exited through the track side; two wounded 

are sitting there: one had been beaten almost unconscious with a 

rifle butt; ... the other had been bayonetted in the side. Then the 

rumor spread that the gendarmerie was invading the station .... We 

heard the sound of charging troops outside and two men ran into the 

station: one's arm had been sliced through, the other had a bayonet 

wound in the side .... It was a cavalry charge. There were two 

hundred people in the station; they tried to escape from the build-

amende6, des defenses, des interdictions ou toute prescription quel-
conque, soit contre ceux qui travaillent, soit contre ceux qui font 
travailler. 

II en sera de m§me de tous ceux qui, par des rassemblements 
pres des etablissements ou s'exerce le travail, ou pres de la de-
meure de ceux qui le dirigent, auront porte atteinte a la liberte 
des maitres ou des ouvriers", cf. also October 13-1̂ +, 1868. 

1 Gazette de Liege, April 14, 1869. 

2 Meuse, March 28-29, 1868; Journal de Bruxelles, April 24, 
1869. 
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ing and headed for the three exit doors which broke under the 

crush". 

Commenting on the military repression he had carried out in 

Seiraing, Lieutenant General Renard observed that "if there was any 

error on the part of the troops, it was that they had put up with 

screams, catcalls and threats from the strikers too long". And the 

War Minister stated that "the troops had behaved admirably on every 

2 
occasion". The (Catholic) Journal de Bruxelles' reporter commented 

on Liberal governments measures in 1869, "Let's say it loud and 

clear: Thanks to the energetic military repression, industry has 

been able to continue to function". And during the 1868 strikes, 

the (Liberal) Gazette de Mons called for "a stronger garrison in Char-

4 
leroi to impose its will on trouble makers". 

While the troops were crushing the efforts of the 1868-69 

strike mobilizers, the police judiciaire, the local procureurs du 

roi and the juges d'instruction were preparing evidence for an 

indictment that would substantiate the seditious conspiracy thesis 

to which the press had alluded. Twenty-eight demonstrators were in-

1 Hins memoirs ivere serialized in the Journal de Charleroi 
(1911) and later quoted by Bertrand, L'Histoire de la dcnocratie et 
du socialisme en Belgique depuis 1830, vol. I, pp.184-85. " 

2 Journal de Bruxelles, April 15, 1869. The Organe de Mons el 
du Hainaut, April 17, I069, commented "Nous sommes d'avis qu'il eut 
pu s'abstenir de prononcer de serablables paroles, qui dans les mo­
ments critiques que nous traversons, peuvent 6tre mal interpreters 
et amener de facheux evenements". 

3 Journal de Bruxelles, April 24 and 26, 1869. 

4 Gazette de Mons, March 28, 1868. 

____z___z_z 
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dieted, accused and tried for seditious conspiracy following the 

Chatelineau strike. During the 1869 strikes, the authorities were 

after bigger fish. B. Delecasse, editor of the Socialist Nou-

velle Tribune du Peuple was arrested. The Brussels police judiciai-

re also searched his home and "seized his personal papers as well 

2 
as the list of subscribers to his newspaper". Mr. Delecasse had 

allegedly telegraphed "Courage! Courage!" to Condroy de la Bouverie 

the representative of the International in the Borinage. Condroy 

de la Bouverie was, himself arrested, soon after, along with Hins, 

the Secretary General of the International. Both were arrested as 

4 
"agents of the International". 

1 Ibid., August 18, 1868. They were all acquitted, thanks 
partly to their excellent defense attorneys Messrs Janson and 
Robert, who were both leaders of the Progressive wing of the Liberal 
party. 

2 Journal de Bruxelles, April 19, 1869. 

3 Meuse, April 19, 1869. 

4 Ibid.; Journal de Bruxelles, April 19, 1869. Hins describ­
ed his arrest with certain degree of humor. "Je me trouvais chez 
Brismee, lorsque la police s'y presenta munie d'un mandat de perqui­
sition. Lorsqu'il eut accompli la sa besogne, le commissaire me fit 
savoir qu'il etait charge de semblable mission en ce qui me concer-
nait et m'invita a la suivre a mon domicile. La perquisition termi-
nee, le commissaire m'exhiba un mandat d'amener libelle selon la 
formule de de Bavay, et me conduisit tout d'abord devant le juge 
d'instruction Celurier. Celui-ci s'efforga de me faire avouer que 
j'avals provoque les ouvriers au soulevement, et comme je protes-
tais, il me montra triomphalement une depSche, a moi adressee de 
Liege et qu'on venait de saisir: "Envoyez de suite 500 Internationa­
le". Evidemment, Liege me demandait du renfort pour quelque tentati­
ve desesperee. Le pauvre homme tomba de son haut, lorsqu'il apprit 
qu'il s'agissait de nuraeros du journal. 

A mon tour, j'essayai vainement de lui faire comprendre que 
les iniquites sociales suffisaient bien a elles seules, sans aucune 
impulsion externe, a susciter le mecontement des ouvriers et que 
e'etaient elles qui devaient porter la principale responsabilite 
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As the judicial and military repression steam rolled over the 

Liege area and the Borinage, J.B. Coomans, Catholic deputy from 

Turnhout, asked Eudore Octave Pirmez, Liberal Minister of the 

Interior, "if it was true ... that the army and the gendarmerie had 

1 
acted too harshly and too hastily". To which Pirmez noted that the 

coercive forces "had conducted themselves with the greatest modera-

2 
tion" and had only reacted when thoroughly provoked. Meanwhile, 

the City Councils of Ghent and Brussels had petitioned Parliament 

for action on the problem of child and female labor in the mines, 

and their members asked whether or not the government would take up 

this issue. 

Two commissions eventually carried out inquiries in the after­

math of the 1868-69 strikes, a special commission composed of 

members of the Belgian Academy of Medicine and an inquiry by the 
5 

Corps of Mining Engineers . The Medical Commission was the first to 

complete its report. Dr Hyacinthe Kuborn, a Seraing physician, was 

des assassinats (j'insistai pour que le mot figurat au proces-
verbal de 1'interrogatoire) commis par la troupe." Quoted in Ber­
trand, L'Histoire de la denocratie et du socialisme en Belgique 
depuis 1830, vol. I, p. 190. ~~"~~ 

1 Journal de Bruxelles, April 14, 1869. 

2 Ibid. 

3 Michotte, Etudes sur les theories economiques qui domine-
rent en Belgique de 1630 a 1886, p. 1?4; Gazette de Mons, April 19, 
loW. ~ 

4 Ibid., May 22-23, 1863. 

5 Gazette de Liege, April 23, 1869. 
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the most active member and it was he who presented the findings of 

the commission. Though the commission had not interviewed any 

2 3 

workers and though the research methods were hardly scientific, 

the scope of its research on child and female labor was quite 

impressive. Kuborn and his associates read the reports of various 

medical commissions, Chambers of Commerce, and memoranda of the 

Ministry of the Interior; they interviewed physicians throughout 

the industrial areas, and they even carried out on-the-spot inspec-
4 

tions. And if one allows for the comparatively rudimentary state 

of medical science of the day, one cannot but be impressed with the 

research which had gone into its recommendations and findings. 

Kuborn found that women and children in the mines worked 

under extremely difficult conditions. "The temperature ... varies 

from one part of the mine to the other ... In what are called the 

1 Discussion du rapport sur l'enquete faite au nom de I'Aca­
dernie royale de medecine de Belgique par la commission chargee 
d'etudier la question de l'enploi des femes d^ns l^s travaux sou-
terrains des Mnes, p.3 (Hereafter referred to as Disciu sion du 
rapport sur l'onquSte ...) The other members of the commission were 
Doctors 71eminc.:x, ̂ oulvin and 6ovet; H. Kuborn, Rapport sur l'en-
qu€te faite au nom de I'Acadernie royale de medecine ue pe]^ique par 
la commission charge d'etudier la question de I'emploi des i enures 
dans les travaux siuterrains des mines (Brussels: ri. i.anceaux, _______ 

2 Henneaux-Depooter, p. 108. 

3 Ibid., pp. 102-103. "lis se basent sur des donnees soi-
disant scientifiques (deformations du corps humain provenant du 
travail des mines, accouchements plus difficiles chez les femmes 
ayant travaille au fond, etc...) mais qui ne sont pas suffisanment 
statistiques pour avoir de la valeur a nos yeux et auxquelles se 
m§lent des jugements sentimentaux (la bonne tenue du foyer, la mo 
ralite des populations ouvrieres, etc...)". 

4 Discussion du rapport sur l'enqu§te ..., p. 3« 
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'working shafts' it reaches ...26 degrees (C.) .... The air is 

cooled in the ventilation shaft where it is only 16 or 18 degrees 

(C.) .... Covered with perspiration and dust, the women and 

children find themselves, depending on where they work, alternately 

exposed to now cold pure air, now warm stale air; the work finished . . 
1 

they wait their turn shivering in the cold elevator shaft". The 

hiercheur and hiercheuse were still women and children; for they 

were small enough to be hitched to coal carts and "pull them on 

their hands and knees" through the narrower veines of many coal-

2 
mines . The report, also, found "degeneration in all its form" 

among the women and children in the mines. On the one hand, scrofula 

3 4 5 

(king's evil), rachitis, carreau, consumption, ... abortions, 

higher infant mortality, lack of education, concubinage, adultery, 

and finally general listlessness"^ Kuborn generalized even farther, 

by concluding that "the race [of coal-miners] was being becoming 

bastardized!" To support the commission'6 findings, Kuborn assert­

ed that "medical commissions, health boards, corps of mining 

engineers, almost all the medical practitioners involved in indus­

trial health in France, Germany, England and also in Belgium ... 

[had] acknowledged the evil effects that mining had on the weaker 

1 Ibid., p. 22. 

2 Ibid., p. 20. 

3 Tuberculosis of lymp glands especially in the neck. 

4 Inflamation of the spine. 

5 Could have also meant "black lung". 

6 Discussion du rapport sur l'enqugte ..., p. 87. 
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6ex and children". 

The findings were subjected to a barrage of criticism by the 

industrialists, and even some of Kuborn's own colleagues. Dr Boens, 

also a member of the Academy, asserted that the report went "into 

great detail concerning the social aspects of the problem. But the 

Commission had not devoted much research to the medical aspects of 

2 
the problem". "According to the (Liberal) Journal de Charleroi, 

the Commission had become involved in things which were not within 

its sphere of competence". G. Goret, President of the Conseil 

Charbonnier, said that the report had "degenerated into exaggera-

tion and untruth". The Conseil Charbonnier's president took aim 

at Kuborn's assertion that women and children working in the mines 

were more immoral than their counterparts in other industries. 

"Kuborn had only raised part of the veil which hid the evils of 

contemporary society, but he should [have] pulled back the whole 

veil so that he could show the turpitudes, scandals, moral disorder 

illegitimate births, concubinages of other working class groups or 

5 

for that matter other classes of people ..." The most intransigent 

view regarding the report came from the Association Charbonniere de 

Charleroi. Its members completely disagreed with the findings. The 

1 Ibid., p. 23' 

2 Journal de Charleroi, February 12, 1869. 

3 Ibid., January 19, 1869. 

4 Ibid., January 20, 1869; Discussion du rapport sur 1'en­
queue ..., p. 7« 

5 Ibid., p. 8. 
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report was "full of false judgments and errors" and constituted an 

"unfair attack on the whole working class" and particularly working 

women "from whom it l£ePorJ| proposes to take away their liveli­

hood".1 

The recommendations of the Commission were hardly revolution­

ary. They proposed to exclude women and girls from the mines only 

after a delay of three years! But fourteen year-old boys could 

still go into the depths provided they "could read, write and 

count". As for everyone else who could pass a physical examination, 

the mine fields would continue to provide a career full of opportun-

2 
ities. However, those who drew up these recommendations knew that 

proposals would be bitterly criticized. They mustered every author­

ity they could in favor of the idea of regulation of child and 

female labor - foreign and domestic. Upper Silesia excluded women 

3 4 

from the mines, so did a French law of 1841. They cited the 

Prussian decree of 1854. And finally they laid great stress on the 

British law of 1843, the Factory Acts of 1864 and 1866, and the 

Health Act of 1866. They pointed out that the manager of the Esperance 

Colliery and the owner of the Societe de Marihaye mines as well as 

1 Journal de Charleroi, February 1, 1869. 

2 Ibid., January 20, 1869; Discussion du rapport sur 1'en­
queue •.., p. 6. 

3 Ibid., p. 568. 

4 Ibid., p. 75- Cf. also Journal de Charleroi, January 18, 
1869. 

5 Discussion du rapport sur l'enqugte ..., p. 75. 

6 Ibid., pp. 75, 81-82, 243. 
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1 
the Chamber of Commerce of Mons did not oppose its recommendations. 

Anticipating claims that such legislation would raise the cost of 

labor, and that Belgium would not be able to compete in world 

markets, the Commission noted that "the regulations had not ruined 

2 

England, Prussia, Saxony or France." And furthermore large corpora­

tions such as Belgium's Societe Cockerill, had excluded women from 

three of its mines on its own initiative and its competitive posi­

tion at home and abroad was not weakened. 

G. Goret and the Conseil Charbonnier were not impressed with 

the regulations in England; for despite the injunction against 

4 
female labor it "was still tolerated". The English experiment had 

proved such an injunction could not be enforced against the will of 

the operators. Furthermore, if one prohibited women from working in 

the mines, "27,000 persons would have to be subsidized; for there 

were 13,500 women miners ... and each one's wage also [provided] foi 

a second family member"- Goret concluded: "We do not consider the 

law responsible or feasible"; and besides it"inf r ingeson the free­

dom to work and would condemn brave hard working people, who only 

7 
ask the right to earn a living, to the most atrocious misery". 

1 Ibid., p. 7̂ « 

2 Ibid., p. 75-

3 Ibid., p. 74. 

4 Ibid., p. 8. 

5 Ibid., p. 9; Journal de Charleroi, January 20, 1869. 

6 Discussion du rapport sur l'enqugte ..., p. 10. 

7 Ibid., p. 9. 
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The Conseil Charbonnier's negative stand received some support 

from the press and from the political leadership. The Meuse stated 

that "in the present economic conjuncture, female and child labor" 

1 
was "an absolute necessity". And Octave Pirmez, Minister of the 

Interior stated that though regulation of child and female was 

based on the best intentions, "the government [could]intervene in 

the domain of private enterprise.... If the government embarked on 

2 
this path, it would soon mix into everything". 

Kuborn needed all the help he could get in order to carry the 

day. Perhaps he hoped that the inquiry by the Royal Corps of Mining 

Engineers would come up with similar recommendations and tilt the 

see-sawing debate in favor of those who demanded regulation of 

child and female labor. Minister of Public Works, A. Jamar, had 

ordered the inquiry in November 1868. The terms of reference were 

4 
fairly broad; the Mining Engineers were to study virtually every 

1 Meuse, January 13, 1869. 

2 Gazette de Mons, May 22-23, 1868. 

3 Resultats de 1'enquete ouverte par les officiers du corps 
des mines sur la situation des ouvriers dans les mines et les usi-
nes metallurgiques de la Belgique, en execution de la circular re 
adressee le 3 nover.bre 1666, par le Ministre des Travaux publics, 
aux ingenieurs en chef des mines (Brussels: Bruylant-Christophe, 
1869); hereafter referred to as Resultats de l'enqugte ouverte par 
les officiers du corps des mines ... 

4 The Administration generale des mines had a wide area of 
competence since it ultimately accorded mining concessions and then 
oversaw their operation. R. De Boek-Doenaerd, Inventaire des archi­
ves de 1'administration generale dec mines, n° 1(Brussels; unpub-
lished manuscript at the Archives Generales du Royame - A.G.R.), 
"Introduction". 
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1 
aspect of the coal-miner's life — "wages, housing, diet etc..." 

But the report, though a long one (500 pages), was filled with 

2 
flaws. The Mining Engineers only sent the questionnaires to the 

industrialists, whose answers were not confronted with the views of 

the working population. Both De Camps and Henneaux-Depooter 

4 
claimed that the report was "too superficial" and did "not have 

any quantitative references". The latter remark is difficult to 

substantiate in view of the fact that the report devoted pages 162 

to 433 to statistics. The writer submits that if the report was 

inadequate, this was not due to alleged prejudice, superficiality 

or lack of quantitative references, but because it made no recom­

mendations. This was hardly surprising since Jamar, himself, opposed 

government intervention in economic affairs and considered the on­

going industrial system "one of the most beautiful creations in 

modern times". According to Jamar any governmental regulations in 

7 
this area were "utopian". 

1 Bertrand, Le logement de l'ouvrier et du pauvre en Belgi­
que, pp. 149-50. 

2 Resultats de l'enque'te ouverte par les officiers du corps 
des mines ...,p.156(questionnaires). 

3 Bertrand, L'Histoire de la denocratie et du socialisme en 
Belgique depuis 1830, vol. i, p. 160; cf. also Le Logement de l'ou­
vrier et du pauvre en Belgique, p. 150. 

4 De Camps, p. 90; Heanneaux-Depooter, p. 44. 

5 Ibid. 

6 Michotte, Etudes sur les theories economiques qui domine-
rent en Belgique de 1630 a 1666, p. 176. 

7 Resultats de l'enquffte ouverte par les officiers du corps 
des mines ..., p. XIII. 
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Those who supported the Kuborn report in Parliament had to 

confront the country's political leadership without any support 

from Jamar and the Officiers des Mines; while the Chambers of Corn­
el 

merce of Liege and Charleroi were openly hostile. On the other 

hand, the Chambers of Commerce of Verviers and Mons were willing 

to accept a limited degree of regulation of child and female labor 

2 in the mines. The supporters of reform, also had the support of 

Conseils Communaux of Ghent, Antwerp and Brussels, which had pe­

titioned Parliament to legislate on child and female labor, whereby 

"No child, twelve to fourteen years, would be allowed to work in... 

factories or mines ... [and those] between fourteen and eighteen 

would not be authorized to work more than twelve hours per day". 

As the petitions came in, Representative D'Elhoungne noted 

that "the number of demands [for regulation] v/as growing every 

4 

day". But the government "was no closer to a solution to the pro­

blem than it had been twenty-five years ago [_1843̂J ".Both D'Elhoun­

gne and Vleminckx (who had been a member of Kuborn's Commission) 

criticized the government for not taking the Medical Commission's 

report seriously. The Minister of the Interior, Pirmez, replied that 

"several passages ... were exaggerations" of the real situation. 

1 Discussion du rapport sur l'enqugte ..., p. 76. 

2 Ibid. 

3 Journal de Charleroi, December 12, 1868; Gazette de Mons, 
January 18, 1869. 

4 Organe de Mons et du Hainaut, January 21, 1869. 

5 Ibid.; Gazette de Mons, January 21, 1869. 
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According to the report "the woman miner had lost all her sexual 

distinctness; ... one can just imagine her squatting on her door 

1 
step while she tapped out her pipe on her thigh". While the Cham-

2 
ber laughed , Vleminckx became flustered; someday the minister would 

"regret having taken its recommendations so lightly". But Pirmez 

took the very basis of the report to task. As far as Pirmez and the 

Liege Chamber of Commerce were concerned, "the Commission had not 

4 
proved a thing". The Commission claimed that women in the mines 

had more miscarriages than other women, yet "doctors from the 

mining area said just the contrary". He could cite statistics 

which contradicted the report; for example, there were no more dead 

births in Charleroi than anywhere else". And as far as the alleged 

immorality of the women miners was concerned, "there were more 

7 
bastards in Brussels than in Charleroi and Mons"- Regarding the 

alleged physical "degeneration" of the mining population, "there 

were more persons exempted from military service due to physical 
o 

deformities in Brussels than there were in Charleroi". Statistics 

were a double-edged sword. 

Pirmez then took aim at d'Elhoungne's proposal for regulatory 

1 Ibid., January 17, 1869. 

2 Ibid. 

3 Discussion du rapport sur l'enqugte ..., p. 76. 

4 Organe de Mons et du Hainaut> January 22, 1869. 

5 Ibid. 

6 Ibid., Gazette de Mons, January 17, 1869. 
7 Organe de Mons et du Hainaut, January 22, 1869. 

8 Ibid.; Gazette de Mons, January 17, 1869. 
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legislation based on the Brussels petition. "If the law could pro­

hibit someone from working a certain number of hours, it could also 

oblige a worker to labor a fixed time!" The law would also be able 

to "infringe on the father's right to determine his child's profes­

sion". Frere-Orban, Minister of Finance, also opposed d'Elhoungne: 

2 
"The State's main function is to assure individual liberty ... any 

regulatory legislation would be ineffective, ... and would be an 

infringement on individual liberty, and only by developing indi­

vidual freedom" can social problems be solved. A short time later 

the Liberals fell from power. 

A bill to make work books optional also ran into bitter op-

4 
position; and in the end, neither proposal ever came to a vote. In 

1870, the Franco-Prussian war broke out. With its two large neigh­

bors at each others throats, foreign affairs took precedence over 

domestic issues. Not until 1878 did a child and female labor bill 

reach the floor of the Chamber. This time, Pirmez did not oppose the 

Kuborn report's findings in toto: "Without a doubt", he said "there 

1 Organe de Mons et du Hainaut, January 22, 1869. 

2 Gazette de Mons, January 17, 1869; cf. also Michotte, Etu­
des sur les theories economiques qui dominerent en Belgique de 1630 
a 1886, p. 179. 

3 Meuse, January 20, 1869. The Meuse agreed with Pirmez and 
Frere-Orban, cf. January 21, 1869. 

4 For the text of the bill, see Gazette de Mons, April 28, 
1869. Regarding the debates see ibid., March 27 and April 23, 27-28, 
1869; Independance Beige, January 1 and April 25, 1869; Organe de 
Mons et du Hainaut, April 28, 1869; Meuse, April 27 and 28, 1869. 

5 De Camps, p. 90. 
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were special diseases and physical alterations which" derived "from 

the coal mining profession". Pirmez, however, remained a firm oppo­

nent of such legislation because "work in the mines" provided "a 

1 
livelihood for women and families which would otherwise starve". 

Auguste Beernaert, Catholic Minister of Public Works, managed to 

2 
rally a majority of the Chamber behind the new bill (53 to 27). 

But Beernaert's efforts in the Senate were in vain; the Senate re­

jected the measure. The Catholic government then proceeded to ex­

clude boys under twelve and girls under thirteen by administrative 

fiat; the Royal Decree of April 1884 was, however, of "doubtful 

legality". 

The 1870-1886 era was not completely barren. In 1883 two minor 

enactments by the Belgian parliament at least prevented social his­

torians from being able to simply write off whole period as a com-

1 Michotte, Etudes sur les theories economiques qui domine­
rent en Belgique de 1630 a 1886, p. 184; cf. also Albert Nyssens, 
Eudore Pirmez (Brussels: 1898), pp. 232-33. 

2 Auguste Melot, "Beernaert; I: Le regime bourgeois et la le­
gislation sociale", La Revue Generale, vol. 60 (1927), pp. 136-37; 
Ernest Mahaim, "La legislation du travail", in La Patrie belĝ e: 
Pour la commemoration du centenaire de notre independance, 1o50-193C 
(Brussels: Editions illustrees au "ooir", 193O), p. 223; Pierson, 
p. 93; Rudolf Rezsohazy, Origines et formation du catholicisne 
social en Belgique, 1842-1909 (Louvain:Publications universitaires 
de Louvain, 195°), p. 106. 

3 Michotte, Etudes sur les theories economiques qui domine­
rent en Belgique de 1o30 a 16cn, p. 162; cf. also, A. Cauvin, La 
duree du travail dans les houilleres de Belgique (Paris: Giard et 
Briere, 1909), P« 30; L. Biolley, La question au travail des enfantg 
dans les manufactures et de 1'instruction de la clomse ouvriere. Ra-
pport presente a l'assemblee generale do la Chambre de Commerce de 
Verviers du 20 Janvier 1877 (Verviers: 1877), pp. 10-12. 
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pletely insignificant one. One enactment abolished Article 1781 of 

the Civil Code, which had heretofore given precedence to an em-

2 

ployer's testimony over the worker's claims in wage disputes. Par­

liament, also, made work books optional; and it enacted regula-

4 
tions concerning the status of cooperatives. In the meantime, 

sporadic strikes continued to plague the country-

The miners in the Centre-La Louviere walked out in January-

5 6 
February, 1876; the glassworkers in Charleroi struck in May 1884 

7 
and the Mons area miners walked off the job in March 1885. Yet the 

years immediately preceding the upheaval of 1886 were no more pro­

ductive of reform legislation than those which followed the 1843 

1 Armand Julin, "La condition des classes laborieuses en Bel­
gique, 1830-1930", Annales de la Societe scientifique de Bruxelles: 
Series D; Sciences economiques, vol. 35 (October-December, 1935), 
p. 272. 

2 "L'Histoire de la legislation sociale en Belgique", pp. 17-
18; R. Gorreux, Au bon vieux temps du clericaiisme, 1684-1894 (Brus­
sels: Centrale de 1'education ouvriere,1959), p. 11o; La legisla­
tion ouvriere. Recueil des dispositions legales et reglement?ires en 
vigueur au 1er mai "i695 (Brussels: Societe generale q'imprimerie, 
1895), PP. 7-Q. The Recueil was compiled by the Ministry of Public 
Works. 

3 Bertrand, L'Histoire de la democratie et du socialisme en 
Belgique depuis 1830, vol. I, p. 250; Michotte, Etudes sur les 
theories economiques qui dominerent en Belgique de 1o30 a 'I060, 
p. 161. 

4 "L'Histoire de la legislation sociale en Belgique", p. 18. 

5 Charles Renault, L'Histoire des greves (Paris: Guillaumin, 
1887), pp. 71-72. Renault covers all types of strikes in 'western 
Europe, many of which were extremely minor ones in Belgium. When he 
comes to the year 1866 he mentioned the Lille-Roubaix coal strike, 
but has absolutely nothing to say about the insurrection in Belgium. 
makes the work suspect! 

6 Ibid., p. 155. 

7 Ibid., pp. 164-67. 
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inquiry or the strikes and inquiries of 1868-69. During the whole 

era, neither the middle class press nor the political leadership 

were, as yet, prepared to come to grips with the fundamental issue 

of the day — the governmental regulation of work conditions and 

social security through public laws and public money- Henneaux-

Depooter implied that this was partially due to the fact that the 

working class was not really well enough organized to articulate 

its demands in the 1860's and 1870*S. The International never 

really got a strong foothold in the 1860's; and with the collapse of 

the Paris Commune, the ensuing repression in Europe and the doctrin' 

al schisms within the International, this foothold was virtually 

wiped out in Belgium. As shall be seen,however, the Socialists were 

not any stronger in 1886. Nor were the strikes, following the rise 

of the Socialists in 1887-1888, any more effectively organized. 

Furthermore, throughout the late 1880's the Parti ouvrier beige was 

deeply divided between Anarcho-syndicalists and Bernstinians. In 

view of these considerations, the workers' movement was not a 

decisive factor in the enactment of social reform legislation. 

Ultimately, the reason for the failures of the preceding fortj 

years were not mainly due to the lack of organization of the wor­

kers' movement. The principal explanation for the lack of progress 

toward social reform can be found in the attitude of the middle 

1 Pierson, p. 92; M.A. Bourre, Les conditions du travail en 
Belgique (Paris: Berger-Levrault, 1890), p. 9. Bourre was a special 
envoy of the French government in Brussels. His report on the situa­
tion was an extremely percptive report. 

2 Henneaux-Depooter, p. 177. 
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class, who controlled the levers of power and who did not consider 

social issues and economic problems to be within the realm of polit­

ical action. Furthermore the civil violence of 1868-69 was not 

serious enough to frighten the middle class sufficiently to oblige 

it to formulate an intellectual subterfuge, whereby the government 

could intervene in social and economic questions and at the same 

time maintain a semblance of doctrinal impermutability. It is 

necessary examine the events of 1886 to see if the collective viol­

ence was serious enough to capture the imagination of the political 

and industrial elites and engender the formulation of a new doc­

trinal subterfuge for justifuing statal intervention and enactment 

of social reform. 
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CHAPTER II 

THE ECONOMIC AND POLITICAL CONTEXT OF THE 1886 INSURRECTION 

There are two broad approaches that can be used for explain­

ing the causes of the outbreak of the 1886 civil disorders. On the 

one hand, the historian may stress the impact of economic condi­

tions on the plight of the Belgian workers. According to this ap­

proach, the process of industrialization and urbanization, com­

bined with boom/bust economic cycles, could have caused ever deepen­

ing resentment among the Belgian working class until the frustra­

tion had accumulated to the point where an uprising broke out among 

the industrial population. The violence put an end to the on-going 

political bargaining while the authorities exerted all their efforts 

for crushing the insurrection. Violence was a socially pathological 

phenomenon; it was extra-parliamentary and hence outside the scope 

of political analysis. On the other hand, theorists like Barrington 

Moore and Charles Tilly stress the role of political struggles be­

tween various European social groups as a chief cause of collective 

violence. They view collective violence as an integral part of the 

political process, as politics by other means. According to this 

approach, violence was just another strategy and consequence of a 

broader struggle between various Belgian social classes as they 

sought to gain or retain more influence in the polity. 
I W M - W - - - - - - - - « - - - ' * - - » - * - - - - « ~ ^ - » - » - - - M * ^ l - W I I - ~ « ^ ™ » - - - « - - — - » _ • • _ _ - _ - I I Mil ! • • _ • • - W _ - » _ _ M _ « _ _ _ _ J _ - t _ _ | 1 1 n— , | , | _ | £ 
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Both the economic and the political approaches provided valid 

explanations of the Belgian insurrection, though the political ap­

proach contributes some particularly interesting insights into the 

relationship between the Belgian situation that preceded the up­

heaval and the outbreak of the violence in Liege. The political 

theory points up the significance of the on-going political competi­

tion between the various Belgian social groups which, in competing 

for power and in testing each others influence, reverted to demons­

trations and other types of activities that precipitated violence. 

This approach provides, for example, criteria for evaluating the 

significance of the disorders by stressing the impact of the disturb 

ances on the relative influence of interested groups. The political 

approach, also, casts light on the gravity of the situation in 1886 

through its concept of multiple sovereignty, where the insurgents 

irery nearly could have managed to take over a portion of the country 

and establish a counter government that could have competed with the 

Brussels authorities for the loyalty of the populace. 

Before applying the political approach to the 1886 crisis, a 

srief analysis of the situation, using the economic approach, will 

Dutline the economic conditions that engendered the explosive situa­

tion. The short-comings of the economic view should also be pointed 

jut before going on to applying the political theory of the outbreak 

and significance of the disorders. 

The more traditional economic view of industrial insurrections 

emphasizes the development in Belgium of a desperate lumpen prole-
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tariat in conjunction with the unfolding of the process of urbaniza­

tion and industrialization. Ultimately, frustration and desperation 

grew until an economic crisis finally brought on a massive revolu­

tionary orgy during which the working class, in a fit of insurrec-

1 
tional madness, attempted to overthrow the existing order. 

In Belgium's case, by 1886, the industrialization process was 

progressing very rapidly. The country sat astride the main European 

coal belt stretching from Wales and the Pas de Calais on into the 

Ruhr. At the same time industrialization was facilitated by British invest-

2 

ments and guarantees for Belgian national security. The transporta­

tion system grew rapidly; the road network increased from 6,000 km. 

in 1850 to 8,000 km. in 1875; while the railway system expanded from 

60 km. in 1834 to 3,400 km. in 1875. Technical and commercial 

techniques increased apace. The wool textile industry in Verviers 

was the first one on the continent to become mechanized. Belgium's 

steam power totalled only 51,000 h.p. in 1850, but as industrializa-
4 

tion proceeded, it grew to 228,000 h.p. by 1875. By 1870, Belgium 

was the fifth largest iron producer in the world, immediately behind 

such colossi as Britain, the United States, Germany and France. Bel-

1 Charles Tilly, "Collective Violence in European Perspective* 
in H.D. Graham and T.R. Gurr (eds.) Violence in America: Historical 
and Comparative Perspectives (New York: Praeger, 1969), p. 33. 

2 Laurent Dechesnes, L'hi3toire economique et sociale de la 
Belgique depuis les origines jusqu'en 1914 (Paris: Recueil Sirey. 
1932), p. 444. 

3 Ibid., p. 462. 
4 Ibid., p. ^63; Ben Serge Chlepner, Cent ans d'histoire so­

ciale en Belgique (Brussels: Institut de Sociologie Solvay), pp. 47-
W. 
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giurn's iron industry was one of the world's modern ones. The coun­

try averaged 12,000 tons per year per blast furnace, whereas its 

four major competitors only produced an average of 9,000 tons of 

1 
iron per furnace. In fifty years, Belgium glass production grew 

p 2 from 20,000 cubic meters to 2,500,000 m . Walloon coal production 

rose from 2.9 million tons in 1836 to 18.4 million tons in 1886. 

But as industrialization advanced, the number of collieries declined 
4 

from 4o8 to 265 during the same period. 

The economic approach stresses the impact of urbanization 

that developed apace with industrialization and engendered the de­

velopment of the industrial working class. During the last half of 

the 19th century, Belgium witnessed vast population movements toward 

the burgeoning industrial centers. The population of industrial 

Wallonia increased by 100 per cent between 1864 and 1889. Urbaniza­

tion and industrialization engendered two potentially volatile de-

1 Leon Delsinne, Le Parti ouvrier beige des origines a 1894 
(Brussels: Renaissance du Livre,1955), p.11. By 1886, however, 
steel production underwent a decline while the industry converted to 
the Bessemer process. Cf. Leon-Hugo Dupriez, Le progres economique 
en siderurgie: Belgique, Luxembourg, Pays-Bas. 1830-1955 (Louvain: 
Beatrice l.'auwelaerts, i960), pp. 71-72. respite the increasing im­
portance of steel, iron production continued to grow: 1836, 136,000 
tons; 1851-60, 284,000 tons; 1861-70, 442,000 tons; 1871-80, 549,000 
tons; 1881-90, 750,000 tons. Delsinne, pp. 11-12. 

2 Ibid. 

3 Ibid. 

4 Dechesnes, L'histoire economique et sociale de la Belgique 
depuis les origines jusqu'cn lyl4, p. 444. 

5 Eugene and Pauline Anderson, Political Institutions and 
Social Change in Continental hurope ir, the nineteenth Century (Ber-
keley: University of California Press, 1967), p. 2d. 
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velopments in Belgium. On the one hand, the size of the productive 

units grew (see above) to be operated by ever larger work forces. 

For example the coal mining population increased from 48,000 in 

1848 to 116,000 in 1896 while the number of mines decreased by ap-

proximately one third. On the other hand, mechanization and stand­

ardization of production procedures depersonalized labor conditions. 

During the 1840's, counting 8 men per horse power unit, mechanical 

power represented 19 per cent of the productive power, but by 1886 

it was approximately 60 per cent. The workers' contribution began 

to consist of routine tasks that required a minimum of skill. 

In the economic view, urbanization and industrialization en­

gendered the development of a new class consciousness among the 

Belgian workers. Herded into larger and larger enterprises, the 

Belgian workers became appendages to the machinery. Their craft 

spirit disappeared. And instead a feeling of frustration, a new 

sense of class consciousness arose. New group identities and simi­

larities emerged among the workers as Belgian peasant lads joined 

thousands of similar youths in the homogenous work force in the 

4 
mines and mills of Wallonia. According to the economic explanation, 

1 De Terlinden (ed.), L'Histoire de la Belgique contemporaine 
1830-1914, vol. I, pp. 244-45. 

2 Dechesne6, L'histoire economique et sociale de la Belgique 
depuis les origines jusqu'en 19T+, P- 4o4-. 

3 De Terlinden (ed.), L'llistoire de la Belgique contemporaine 
1830-1914, vol. I, pp. 244-45; cf. also Hector Denis, La depression 
economique et sociale et l'histoire dee prix (Brussels: G.J. huys-
mans, 1852), p. 263. 

4 Karl Deutsch, Nationalism and Social Communication (Cam­
bridge, Mass.: M.I.T. Press, 1953), p. 174. 
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the "hump of radicalism" occurred while the changes that had been 

unleased by the industrial revolution were proceeding at the most 

rapid pace. Hence, worker protest in Belgium should have peaked 

relatively early in the industrialization process. It was supposedly 

at that moment that the most radical reallocation of resources had 

been required and the most taxing demands on the working populace 

2 
were being made by the new industrial system. 

In Belgium by the 1880's, vast changes in methods of produc­

tion, in the types of labor demanded, in the geographical confronta­

tion of production, in the ways and places people lived, and in the 

distribution of wealth shattered class bonds and engendered a new 

_ass of declasses. To aggravate things further, when the economic 

crise of 1883 occurred in Belgium, the newly industrialized country 

did not have suitable institutions for mitigating the adversities 

4 

that were the result of unemployment. While traditional social in­

stitutions like the extended family often had ways of helping some 

3f those who suffered adversities, Belgium, like other European 

countries in the throws of the industrialization process, did not 

lave adequate social organizations to cope with widespread misery. 

1 Val Lorwin, "Working Class Politics and Economic Develop­
ment in Western Europe", American Historical Review (1958, n° 63, 
?. 344. 

2 C. Kerr, J.T. Dunlop, F.H. Hartison and C.A. Myers, Indus­
trialism and Industrial Man (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 
Press, 1960), pp. 208-209. 

3 Mancur Olson, Jr., "Rapid Economic Growth as a destabilizing 
?*orce", Journal of Economic History (1963), n° 23, p. 532. 

4 Ibid., p. 537-
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In a 6emi-rural economy, the unemployed city worker could often re­

turn to the family farm and eke out a living until the depression 

was over. But in an urban industrial society like Belgian Wallonia, 

he could only rely on his wages. When the depression occurred, the 

1 
Belgian worker's entire means of subsistance disappeared, and he 

had to turn to public welfare agencies for succor. 

The Belgian welfare system of 1886 consisted of an inadequate 

patchwork of parish charities and municipally sponsored bureaux de 

bienfaisance, which were often administered by corrupt individuals 

who used the organizations' funds for speculative purposes instead 

of alleviating the rampant misery that had been engendered by the 

2 
economic downturn. The welfare system went back to the Middle Ages, 

and its manner of funding had remained virtually unchanged. At its 

inception, various municipalities had entrusted commons and build­

ings to "upstanding" community leaders, who were supposed to use 

earnings from investments and properties for alleviating the lot of 

the poor. Rudimentary at best in normal times, but chaotic during 

the industrial revolution and its concomittant economic crises, 

during 1885-1886, the welfare system virtually collapsed. Private 

donations, profits from the Monts-de-Piete (municipal pawn shops), 

and taxes on "luxury" entertainment all failed to breach the gap 

1 Ibid., pp. 537-38. 

2 Commission du Travail, Reponses au questionnaire concernant 
le travail industriel (4 vols; Brussels: Lesigne, 1887), vol. I, 
pp. 520-21. 

3 Ibid., p. 525. 
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1 
between the needs of the unemployed and the means to succor them. 

Furthermore,there were only 161 townships out of the country's 2,500 

2 
municipalities which even had a bureau de bienfaisance. 

By winter of 1885-1886, the Brussels welfare agency was only 

able to provide a basket of coal and two loaves of bread per week to 

indigent families. In La Louviere, the main city of the Centre 

4 

region, the municipal welfare agency's funds had dried up. Twenty-

five thousand out of Molenbeek-lez-Bruxelles' 45,000 inhabitants 

5 
needed welfare assistance. The welfare board in Arlon could afford 

to distribute only 15 frs per month to recipients. Of Soignies' 

2,500 workers, 1,500 were on welfare; in Tournai, 30 per cent of the 

7 
population required aid. One official summed up the situation by 

pointing out that "in the majority of municipalities ... no funds 

at all are available for public health and welfare or else absurdly 

little .... Many townships simply refuse to help the poor — just 
g 

like in Central Africa — under the pretext that they lack money". 

An economic explanation of the outbreak of the 1886 insurrec­

tion stresses that as the economic situation in Europe worsened, the 

1 Ibid., pp. 196-97. 

2 Ibid.; Journal de Bruxelles, January 22, 1888. 

3 Commission du Travail, Proces verbaux des seances, vol. II, 
Section B, p. 89. 

4 Ibid., vol. II, Section C, p. 57-

5 Ibid., vol. II, Section B, p. 18. 

6 Ibid., vol. II, Section C, p. 102. 

7 Ibid., vol. II, Section C, pp. 84, 174, 236. 

8 Ibid., vol. II, Section C, p. 182. 
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frustration of the Belgian workers increased until it boiled over 

into an industrial insurrection. Thus the outbreak and degree of 

collective violence was in direct proportion to the amount of frus­

tration that the Belgian workers had to endure. The more severe the 

economic crisis became, the more likely the insurrection and the 

graver its violence. Theorists of "economic frustration thesis" 

such as Chalmers Johnson claim that the degree of malaise can be 

measured in terms of the degree of anti-social behavior, for example, 

2 

by using crime statistics. Some confirmation for this theory is 

found in the Belgian situation in 1886. The country's crime rate 

rose to a high point at the same time that the country's economic 

indicators declined to a low point. In 1882, there were 123 trials 

before the Assizes Court; but with the beginning of the depression 

in 1883, the numbre climbed to 137, then 157 in 1884-1885. It jumped 

4 5 

to 270 during 1886. The Gazette de Mons commented, that the As­

sizes "no longer meets exceptionally, but is holding sessions with­

out interruption". The Socialist Peuple also echoed the economic 
1 E.J. Hobsbawm, "Economic Fluctuations and Some Social Move­

ments, Economic History Review (1952), Series 2, n° 1, pp. 11-13. 

2 Chalmers Johnson, Revolutionary Change (Boston: Little, 
Brown, 1966), p. 120. 

3 See Appendixes n° 3-5* 

4 Only approximately six of these trials were related to the 
insurrection itself. 

5 Ministere de la Justice, Administration de la justice cri-
minelle et civile de la Belgique: Annees 16o1 a 1897 (Brussels: Le-
signe 1884-1897), p. 3-

6 Gazette de Mons, January'1, 1887. "Nous avons eu cette an-
nee bien de la misere; le travail est mourant, la famine frappe a la 
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srisis-frustration thesis: "The wretched, the workers, cannot stand 

any more, preferring death to their horrible situation, they go 

forth to destroy everything before them, the factory, the means of 

1 
production...". 

The economic explanation for the Belgian insurrection of 1886 

is based on two points: (1) The economic crisis bred desperation and 

frustration among the workers which erupted into irrational destruc­

tion and violence. And (2) collective violence was thus an act of 

nadness by the workers; a socially pathological phenomenon that was 

2 
without any rational political motivation. 

The economic approach, however, leaves some unanswered ques­

tions about the reasons for the insurrection. For example, there is 

10 proof that the economic downturn was a necessary cause of the 

porte de l'ouvrier, quand elle ne regne pas en maitresse a son logis 
Avez-vous lu ces longues listes que la presse enregistrait chaque 
jour, et ou les crimes et les suicides se succedaient sans interrup­
tion et se deroulaient dans tout ce qu'ils avaient d'horrible, de 
poignant? N'est-ce pas quelque chose d'affreux que le spectacle de 
;ette infortune? Le coeur le plus insensible doit §tre emu, attendri 
ievant ces tristes tableaux. La cour d'assises ne siege plus excep-
tionnellement, elle tient a present des sessions regulieres et nom-
areuses. Quand le ventre crie la faim, 1'esprit peut-il toujours de-
neurer sain et fort?" 

1 Peuple (Brussels), March 30, 1886; the Liberal-Progressive 
Reforme (Brussels), March 28, 1836, also thought that an insurrec­
tion was an irrational act of desperation. 

2 Arnold S. Feldman, "Violence and Volatility: The Likelihood 
of Revolution", in H. Eckstein (ed.), Internal War: Problems and 
Approaches (New York: Free Press, 1964), p. 111. "The structure of 
social violence is typically viewed as an area of social pathology.. 
En this sense, violence is conceived as being incidental to the 
aasic character of social structure ordinarily excludes the sources 
of structural destruction". Crane Brinton's The Anatomy of Revolu­
tion (New York: Norton, 1938) is an example of the pathological ap-
sroach. 

U N I V E R S I T Y OF O T T A W A S C H O O L OF G R A D U A T E S T U D I E S 



U N I V E R S I T E D O T T A W A E C O L E D E S G R A D U E S 

- 73 -

1886 industrial insurrection. Hobsbawm has 6hown that other Euro­

pean industrialized countries underwent violent outbreaks in the 

1870's when a boom period was in progress. This was also true of 

Belgium in the 1870's. 

Theorists who have studied collective violence in Western 

Europe also point out that urbanization and industrialization do not 

necessarily engender disorders. A well known social theorist has 

shown that in the short run, the growth of large cities in Belgium 

for example) and rapid migration from rural to urban areas ... pro­

bably acted as a damper on violent protest, rather than a spur to 

2 
it . The process withdrew discontented peasants and small-town 

workmen from their villages and herded them into cities, where they 

lost their old collective identity as well as the means for con­

certed action. They were initially preoccupied with settling into 

their new environment and reorientating themselves rather than or­

ganizing an upheaval. The experience in Belgium and France confirm 

this initial trend in the industrialization and urbanization pro­

cess. The new industrial classes were just beginning to develop a 
4 

sense of class consciousness by the 1880's. 

Nor does the fact that there was abject misery among Belgium'e 

industrial classes during depth of the depression necessarily ex-

1 Hobsbawm, "Economic Fluctuations and Some Social movements'! 
p. 15. 

2 Tilly, "Collective Violence in European Perspective", p.11. 

3 Ibid. 

4 Ibid. 
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plain the outbreak of the insurrection. Trotsky's comments on this 

might be applied to Belgium: "If poverty and oppression were a pre­

cipitant of revolution, the lower classes would always be in re­

volt".1 

Absolute abject poverty might actually impede the development 

of revolutionary sentiments. Those who were involved in the 1886 

insurrection were hardly in such a state of misery as to be threat­

ened with complete starvation. Even if this had been the case, a re­

volt would not necessarily have developed, because enduring starva­

tion often increased concern with one's solitary self or family, it 

numbed the senses, and it reduced such persons to resignation or 

mute despair. 

Actually, the Belgian insurrection occurred following a perioc 

of general economic growth that was followed by a period of sharp 

reversal in 1883. The all important effect on the minds of the 

Belgian workers was to produce, during the preceding years of rising 

living standards, an expectation of continued ability to satisfy 

needs — which continued to rise — and after 1883, a mental state 

of anxiety and frustration when these hopes were threatened by the 

depression. The actual economic situation played a less significant 

causal role than the Belgian working class expectation that past 

1 Ibid., p. 35. 

2 Harry Eckstein, " On the Etiology of Internal Wars", His-
tory and Theory (1965), n° 5, p. 142; James C. Davies, "Toward 
Theory of Revolution", American Sociological Review (1962), vol. 27, 
p. 7. 

3 Davis, op. cit., p. 6. 
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1 
progress, now threatened could and would continue into the future. 

Hence economic developments such as unemployment, wage levels and 

other quantifiable factors did not necessarily predicate an insur-

2 

rection in Belgium. Because it was ultimately a question of psycho­

social perception of the economic situation, there must have been a 

delay between the quantifiable reality of the economic situation in 

1886 and the insurrection that broke out. Political stability and 

instability were ultimately dependent on a state of mind, the mood 

in the country. 

Since the relationship between the outbreak of the Belgian in­

surrection and economic factor was tenuous in view of the problem of 

delays in psycho-social perception, the historian must avoid stress­

ing a unicausal economic explanation for the outbreak of the insur­

rection. At best the economic explanation demonstrates that all 

things being considered, the economic situation created a context 

that facilitated, but did not necessarily cause, the insurrection. 

The immediate cause involved a human element, i.e. a political de­

cision by a large number of Belgian workers to gain advantages 

through violence. It did not involve a blind reaction that had been 

activated automatically by economic forces. 

Thus the economic explanation must be combined with a polit-

1 Lorwin, p. 3^0. 

2 Davies, p. 6. 

3 Charles Tilly, "Revolutions and Collective Violence" pre­
liminary draft of an article for the Handbook of Political Science, 
Fred I. Greenstein and Nelson W. Polsby (eds.), Addison Wesley Pub-
lishing Co. 
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ical theory for the outbreak of the Belgian insurrection. If the 

Belgian revolt were viewed as a political act based on rational de­

cisions by the workers, some other worthwhile insights might be 

gained. Studies of collective violence in Western Europe — and the 

case of Belgium does not seem to contradict them — show that col­

lective violence was not only a virtual "parameter" of change in 

1 
Western Europe , but social and political changes were always close 

2 
partners of reactionary and progressive revolts. Violence was an 

integral part of Western European politics from the days of the 

bread riot and Hobsbawm*s other types of "primitive" revolts to the 

4 

modern general strike. Throughout western European history, and Bel­

gium was not an exception, collective violence was inspired by po­

litical motives and consequences. Even the 17th and 18th century 

tax-riots or the anti-tax riots were directed against political 

authorities or other symbols of power in society. Violence was usu-

1 Ibid., "Collective violence in European Perspective", 
pp. 4-5. 

2 Eric J. Hobsbawm, Les primitifs de la revolte dans 1'Europe 
moderne (Paris: Fayard, 1963, originally published in 1959 in En-
glish). This was a useful work for determining and categorizing the 
different forms of collective violence. The book is mainly devoted, 
however, to the "primitive" revolts of the pre-1789 era. His distinc­
tion between pre-industrial urban revolts in the 18th century and 
post-industrial syndicalism left a gap, i.e. the industrial insur­
rections, during the industrializing period, but before the develop­
ment of a strong syndicalist movement. He solved this problem in his 
article entitled "Economic Fluctuations and Some Social Movements", 
when he refered to the transitional form of insurrection as an in­
dustrial jacquerie. In this case communal groups in industrial areas 
instead of syndical associational groups were involved in the col­
lective violence. 

3 Tilly, "Collective violence in European Perspective", p. 10 

4 I b i d . 
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ally accompanied by insurgent demands upon the authorities and com­

plaints about the way they had met their reponsabilities. Such 

violence in 19th century Belgium, for example, usually paralleled 

non-violent political action by reform-minded individuals and po-

1 
litical parties. 

Collective violence was often a consequence of the competi­

tion for power in Belgium where the working class was seeking to 

participate in government. The possibility of violent outbreaks in­

creased between groups that were threatened with the loss of their 

predominant position, such as the industrialist-dominated Doctri­

naire Liberal party, or groups like the workers movement that was 

attempting to gain representation and predominant positions in the 

2 
Belgian polity. For example, Tilly's model seemed relevant to the 

Belgian situation in 1886, which could have consisted of 

a division among groups unrepresented in the existing 
structure of power, groups holding defined positions in 
that structure, and groups in the process of losing de­
fined positions. Then it would be accurate to say that, 
on the whole, primitive disturbances involve defined 
positions in a (certain kind of) structure of pov/er, 
whereas reactionary disturbances involve groups losing 
such positions, and modern disturbances involve groups 
acquiring them.-' 

In terms of this model, collective violence in Belgium occurred 

1 Ibid. 

2 Ibid., p. 11, cf. also the theories of Barrington Moore, 
Social Origins of Dictatorship and Democracy. Lord and Peasant in 
the Making of the Modern World (Boston: beacon Press, 1966) and 
Eric Wolf, Peasant wars in the Twentieth Century (New York: Harper 
and Row, 1969). ~ 

3 Tilly, "Collective Violence in European Perspective", 
p. 38. ____________»________________, 
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when there was a change in the power relationships between new and 

old groups, between defenders of their privileged position and chal-

lengers for power. Thus outbreaks of collective violence seemed to 

be an integral part of the reform processes in European history. An 

insurrection like the one that occurred in Belgium could be con­

ceived as a continuation of the normal competition between contend­

ing political groups, but with a greater rythm of testing and the 

presentation of more contradictory claims arising from non-members 

2 
who were outside, and who were not represented in the polity. 

The most obvious contenders for power were the political par­

ties, which in turn represented various socio-economic groups seek­

ing to maintain privileged position in regard to authoritative 

value distribution that arose from membership or control in the 

national polity. In Belgium initially polity membership was ex­

tremely limited, because membership in the polity was limited by 

property qualification. The corps censitaire v/as limited at 128,000 

voters out of approximately five million inhabitants. These voters 

came from several socio-economic groups. The upper echelon bureau­

cracy provided 6,000 members or 7.7 per cent of the total polity. 

Professional group such as doctors, lawyers, engineers, artists and 

educational elements totaled 25,000 voters or 19 per cent of the 

body politics. The two more powerful groups were, on the one hand 

1 Ibid., p. 41. 

2 Ibid., "Revolutions and Collective Violence". 

3 Ibid., cf. Tilly's model. 

U N I V E R S I T Y OF O T T A W A S C H O O L OF G R A D U A T E S T U D I E S 



U N I V E R S I T E D ' O T T A W A E C O L E D E S G R A D U E S 

- 79 -

the 40,000 (30.5 per cent) landowners, rentiers and large-scale 

farmers; and on the other hand, 59,000 industrialists and merchants 

(46 per cent). Together the landed and moneyed classes had over-

whelmingpower; they represented 76.5 per cent of the total polity 

membership. The two principal polity member parties (Catholic and 

Doctrinaire Liberal) were both devoted to the interests of these 

two groups. Policy distinctions between the Doctrinaire Liberals 

and the Catholics were limited to philosophical issues, particular-

2 
ly the religious issue, army expansion and education. A de facto 

consensus regarding economic affairs existed. The Catholics and Doc­

trinaires both believed in the on-going laissez-faire doctrines; 

consequently there was no real left in Belgium among the dominant 

polity members. These two parties were the defenders of the exist­

ing power structure and had every intention of maintaining their 

position. 

The Catholics and the Liberals were challenged by a some-time 

tacit coalition between a polity-member wing of the Liberal Party, 

the Progressives and a non-member party, the Socialist Parti ouvrier 

beige (P.O.B.). Both of the contenders for power wanted to enlarge 

the polity membership. The P.O.B. favored universal manhood suffrage 

in order to reach a dominant position within the polity by riding ir 

1 Reforme (Brussels), May 25, 1888. 

2 Karl Van Isacker, "La querelle des Catholiques et Liberaux 
et des Ultramontains", La Revue Nouvelle (February 15, 1956), n° 23, 
p. 251. 

3 I b i d . 
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on the crest of an enfranchised working class totalling approximate­

ly 600,000 potential voters. Though the Progressives were divided 

on the question of how far enfranchisement should be extended, they 

nevertheless wanted the number of polity members increased in order 

to take control of the Liberal party from the Doctrinaire "agents 

of the clique aristo-metallique"! 

The main economic ideas which dominated the policies two of 

the four principal contenders, whose positions in relation to the 

power structure would be affected by the insurgency, provided a 

certain basis of consensus between the ruling elites. The Doctri­

naire wing of the Liberal party had dominated Belgian parliamentary 

politics from 1847 when the Unionist regime collapsed — until 1870. 

The Doctrinaires represented a politico-economic coalition composed, 

on the one hand, of high level bureaucrats, magistrates and "nota­

bles" who advocated secularization and statism; on the other hand 

the party received strong support for it6 laissez-faire policies 
1 

from the rising commercial, financial and industrial elites. These 

two groups were united in supporting Frere-Orban's advocacy of "the 

greatest possible freedom in the greatest possible number of areas 

2 
of human endeavor". The specifics of this wish were embodied in 

the Liberal Program which had been adopted at the Party's Congress 

in June 1846. The Liberal program called for separation of Church 

1 M. Hensman, Les origines de la democratie chretienne en 
Belgique (Brussels: Editions du "Mouvement ouvrier Chretien", 1959), 
p. 13-

2 I b i d . 
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and State and development of secular public education under the 

sole direction of the State. True to their program, the Liberals 

enacted a law in 1850, which according to Wilmotte, a liberal apol­

ogist, "revolutionized" the educational system by placing it under 

the authority of the state. By 1879-84, the whole issue of Church-

State relations finally was at 6take in the "school war", which 

arose when Van Humbeek's 1879 law on public education was enacted. 

Adam Smith's ideas keynoted liberalism's economic policies 

the same way that Locke's ideas dominated the party's political 

doctrine. Article 5 ^ of the country's Code Civil defined the liber­

al notion of property as "the right to enjoy and dispose of things 

in the most absolut way". This in turn prevented Liberals from 

accepting the key principle of all social reform legislation, i.e. 

that the legislator has the right to discriminate between legitimate 

or moral uses of property and abuses of proprietory rights. For the 

Doctrinaire Liberal, individual proprietory rights v/ere absolute. 

The Liberals' chief legislative achievements were the establishment 

of the foundations for the country's industrialization. In 1850, 

they created a National Bank. They cut tolls on the transportation 

system and they launched the country's free trade policy in the 

wake of the Franco-British treaty of i860. Nevertheless, at no time 

1 Frans Van Kalken, L'Histoire de la Belgique contemporaine 
des origines a 1914 (Brussels: Office de Publicite, 19<+4), p. 480. 

2 Maurice Wilmotte, La Belgique morale et politique, 1830 a 
1900 (Paris: A. Colin, 1902); Hensman, p. 14. 
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during its hegemony, did the Liberal party accept the idea of inter­

vening in economic affairs in order to regulate the working class' 

situation. The ideas of the party's leading economists, Guy de Moli­

nari (1819-1911) and Le Hardy de Beaulieu (18H-I876) opposed such 

action. They both believed that the economic system, operating in 

equilibrium according to its own laws, would be threatened if the 

state intervened and impeded its self motivating progressive evo­

lution. 

Between 1831 and 1884 most Catholic leaders shared the ideals 

of the leading proponents of economic liberalism (Smith, RLcardo 

and Say) with their opponents in the Liberal party. Only a minority 

agreed with Charles Perin (1815-1905) of the University of Louvain, 

who was a disciple of Charles de Coux. Perin had called for a reorder­

ing of priorities so that the economic order would be subordinate to 

the moral order as laid down in the Bible. Such a doctrine held the 

germ of social and economic engineering through Parliamentary action. 

But up to 1886, Jules Malou (1810),2 Auguste Beernaert (1829-1912)-5 

1 Ibid., p. 20. 

2 Jules Malou was born in Ypres, studied law and took a posi­
tion in the Ministry of Justice in 1836. In 1841, he was elected 
deputy from Ypres. Later he served as governor of Antwerp and then 
obtained the Finance portfolio in the Vande Weyer unionist cabinet 
and the de Theux government. Defeated for reelection in 1848, but 
victorious in 1850, Malou headed a parliamentary committee until 
1857- In 1862, he became Senator for Saint-Nicolas. He was one of 
Frere-Orban's and Bara's most formidable opponents. Between 1670 and 
1878 he formed the d'Anethan-Jacobs Catholic government. Malou form­
ed one more government in 1884, but the municipal election defeats 
that the Catholics sustained obliged Malou to cede power for good. 
He died two years later. 

3 Auguste Beernaert was born in Ostend and studied at the I 
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