
A 1so-YEAR HARVEST OF
CRIMINAL STATISTICS:

THE DAVIDO DATA BASE

Examination of the evolutionary trends in criminal
justice usually rest on statistics covering periods
of ten to twenty years. The amplitude of the
enterprise in which the authors - continuing the
work of André Davidovitch - are engaged, is of
another magnitude, with the computerized
reconstitution of sets of statistics describing 150
years of legal and judiciary transformations.

A NOW FRAGILE HISTORICAL SOURCE

The Compte général de la justice criminelle
contains statistics collected between 1825 and
1978, descr ibing the workings of cr iminal just ice
institutions throughout the country. With onty two
interruptions, during the two world wars, certain
sets may be followed over a 150-year period
(1831-1981) .  These dea l  w i th  ac t ion  on  cases  by
the public prosecutor's office or following
preliminary judicial investigation, the outcome of
sentencing and pretrial custody. Others end in
1932, when the production of statistics was
drastically reduced. These involve the number of
police investigators, the origins of cases referred
to the Public prosecutor's office, the grounds for
non-prosecution (dismissal by public prosecutor
office, charges dsimissed by examining
magistrate), the correlation between outcome of'correctionnel' proceedingsl and type of
prosecuting party the defendants situation at
hearing (free or in custody), the enforcement of
prison sentences. The contents of penal statistics,
a great many of which are stil l the descendants of
the 'cadres du parguet" hand-written since 1g25,
have not yet returned to their  pre-1932 level of
elaboration despite some improvements in
statistics on convictions since l g53 when the
exploitation of criminal records went into effect.
Modification in the collection and analysis of these
individual records between l gTB and l 9g6
resulted in statistical gap. These must be
surmonted il the DAVIDO base is to be completed
for the sets derived from that source and
interrupted in 1978.

I  -  Frcnch law dist inguishos between threo catoggr ies of
of fenses,  of  incrcasing ser iousness:
- contraventioas (tcrmed 'minor 

offensos' in the text) which
aro judged by tribunaux de polica;
- délits ltormed modcrotcly serious oflenses in tho toxt) which
oro judgod by tribunaux correctionnels:
- crimes ftormod major offensesJ which are judged by cours
d'assrses, in which a jury sits.

OVER.ALL SERTES' AND BREAKDOWN BY
OFFENSE

The number of figures contained in the Compte
Général lor so extensive a period is impressive.
Computerization makes the utilization of a greater
portion of these feasible. Above all, the
reconstitution of sets of statistics may become a
more systematic enterprise, which could not be
undertaken by the researchers, be they historians,
demographers, sociologists or jurists, who used
the Compte as a source of some specific data
needed for given study. The amount of data is so
huge, however, that some choices must be made,
and work must proceed gradually in this very-long-
term project.

The statistics published deal with three tevels. The
first, overall level, covers all prosecutable offenses
and all jurisdictions, while the second
differentiates types of offenses, and the third
ventilates statistics according to the geographic
area of jurisdiction.
In the initial stage, it was reasonably feasibte to
publish the overall statistics only. To do so, alt
problems involving the definition, discontinuity and
missing figures had to be solved. This phase,
marked by the publication of a methodological
repoft2, contains the keys yielding access to the
the Compte général statistics, the original
presentation of which was particularly unclear,
and lacking in definitions and technical
commentary, at least until 1966. This report in
itself provided a base : approximately 20,000
pieces of information, or over 200 sets of
statistics, all of which were, naturally, not
avai lable for the ent ire 1831-1981 period. The
totality of the overall figures were not retained,
since the objective was to revert to the
consistency and subtlety of analysis of the
statistical apparatus as it stood at the end of the
19th century.
The second stage in the construction of the
DAVIDO base will be the establishment of sets of
statistics broken down by type of offense. Until
1932, these show action by the public
prosecutors's office and by the examining
magistrate, as well as sentencing, but after that
date only figures on sentencing are ventilated by
offense. At this level, the statistics no longer raise
any problems of definition. Conversely, the
construction of a classification system capable of
yielding relevant sets of statistics for offenses
between 1831 and 1981 is much more del icate. i t
is nonetheless essential if legislative modifications
are to be incorporated and an overview attained
for figures pertaining to as many as 200 offenses
for any given year.

2 - Aubusson de Cavarlay, 8.,  Hur6, M.S., pott ior, M.L., /as
statistiques criminelles de l83l à ,98, - la base DAVIDO,
séries générales, Déviancc ct Contrôlo Sociel, no Sl, CESDtp.
Par is ,  1989.
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TABLE 1 :  DISTRTBUTION OF TYPES OF SENTENCES PRONOUNCED BY CORRECTIONNEL COURTS

Source :  DAVIDO data base
ve-yea ls  aver

S E N T E N C E PRISON SUSPENDED
CONFINEMENT

FINE TOTAL
SENTENCES(1  }

N U M B E R % NUMBER -lo NUMBER oÂ NUMBER %

PERIOD

1  8 3 1  - 1  8 3 5 30,406 66 .2 1 5 , 5 3 2 3 3 . 8 4 5 , 9 3 8 1 0 0

1  836 -1  840 41,804 6 7 . 0 2 0 , 6 1 9 33.0 62,423 1 0 0

I  8 4 1  - 1  8 4 5 49,590 6 6 . 2 25,269 3 3 . 8 7 4 , 8 5 9 1 0 0

1  846 -1  850 67,728 6 5 . 1 36,334 3 4 . 9 104,062 1 0 0

1  8 5 1  - 1  8 5 6 87.633 6 5 . 1 47,O37 3 4 . 9 1 3 4 , 6 7 0 1 0 0

1  856 -1  860 84,676 6 3 . 6 48 ,486 36 .4 r  3 3 , 1  6 2 1 0 0

1  8 6 1  - 1  8 6 5 86,235 67.0 42,510 33.0 128,745 1 0 0

1  866 -1  870 91 ,207 7 0 . 3 3 8 , 5 7 6 29.7 129,783 1 0 0

1 8 7 1 - 1 8 7 5 1 0 2 , 3 3 6 6 9 . 4 45,214 30.6 1 4 7 , 5 5 0 1 0 0

1  876 -1  880 108,287 67.7 51,725 32.3 1 6 0 , 0 1 2 1 0 0

1  8 8 1  - 1  8 8 5 121,687 69.3 5 3 , 9 1  2 30.7 1 7 5 , 5 9 9 1 0 0

1  886 -1  890 1 2 7 , 4 3 4 6 8 . 6 58 ,346 3 1 . 4 1 8 5 , 7 8 0 1 0 0

1 8 9 1 - 1 8 9 5 1 2 0 , 6 6 9 6 1 . 9 10,924 5 . 6 63.235 32.5 1 9 4 , 8 2 8 1 0 0

1 896-1  900 1 0 1 , 4 1 2 b o . o 1 5 , 8 ' 1 0 8 . 8 62,134 34 .6 1 7 9 , 3 5 6 r 0 0

r 9 0 1 - 1 9 0 5 84,905 49.7 20,759 12.1 65,430 38.2 1  7 1  , 0 9 4 1 0 0

1 9 0 6 - 1 9 1 0 89,374 4 9 . 0 2 1 , 3 0 6 1 1  . 7 71 ,572 3 9 . 3 182,252 1 0 0

1 9 1  1 - 1 9 1 3 o o  o l q 4 9 . 3 20,580 1 0 . 1 82,380 4 0 . 6 202,879 1 0 0

1  9 1  9 - 1  9 2 0  |  6 8 , 8 8 1 3 6 . 8 24,454 1  3 . 1 93,836 5 0 . 1 1 8 7  , 1 7 1 1 0 0

1 9 2 1 - 1  9 2 5  |  7 9 , 2 3 2 40.6 22,670 ' l  1 . 6 93,490 4 7 . 8 1 9 5 , 3 9 2 1 0 0

1  926 -1  930 90 ,844 41.4 2 6 , 3 1 r 12.O 102,O12 46 .6 219,167 1 0 0

1  9 3 1  - 1  9 3 5 1  1 8 , 5 0 7 52.9 t2l 105,471 4 7 . 1 223,978 1 0 0

1 936-1 940 1 0 8 , 0 4 2 s3.6 (2t 93.493 46 .4 2 0 1 , 5 3 5 1 0 0

1  9 4 1  - 1  9 4 5 176,201 5 5 . 1 l2l 143,487 44 .9 3 1  9 , 6 8 8 1 0 0

1  946 -1  950 1 7 1 , 0 3 6 5 8 . 8 t2l 1  1 9 , 6 2 3 41.2 2 9 0 , 6 5 9 1 0 0

' r  o c ,  1 - 1  q q q 1 0 1 , 3 9 8 50.3 tzl 9 9 , 9 9 1 49.7 2 0 1 , 3 8 9 1 0 0

1 956-1  960 5 5 , 1  2 6 28.2 3 1 , 2 6 6 1 6 . 0 108,787 5 5 . 8 1  9 5 , 1  7 9 1 0 0

1  9 6 1  - 1  9 6 5 63.509 2 7 . 3 49,720 21.3 1  1 9 , 8 0 5 5 1  . 4 233,O34 1 0 0

1  966 -1  970 75 .686 2 6 . 9 7 4,O51 t o . J 1  3 1  , 7 5 8 4 6 . 8 2 8 1 , 4 9 5 1 0 0

1  9 7 1  - 1  9 7 5 79,738 2 3 . 5 1  0 1  , 4 7 5 2 9 . 9 1 5 8 , 4 4 8 4 6 . 6 3 3 9 , 6 6 1 1 0 0

1  9 7 6 - 1  9 7 8 7 1 , 9 3 0 1 8 . 3 129,218 33.0 1 9 0 . 8 5 5 48.7 392,003 1 0 0

1 ween 8 3 1 q 4,  the  tab l excludes scec ia l  m i tro r  o f fenses  Judgeo

(2 i  -  Between 1931 and 1955,  sentences to suspended conf inement  are counted wi th pr ison sentences '
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CHART 1:  ORIGIN OF COMPLATNTS. DENUNCIATIONS
AND POL ICE  REPORTS

lransmit ted to the Proseculor 's  Off ice in the year
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Curve 1 :  cases l ransmit led by lhe pol ice

Curve 2 : cases transmitled by the gendarmerie

Curve 3 : cases transmitted by police and gendarmerie

Curve 4 :  year ly lota l ,  cases addressed to Publ ic  Proseculor 's  Off ice

{Read f rom bot tom to top)

CHART 2: CORRECTTONNELTES COURTS AND ASS/SE'S COURTS

absolute cumulat ive f  igures

'://)ii7
i a . t  ' a . a  t a \ '  r . r l

Zone 1 :  unsuspended conf inement,  less than 6 days

Zone 2:  unsuspended conf inemenl ,  6 daYs to one year

Zone 3 :  unsuspended conf inement,  one year up 1o 5 years

Tone 4 : unsuspended confinemenl, 5 years or more
(Bead l rom bot lom to lop)
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' . nalysis of the overall sets of statistics is
'  ract ical ly completed. These are then reexamined'

;;nd new indicators and five-year averages

:alculated, whi le indexed or percentage tables and

graphs providing legible rendit ions of t rends are

àstabl ished. The outcome of this work cannot be

i;ummarized :  some examples wi l l  be given here'

sOME FINDINGS

A.'Davidovitch's f i rst  invest igat ions showed the

rise in the number of prosecutions consecutive to

an increase in the number of cases examined by

the Public prosecutor's office to be more gradual

than the rise in dismissals, in the long run' The

proportion of dismissals rose from approximately

30 % of cases examined in 1831 to 85 % at

present. Suits against X for thefts are predominant

isee above 'Dismissal by the Public Prosecutor")'

Prosecution is increasingly infrequent in relative

terms, and within that category only a small

minori ty of cases are submitted to an examining

magisrate : the ratio of cases for which a judicial

inquiry is opened to those sent directly to court

dropped from more than two to one in 1831 to

one to ten in the 1990's.  This trend is part ly

explained by the increasing weight of the police

and national gendarmeze in supplying the Public

prosecutor's office, and by the development of

prel iminary judicial  invest igat ions'  Up to 1932, the

Public prosecutor's statistics ventilate recorded

complaints and pol ice reports according to their

or igin.  These data are showed in absolute f igures

in chart 1. The two bottom curves show the

sometimes convergent, but also occasionally

divergent trends in transfers by the police and

gendarmerie ; taken together (curve 3) these soon

represent the vast majority of cases taken to the

Public prosecutor's office (curve 4). Other types of

referrals (private individuals, mayors, rural

constables and miscel laneous other agents, pol ice

court  magistrates.. . ) ,  which prevai led at the

outset,  descreasped unt i l  then disappeared toward

the early 1890's.  The lack of subsequent
information on such referrals is quite regrettable,

of course. According to other sources, the

gendarmerie is tar behind the police for the
present per iod, and complaints lodged direct ly are
probably on the decl ine, relat ively speaking,
fol lowing the revival  observed between 1900 and

1 932.

Table 1 shows the distribution of types of

sentences by tribunaux correctionnels over five

years  per iods  be tween 1831 and 1978 '  Minor

offenses @ontraventions) judged as moderately

serious offenses ldélitsl are excluded, barring

which fines would be found to be lar more

frequent in 1830, given the many breaches of

forestry regulations, to decline seriously, in

relative proportion, when this type of correctionnel

f i t igat ion disappeared. For offenses, then,

"onfin"rn"nt is proportionately very frequent and

tends to remain stable or to increase until the

introduct ion of suspended conf inement in 1891'

From then on, prison sentences may be seen to

decrease steadily, over the long term, to be

replaced by suspended confinement, but also by

fines. According to preliminary estimations, the

extension of theses statistics, once reassembled

with those result ing from the 1979 and 1984

modifications in data production, should show

unsuspended prison sentences to level off or

resume an upward trend, despite the development

of alternate sentences. This increase was already

apparent in absolute f igures for the early 1960's,

with the rapid growth of sentencing as a whole'

The second chart  can only be drawn for the 1831-

1932 period. l t  shows the numerical  evolut ion of

all unsuspended prison criminal or coïectionnelle

courts. The 1891 reversal is definitely the starting

point for a relatively serious decline, in absolute

figures. However, it is short sentences (the lower

rÀn." of the chart) that are affected by this

sudden change, whi le longer sentences (upper

zones) continue a downward trend already

evidenced at the beginning of the Second Empire'

It is a known fact that the prison population began

to decrease as early as 1852, and that i ts volume

was at least as dependent on the lenght of

emprisonment as on the number of incarcerations'

The use of suspended confinement, a most

innovative criminal justice measure in its time, was

clearly quite different from what is seen at

present, with a steep rise in long sentences'

despite the limited number of short sentences,

possibly partially due to alternate sanctions' This

in"r" ."nt,  begun in the mid- 70's,  is a reversal of

a century-long trend. lt is true, though, that the

author of the Compte général de 1899 report

expressed regret at the fact that suspended

confinement was not applied more frequently in

cr iminal sentences, so great was the doubt,  at  the

time, of the efficacy of prison sentences"'

Bruno Aubusson de GavarlaY
Marie-Sylvie Huré
Marie-Lys Pottier


