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INTRODUCTION TO THE HANDS-ON 

SESSION



THE BASICS OF THE PROJECT TOFLIT18

• Toflit18 means “Transformations of the French Economy through the 
Lens of International Trade, 1716-1823” 

• Team of about 15 researchers/engineers with occasional interns/master 
students.

• It is based on the collection and digitization of documents made by the 
Bureau of the balance of trade from 1716 to the early 19th century.

• Blog of the project: https://toflit18.hypotheses.org/



THE BASICS OF THE PROJECT TOFLIT18

• Construct a database of the French trade c. 1716-1823.
• Use it to provide a better understanding of the French trade and its

role in the French and the European economy in the long eighteenth-
century.

• The project has not been based on a unique research question, but 
with idea that the database would provide us and other researchers a 
genuine and powerful tool to trigger a whole set of new material to 
adress traditional questions such as (1) the influence of the Eden treaty
(1786) on the state of the French economy in 1789, (2) the impact of the 
rapidly growing French trade had on its economy (or not) or to adress
questions that are largely new such as the assessment of the 
technological evolution of the French industry, the systematic
comparison of the economies of the French main ports.



THE BASICS OF THE PROJECT TOFLIT18

• More generally, our aim is to provide a research tool that would be
sufficiently malleable and adaptable to be used in a wide range of 
research contexts.

• Aim (1): to be able to discuss with external trade databases of other
countries (e. g. England, Austrian Netherlands) or even with maritime 
trade databases such as Navigocorpus or the Sund (for an early
example of such endeavour, see (Loïc Charles & Guillaume Daudin, 
2016).
http://www.ofce.sciences-po.fr/pdf/dtravail/WP2016-03.pdf

• Aim (2): to be able to provide qualitative assessments of the French 
economy along the more traditional quantitative works (cliometrics, 
regressions, etc.) through the exploration of the dataset (datascape, see
Paul Girard and Guillaume Plique’s presentation).



THE DATABASE

• The data
• The source: the French bureau of the balance of trade. For details see

Charles, Daudin (2011).
• This source is not uniform through time : there were a number of 

changes in what was collected and how
• National data from 1751 to 1821
• Local data from 1718 to 1781 + 1789.
• c. 500,000 trade flows



SOURCE PICTURE (DETAIL)



HOW WE TREAT GOODS (1)

• Situation
• There are actually more than 50,000 different commodities’ names in 

the database

• Principles
• Classification actually depends on the question asked
• Differentiate between «general classifications»
• Done by the project and useful for everybody

• And «research question specific classifications»
• Done by researcher(s) for research purposes



HOW WE TREAT GOODS (2)

• First general classification : orthographic normalization
• From 44,000 goods to 21,000 groups
• E.g. «Aiguiles», «Aiguille», «Aiguiller», «Aiguilles», «Eguilles» and «aiguilles» are 

all «aiguilles» (needles)

• Then come the classifications tuned to specific research questions, 
which are based on the 16,000 «simplified» goods
• What is the evolution of the drug trade ? 
• 16,000 products into 3 groups (not medical products / maybe medical products / 

certainly medical products)
• The effect of the Eden treaty
• 343 products into 17 groups (depending on tariff changes)

• Grain trade and political unrest
• 16,000 products into 6 groups (not grain / wheat / barley and rye / small grains / 

substitutes / transformed grain...)



THE INTERFACE



MAPPING THE WORLD OF 
COMMODITIES

• We can use our tools to map the eighteenth-century world of 
commodities.  
• The names of commodities are made from individual words. 

By exploring (and analysing) the links these words have, the 
relative number of their occurrence in the database and the 
pattern of the evolution of relations through time and/or 
space, we would be able to unearth significant historical 
issues and/or to provide new perspectives on eighteenth-
century French economy and society
• First let’s have a general look on French export trade and 

what it looks like in our relational database. 



French exports 1749-1782



French exports 1749-1782



French exports 1749-1782



The Wine trade



The Wine trade

Burgundy wine



Bordeaux export trade 1725-1780
A highly specialized port



Nantes export trade 1725-1780
A specialized port



Marseille export trade 1725-1780
A highly diversified port



La Rochelle  export trade
Before the loss of Canada 1748-1755



La Rochelle  export trade
After the loss of Canada 1768-1775



La Rochelle  import trade
Before the loss of Canada 1748-1755



La Rochelle  import trade
After the loss of Canada 1768-1775


