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Background and purpose of the research

Often rejected by their contemporaries, adult foundlings are also largely unknown of social history. Yet, during the nineteenth century, the largest cities received every years hundreds or thousands of new-born foundlings. The city of Lyons (the second town in France with 450 000 inhabitants at the end of the XIXth century) received about 1500 foundlings every year. Of course, due to infant and child mortality, only a part of them became adults, but it still represented important numbers. In this paper, we wonder about the opportunities of social insertion of adult foundlings and we study one of the major steps toward social insertion: the access to marriage.

Data and methods

We collected 688 marriages involving a foundling for periods 1872-1874 and 1891-1893. A control group including 688 marriages without foundling was built in order to define and compare three groups: (1) foundlings getting married, (2) spouses of foundlings and (3) other spouses from the control group. We analyse the main characteristics of theses spouses: age at first marriage, marital status, social status, place of birth and geographical mobility. We also look at pre-marital behaviours through cohabitation and natural-born children.

Main results

On the whole, access to marriage seems difficult for foundlings, still more for the male ones during the first period. Anyway, foundlings get married at higher age that other wives and husbands. Their spouses have more frequently experienced a previous marriage.

As expected, foundlings who get married belong to the lowest social classes, but we notice that their spouses share common characteristics with them. By comparison, the spouses of the control group have more diversified professional occupations and social status. Some other differences between the three groups appear in geographical mobility before marriage.

We also notice important differences in social behaviours before marriage: couples including a foundling have more frequently experienced pre-marital cohabitation and legitimate natural born children. But we must wonder whether this behaviour was chosen or subjected because of a difficult access to marriage.

Conclusion

This first attempt brings encouraging results. We now intend to extend the sample, both on a chronological and on a geographical aspect. It seems relevant to look for marriages of foundlings in the suburbs and in the rural surroundings of the city, since during the XIXth century the institution in charge of the foundlings of the city of Lyons tried to maintain them in the rural areas where they had been brought up.

