Preface

by Daniel Roche

For many ycars Raymond Birn has pursued and dirccted rescarch on
the production and diffusion of the book in cightcenth-century France
and Europe. He has collaborated on the Revue francaise d'bistoire du
livre and the Histoire de Uédition francaise and has taught at the Ecole
des hautes études en Sciences sociales and the College de France. He be-
longs to that group of Amecricans whose thinking and disposition have
cnsured the quality of long—tcrm cultural relations between Franee and
the United States—relations that we should do our best to encourage
and maintain.

Two books and many articles arc landmarks in Raymond Birn’s in-
tellectual itinerary. His initial monograph, the impeccably rescarched
Pierre Rousseau and the Philosophes of Bouillon (1964), pioncered study
of the cultural role of the French Enlightenment’s transnational publish-
crs and booksellers, who lived just across the borders of the kingdom
and scrved as intermediarics in the diffusion and refraction of ideas.
Before Neuchatel's Société typagraphique cxisted and before Geneva’s
was founded, journalists and publishers in the semi-independent duchy
of Bouillon, located in the Ardennes, held an advantageous position in
the production and dissemination of French-language editions.

Birn's more rccent boolk, Forging Rousseau: Print, Commerce and
Cultural Manipulation in the Late Enlightenment (20071), situatces itsclf
Just as the system of statc censorship control was shifting, between the
decath of Jecan-Jacques in 1778 and the outbreak of the Revolution cleven
years later. The marketplace of subversive ideas had become extraordi-
narily compctitive, and literary canonization contributed to construct-
ing thc modern idea of “collected works™ by well-known authors. In
Birn's book we can malke out the tension between the capacity of busi-
nesscs to act with moral and ideological purpose, struggling to publicize
the new ideas, and the usc of cconomic reasoning, marked by the need
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to publish for profit. There, too, cditions produced in states on the pe-
riphery of France had their place. As a matter of fact, the entire Euro-
pean book trade became involved in the dissemination of Jean-Jacques
Rousscau’s complete works, published by the Saciété typographique
of Geneva in 1781. The Collection compléte represented the ultimate
triumph of print over the censoring and condemnations of Rousscau,
begun in the 1760s with La nowvelle Héloise, Emile, and the Social
Contract in original and pirated versions.

Condemnations contributed to Rousscau’s fame. Curiously, censor-
ship, which defined and repressed the illicit, also guaranteed the rights
of the author, since official approval protected book privileges, acknowl-
cdged tacit permissions, and defended against piracies that were ruinous
for legitimate bookscller-publishers and authors alike. There 1s where
the following cssays by Raymond Birn enter the picturc. They cover sys-
tems, practices, discourse, and the cffects of an authoritarian state upon
both censorship and the policing of the bool.

Royal censorship in Enlightenment France has in its background the
cultural policies of Henry IV, Louis XIII, and Louis XIV to creatc a
New Rome. From this idea arose the royal protection of letters, arts, and
scicnces, and the creation of institutions that channcled and employed
academic élites. There also arosc the need to regulate intellectual pro-
duction through the mechanism of royal privileges; the surveillance of
French printers, publishers and booksellers; and the control of commerce
at frontier stations. The royal administration’ preventive censorship de-
fined illicit books; repressive censorship by the Church and sovercign
courts pursucd books once thcy had surmounted publication obstacles
and circulated among rcaders. From top to bottom, the machincry of
preventive censorship was put in place under Chancellor Louis 1T Phé-
lypecaux, count de Pontchartrain (1643-1727) and his ncphew Abbé
Jean-Paul Bignon (1662—1743), the latter remaining informal minister of
culture until 17471, At the same time the Church jcalously maintained its
hold on repressive censorship by way of episcopal summonscs and dec-
larations of its gencral assemblics; and the parlements sought to expand
authority by virtue of high-profile juridical condemnations. However,
the initial filtration and control of idcas remained the responsibility of
the royal officials of the book trade, its director, its censors, and the
Parisian or local police.

Postpublication repression and the great scandals deriving from it
have captured the attention of historians to the detriment of the pre-
publication negotiations that aimed at safeguarding the cconomic activ-
ity of the book trade whilc preserving unity of thought, faith, politics,
and morals. As Birn shows us, howecver, preventive censorship under
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Bignon and, during the 1750s, under Directenr de la librairie Chrétien-
Guillaume de Lamoignon de Malesherbes (1721-1794) tried to definc
barricrs not to be crossed and more or less successfully divided up the
works proposcd for verification among categorics that awaited produc-
tion (priviléges, permissions tacites, verbal authorizations). Censorship
decisions took into consideration the state of cultural evolution—for, as
Malesherbes remarked: “Causcs sometimes tale centurics to be pleaded.
The public alone can judge, and in the long run will always have judged
correctly when sufficiently instructed.™

Despite the spectacular postpublication censorship scandals where
the Church, parlements, and Royal Council confronted authors, pub-
lishers, sellers, and cach other, despite the grand affairs and books burnt
at the bottom of the outer staircase of the Parlement’s chambers, the
matter of prepublication censorship lics at the heart of any study of the
lumiéres. It certainly represents a means of surveying intellectual pro-
duction at the same time as it is a place covering negotiation over formal
quality and correct expression, all of which resulted in a largely prudent
tolerance distributed among intellectual ficlds: for example, Birn finds
that between 1699 and I7I5, there were 6,017 requests for puhlication
in all ficlds, with an average rcjection rate of t1.5 percent, a bit higher
(13 percent) for religious literature, largely duc to the extraordinary con-
troversics of the time. In short, for all ficlds of knowledge, censors were
not the enemics of innovation; rather, they defined tolerable norms and
acccptable range.

In following the censors at work from r750 to 1787, Birn clearly
reveals how the preventive control apparatus functioned and what its
conscquences were. He describes the evolution of the bureaucratic prin-
ciples that aimed at protecting censors from the pressures of authors
and bookscllers alike, and he investigates the range of censorial leeway
in the face of ministerial or religious involvement. He also shows how
registered tacit permissions or unconfirmed oral authorizations blurred
the fronticr between the forbidden and the permitted. The homogencity
of the censors’ culture lent itself to moderate opinions. Censors oper-
ated in a world of privilege and merit—clerics who held official posts,
intcllectually inclined aristocrats, intellectuals, lettered professionals,
physicians, lawyers, civil servants, scholars, and savants—all linked to
royal academics, official cultural institutions, universitics, colleges, and
journals. Their cxaminations according to ficld—Theology, Scicnces
and Medicine, Law, Belles-lettres, and History—reveal more of a will-
ingncss to negotiate than to participate in scvere repression. For exam-
ple, concerning rcligion, rather than simply defend orthodoxy, they pre-
ferred to avoid violent controversics and admit to realism—to the point
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of recognizing a Protestant presence in mid-cighteenth-century France.
Concerning medical and scientific topics, censors aimed at encourag-
ing decbate while trying to reduce pscudo-science to silence. For other
subjccts, they judged according to their conception of norms of good
tastc, correct style, cxact rcasoning, and respect for the law, morals,
and the integrity of individuals. In the long run, however, facing violent
cpiscopal and juridical reactions to the Encyclopédie, On the Mind (De
Pesprit), Emile, and other works, censors were inconsistent in their judg-
ments during the 1770s and carly 1780s.

In the end, preventive royal censorship policy during the Enlight-
cnment, as described by Raymond Birn, was based on pragmatic casc-
by—casc cxamplcs rather than on gr;lnd theoretical principlcs of moral-
ity, theological principle, politics, or level of personal affront. While
the French monarchy centralized administratively, censors grew will-
ing to accept experimentation with idecas that extended beyond the
Pontchartrain-Bignon paramcters of the carly cighteenth century. This
resulted in examination inconsistencics and what seemed to authors to
be irresponsibility. Today, of course, any form of burcaucratically for-
mulated censorship is unacceptable. We tolerate the sclf-censorship of
authors and constraints of an appcllate process for libel and slander be-
fore regulated tribunals. What Raymond Birn accomplishes in the essays
that follow is to describe the transitional phasc of aceeptable censorship
between the last decade of Louis XIV’s rule and the rupture of 1789,
when the rusting bolts of idea control broke apart before the pressurcs
of supply and demand.



