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Darnton and the Great Cat Massacre: A Reflection on the Culture of 18th Century France

The "Great Cat Massacre," an event that took place in 1730s Paris, is a peculiar incident that has
fascinated historians, anthropologists, and scholars alike. This phenomenon is primarily associated
with Robert Darnton, a prominent historian who examined this bizarre event in his seminal essay, "The
Great Cat Massacre of the Rue Saint-Séverin." Darnton's analysis not only sheds light on a strange
episode in French history but also serves as a gateway to understanding the broader cultural and
social dynamics of pre-revolutionary France. This article explores the context, the events of the
massacre itself, the implications of the incident, and Darnton's interpretations, offering a

comprehensive overview of this fascinating topic.

Historical Context

The Social Hierarchy of 18th Century France

To understand the Great Cat Massacre, it is essential to consider the social structure of 18th century

France. The period was characterized by:

- A rigid class system, with a clear distinction between the nobility, the bourgeoisie, and the working
class.

- Widespread discontent among the lower classes, which would eventually culminate in the French
Revolution.

- A burgeoning interest in Enlightenment ideas, emphasizing reason, individualism, and skepticism of

authority.



This backdrop of social tension and intellectual ferment sets the stage for the events that unfolded in

Paris.

The Role of Cats in Society

Cats held a complex position in 18th century French society. They were both adored as pets and
viewed with suspicion due to their association with superstition. Some of the key points regarding their

status include:

- Cats were often thought to be witches' familiars, leading to a widespread fear of them among the
populace.

- Despite this superstition, cats were cherished by many, particularly in urban settings where they

served as pest control, keeping the rat population in check.

This duality in perception adds layers of meaning to the events that transpired during the Great Cat

Massacre.

The Events of the Great Cat Massacre

The Great Cat Massacre occurred in the context of a group of apprentices working in a print shop in

Paris. The event can be broadly categorized into several phases.

The Apprentices and Their Grievances

The apprentices in the print shop were subjected to harsh working conditions. Their grievances

included:



1. Long hours and low wages.
2. The oppressive authority of their masters.

3. A sense of powerlessness in a rigid social hierarchy.

These frustrations were compounded by the apprentices’ exposure to the ideas of the Enlightenment,

which encouraged rebellion against unjust authority.

The Massacre ltself

In a bizarre act of rebellion, the apprentices decided to unleash their frustrations on the local cat

population. The events unfolded as follows:

- The apprentices captured cats, particularly those belonging to their masters, and subjected them to
mock trials.

- The trials were parodic in nature, reflecting the apprentices’ disdain for authority and the absurdity
they perceived in the social order.

- The cats were ultimately executed in a variety of brutal ways, serving as a grotesque form of protest

against their masters.

This shocking display of violence against animals highlights the apprentices' desire to assert their

autonomy in a world where they felt powerless.

Robert Darnton's Analysis

Darnton's essay brings a critical lens to the Great Cat Massacre, offering insights that extend beyond

the grotesque event itself. His analysis can be summarized in several key areas.



The Symbolism of the Massacre

Darnton argues that the Great Cat Massacre is rich in symbolism, reflecting broader themes in French

society. Some of the main symbolic interpretations include:

- Rebellion Against Authority: The violence against the cats symbolizes a rebellion against the
oppressive structures of society. The apprentices chose to target an innocent and vulnerable creature,
highlighting their frustration and desire for empowerment.

- The Role of Humor: The use of humor in the mock trials underscores the apprentices’ ability to
subvert authority. By turning a serious matter into a farce, they demonstrated their control over the
narrative, even in a limited capacity.

- Class Struggle: The event serves as a microcosm of the larger class struggles brewing in France.
The apprentices’ actions foreshadow the revolutionary sentiments that would soon erupt into the

French Revolution.

Cultural Reflections on Violence

Darnton also explores the cultural implications of the violence displayed in the Great Cat Massacre. He

posits that:

- Such acts of violence were not uncommon in the context of 18th century France, where public
executions and displays of brutality were part of the societal landscape.
- The treatment of animals often mirrored the treatment of the lower classes, raising ethical questions

about violence and power dynamics.

This analysis invites readers to consider the broader implications of violence and its role in societal

change.



Implications and Legacy

The Great Cat Massacre, while a bizarre episode, carries significant implications for our understanding

of history, culture, and society.

Impact on Historical Narratives

Darnton's work has influenced how historians approach cultural history. Some key impacts include:

- A move toward examining the everyday lives of ordinary people rather than focusing solely on elite
narratives.

- An appreciation for the importance of humor and satire in understanding historical events and
societal shifts.

- An acknowledgment of the role of animals in human society as reflections of broader social

dynamics.

Lessons for Contemporary Society

The Great Cat Massacre serves as a cautionary tale about the consequences of social injustice and

the potential for rebellion in oppressive conditions. Contemporary parallels can be drawn, such as:

- The importance of addressing social inequality and ensuring that all voices are heard.
- The need for empathy towards all living beings and the ethical considerations surrounding violence
against animals.

- The power of humor and satire as tools for social critique and change.



Conclusion

In conclusion, the Great Cat Massacre, as examined by Robert Darnton, provides a unique lens
through which to view the cultural and social dynamics of 18th century France. The event
encapsulates the frustrations of the lower classes, the complexities of social hierarchy, and the
absurdity of authority. Through its rich symbolism and cultural implications, the Great Cat Massacre
remains a poignant reminder of the interplay between power, rebellion, and the human condition. As
we reflect on this bizarre episode, we are invited to consider not just the past, but also the lessons it

holds for our present and future.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the Great Cat Massacre?

The Great Cat Massacre was a historical event that took place in Paris in the 1730s, where
apprentices of a printing shop staged a mock execution of cats as a form of protest against their harsh

working conditions, symbolizing their frustrations with the social hierarchy.

Who popularized the term 'Great Cat Massacre'?

The term 'Great Cat Massacre' was popularized by historian Robert Darnton in his 1984 essay, where

he analyzed the event as a reflection of the cultural and social dynamics of 18th-century France.

What does the Great Cat Massacre reveal about class struggles in
18th-century France?

The Great Cat Massacre illustrates the tensions between social classes, as the apprentices used the
act of killing cats—often seen as pets of the bourgeoisie—as a way to express their resentment towards

their employers and the societal structure that oppressed them.



How did the Great Cat Massacre influence contemporary views on
animal rights?

The Great Cat Massacre has been referenced in discussions about animal rights by highlighting
historical attitudes towards animals, showing how societal norms can dictate the treatment of non-

human beings, and prompting reflections on moral considerations in modern society.

What role did satire play in the Great Cat Massacre?

Satire played a crucial role in the Great Cat Massacre, as the apprentices used the spectacle of the
mock execution to ridicule their masters and the societal order, blending humor with social critique to

communicate their grievances.

How has the Great Cat Massacre been interpreted by historians?

Historians have interpreted the Great Cat Massacre in various ways, viewing it as an expression of
revolt against authority, a commentary on the relationship between humans and animals, and a cultural

artifact that provides insights into the values and tensions of 18th-century French society.
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