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For Whom the Bell Tolls: Rural Engagement
During the French Wars of Religion:
the Case of Brittany

PHILIPPE HAMON*

Abstract In 1589, French rural communities in Brittany committed themselves in
the last of the wars of Religion. Their community reality, officering, weaponry and
forms of action showed that the integration of rural parishes into the “political body”
of the kingdom was then both active and militarily functional. They had no specific
agenda on the socio-economic level. Their choice of a political camp in that civil war
seemed to be a mere consequence of their defensive engagement against a direct
aggression. The main purpose of that rural mobilization, as many others, was then
reestablishing order and security in their country.

Introduction

Ernest Hemingway recalled the engagement of combatants in the
Spanish Civil War in his novel For Whom the Bell Tolls. His title is
well adapted to my purpose because I am going to discuss the
engagements which begin when the bell tolls, more precisely the
tocsin, and for which the death knell will be sounded, in a way, at
the end of this paper.

On the subject of the armed mobilisations of rural populations of
the modern era, for the past [ifty years, historiography has seen two
great successive phases: from the 1950s to the 1970s, all attention
was at first concentrated on what were called popular revolts.!
Then, progressively starting in the 1980s, historical thought about
these mobilisations or others turned toward the relationship of the
people to politics. This produced two notions: “popular politics” in
English (in the works of Andy Wood or Ethan Shagan for example)
and “politique du peuple” in French (such as in the work of Roger
Dupuy).* The meaning of these terms exceeds the framework of
mere armed conflict. When the conflicts were sparked by a feeling
of injustice, there is an evident parallel with the noble “devoir de
révolte” (duty to revolt), defined in France by Arlette Jouanna.® It
often implies the defence of privileges, particularly fiscal, which
were challenged in one way or another.

* Philippe Hamon is Professor of Modern History at université Rennes-2
(France) and may be contacted at philippe.hamon@uhb.fr
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In this paper I will examine a specific case from a slightly different
perspective: the participation of rural parishes, located around
Vitré in North-East Brittany, in a locally important episode in the
last of the sixteenth century French religious wars. Vitré was the
only Breton town with a sizeable Protestant population, although it
was clearly in the minority.* In March of 1589, Brittany entered a
civil war, as part of the crisis set off in France when Henri 11l had
had the two Guises murdered three months earlier.’ The Catholic
majority was divided throughout the kingdom: some stayed faithful
to the king, others broke with him and regrouped in a Holy Union
or League. League members accused the king of having assassi-
nated, in the Guises, those who favoured the policy of waging
all-out war against Protestants.® On the 21st of March 1589, Vitré’s
Protestants, helped by some Catholics faithful to the king, took
control of the town. Other inhabitants mobilized against them, and
immediately called out to surrounding rural parishes for help. On
the 23rd at the latest, the latter were in front of Vitré to try and
retake the town. The rural population were here reacting to an act
of aggression that had not come from a legitimate authority:
nothing to do here with, say, an uprising against an increase in
taxation. The country people were almost immediately joined by the
troops of the province's governor, the duke of Mercceur, who was
the highest authority in Brittany and who chose the League’s camp
at the same time.” However the whole of the League forces led an
almost five month-long siege in vain.? The rural populations were
involved in a number of operations directly or indirectly linked to
the siege. But at the announcement of the arrival of royal reinforce-
ments, the duke of Mercceur lifted the siege on the 14th of August.
The rural parishes continued to be militarily involved in the area,
but they were progressively neutralized by royal troops, who
imposed a severe repression.

As always for popular uprisings in this era, sources are quite
incomplete and there is often not a great deal of evidence to rely on.
However, they are relatively abundant in this case. Many narrative
sources exist, and even more from a substantial inquiry into spring
League uprisings in the whole Upper Brittany. A lot of witnesses
came and denounced Leaguers’ misdeeds before the court of the
royalist seneschal of Rennes. Their narratives are biased, as is
expected in such source, but they give us precious and sometimes
unexpected details about the nature of the mobilisation. And
numerous accounts recall the action of rural parishes in the Vitré
area.’

The term “rural” does not need specification here: it refers to all
of the populations living in rural communities, mainly peasants
and artisans, organized into parishes. For this episode, the term
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“war of communes” has been retained by local historiography: the
word “commune” did not have an administrative meaning at that
time. But the link between the various aspects of the collective life
of the community was even tighter in Brittany because a unique
institution (the fabrique, or parish council) managed them all. At
first analysis, commune must be understood in the sense of “rural
parish(es) under arms”,'” which is/are mobilized at the sound of
the tocsin. Later we will see that the word “commune” could take a
complementary political meaning. Let us note in passing that the
mobilisation took place in an economically dynamic region, where
cloth production accompanied agriculture, between two rich and
important towns (Rennes and Vitreé).

We will first examine the conditions of the rural mobilisation
(which will lead to the forms it took), then return to the logic behind
the enlistment (and thus to supposed motivations), taking into
account the changes that took place in the course of these events.

The Conditions of the Mobilisation

Within what framework was this community mobilisation struc-
tured? Available sources give no direct indications on the role that
existing parish institutions played (parish councils, friaries): they
mention only all-encompassing realities (the parish, la commune),
or individual actors, generally to denounce their role. Members of
the clergy were involved, and many are found among those pursued
by royalist authorities. However, unlike in other regions, no allu-
sion is made to the mobilizing role of more or less impassioned
preachers. This can undoubtedly be explained by the conditions
behind the mobilisation: it was responding to direct aggression and
did not need to be encouraged in any other way.

Generally, apart from some individuals, it is difficult to pinpoint
acting minorities who exerted their influence or authority in this
mobilisation. But this is certainly not an accident. Indeed, the
logic behind this uprising rested on a form of parish unity. Of
course, this unity was sometimes strained: in a parish, people
were fined if they did not take up arms, whether because they
had none or because they did not want to fight.!' Yet one has to
be careful of the false evidence of always effective local solidarity.
But because everyone was concerned, because unanimity was
required, a form of local coercion was exerted. It was the evident
legitimacy of the action that forced everyone to bear his part of
the collective load. So, the mobilisation demonstrated community
whilst at the same time, constructing it: such a mobilisation was
most certainly a factor of its reinforcement. When one parish of
the sector in arms (Chancé) stayed out of the fray, it was there
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that originated denunciations of the “League” engagement of a
neighbouring parish (Louvigné-de-Bais), and one of the witnesses
of Chancé declared in passing that he did not know any League
members in his own parish.'> What we notice here is the need to
affirm unanimity.

The common action of all the parishes is not that clear. A more
specific study would perhaps make it possible to show how inter-
parish social networks, linked for example to local noble families or
to commercial circuits (cloth, grain) concretely facilitated this
common action. It is also probable that seigniorial structures
played a role, even more so because they did not follow parish
borders. When we see that royalist authorities — those of the other
camp - asked that the arms be dropped in this marquisate or that
barony, we have every reason to think that social networks and
connections were important here.'” Lastly, although the boundaries
of the mobilisation around Vitré are still difficult to define with
precision, it stopped dead at the province's border, located a few
kilometres east of the town under siege.

The institutional question seems central, in fact: everything
points to the fact that this mobilisation occurred against a military
background already in place, with types of more or less stable
districts, above and beyond parishes and manors (seigneuries),
with officials responsible for leading troops in case of military
necessity. Probably large titled landlordships (such as baronies)
played a role as official frames for mobilisation. But this raises the
problem of the coincidence between their exact boundaries and
those of the parishes.

Fifteen years earlier, in February 1574, there had been an
attempt by armed Protestants to take control of Vitré. It was put
down in a few days, precisely thanks to the mobilisation of rural
communities. At that time, one of the local lords (seigneurs)
involved in taking back the town clearly said in a letter the parishes
that he and another gentleman were “responsible for” that.'* The
operation then was a quick success, with the blessing of the
authorities. This structure can be supposed to have been alive and
ready to intervene if necessary, in so far as there had been a
clear-cut climate of tension in Brittany since at least 1587, which
had intensified since early 1589. What we have here is an inherited
and still living tradition of self-protection, which fuelled local
mobilisation across an entire country and not only inside parishes.
It was maintained first by dukes of Brittany, then by the monarchy.
They had one or several soldiers with arms and fiscal privileges at
their disposal in each parish (named francs archers and élus, in
Brittany), whose role was mentioned on several occasions at the
time of the Wars of Religion. Through these means, the integration
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of rural parishes into the “political body” of the kingdom seemed
both active and militarily functional at the same time: it took the
form of the "commune” in arms.

It is, undoubtedly, important not to exaggerate the degree of its
development - but the institutionalised nature of this mobilisation
is reflected in the available indications of oversight or supervision.
The identified “parish captains” were all nobles or lords (seigneurs
or sieurs). Some more modest commoners may have acted as
leaders in the upheaval, but they never appear as captains.’ It is
difficult to know how they were appointed: in some parishes at
least, this was done by election, maybe following procedures close
to those in use for parish council treasurers. I believe that these
were (at least in this area) relatively stable posts, which does not
automatically mean that they were all always filled: in one of the
armed parishes (Visseiche), a witness declared that the inhabitants
have told him that they “had none to command them”. At the same
time another witness, referring to the same parish, denounced an
individual as the one who “commanded” them, but he added that he
knew it only from hearsay.'® The mention in certain parishes of
lieutenants, ensigns, and even “dizanniers” (responsible for ten
men) reinforces the hypothesis of the previous existence of struc-
tures of mobilisation, as Yann Lagadec has already highlighted.!?
Finally, it is also possible that larger gatherings were of the same
sort as those in 1574. This could have been the case when a
noteworthy League member of the town of Vitre, captain of a
specific rural parish (Livré), was denounced for taking part in the
siege at the head of a group of eight or nine rural parishes. !

The mobilised “communes” could have had a certain number of
weapons available to them, apart from the tools that could be used
as weapons. Indeed, parish treasuries harboured arquebuses,
blades and defensive equipment meant for the “francs archers”.'®
Moreover the notables, especially nobles, generally were well
equipped. It seems, according to Lagadec, that it was easier to find
weapons in this country in 1589 than during the Revolution.

The “communes” participated in various military operations
during the siege: watch and guard, excavation work, control of
major roads, harassment of royalists throughout the region, par-
ticularly when they tried to come to the aid of Vitré in June.2’ What
Is essential is the offensive aspect of their engagement, far beyond
their own parish territory. But it is necessary to note that, contrary
to 1574, this counter-offensive failed and got bogged down.

After the lifting of the siege and the departure of Mercoeur's
troops, information is rarer but reports that the roads were blocked
and that markets were not receiving supplies.?' However, during
this phase, the offensive changed camps and royal troops came to

© 2014 John Wiley & Sons Ltd
Journal of Historical Sociology Vol. 28 No. 1 March 2015



16 Philippe Hamon

take control of the area: only one large combat is recorded, that of
Etrelles, just south of Vitré, in November 1589. The parishioners of
Etrelles "and their confederates” suffered a clear defeat, marked by
the storming of the village and its church, with maybe two hundred
deaths on the losing side.

Of course, all inhabitants fit to arm themselves were not mobi-
lized continuously for nine months. The entry into action was
undoubtedly effective, or at least quick, thanks to the tocsin, the
dormant structures and the available weapons. There were also, at
least in some areas, standing posts to control roads and travelling,
with barrier or barricades. But then we must imagine relatively
brief individual participation, maybe with systems of rotation, at an
unknown rhythm. This was true at least during the siege phase; the
second phase is even less well understood.

Despite its ultimate failure, the prevailing impression is one of
rather efficient mobilisation. The Vitré region's rural communities
seem not to have yet gone through high internal tensions and were
not dismantled by the civil war that was just beginning here. This
explains their ability to react to the event and their capacity of
mobilisation. Likewise, the local climate (incidents in Antrain in
early March 1589, barricades in Rennes the 13th of March, arrival
of Mercoeur with his troops at the gates of Fougéres on the 21th of
March . . .) undoubtedly produced fear and justified a form of alert,
which was maintained by the easy circulation of information.?? In
such a favourable context, armed community mobilisation rein-
forced a collective conscience and was fuelled by it, first in the
action and then in the memory left by dramatic events like those in
Etrelles.

Engaging “Communes”: The Motivations

Is it possible to go further, and penetrate the motivations behind
their engagement in these military operations? As is often the case,
there are no existing accounts of the words spoken by these modest
rural dwellers: there is no collective proclamation, no declarations
of parishioners. But the nature and the practical details of the
action taken are suggestive.

The commitment of communes did not seem to derive from older
socio-economic grievances for example.* The attack on Vitré might
reflect such motivations to some extent:?* it targeted those close to
their lord (the count of Laval, who was also baron of Vitré, was
Protestant) and a town home to merchants who were masters in the
cloth trade. But many of the key men in this trade were part of
the Catholic Vitréens who fought on the side of the League. As for
the baron of Vitré, he seems to have been the only lord to have
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become a focus for rural resentment, although he was only a
distant suzerain. Some of his rights as landlord may have seemed
hard to bear, especially taxes to maintain castles and garrisons and
to ensure safety of the barony (droit de guet).?5 Nevertheless, many
lords, both important (like the marquess of Espinay) and small (like
many parish captains), were involved on the side of the “com-
munes” in common combat. When a lord was targeted, it was
because he belonged to the enemy “camp”, and not because of his
social position, even if it seemed that certain attacks used the
movement locally to serve social grievances.2® Obviously, the roy-
alists would interpret the community mobilisation as a simple
“desire to pillage”, which precisely made it possible to dismiss all
thoughts about the other motivations behind their combat .2

This desire for pillage, which seemed to threaten Vitré first and
foremost, became a serious problem for a small town named
Chateaugiron, located between Vitré and Rennes. Indeed, upon
several occasions in June and July, men from parishes mobilized
against Vitré entered Chateaugiron to empty it of the royalists,
particularly those holding the town’s castle. However, the day after
the third attack, the men from these parishes were chased away
from town themselves, according to the account of an inhabitant,
the schoolmaster Duval, “by a company of other peasants proclaim-
ing themselves in favour of the king [Henri III]”.2% Duval called the
defeated: “Leagued/bonded parishes”. Partisans of the king on one
side, those attached to the League on the other. This very briefl
passage has often been commented in previous studies of this “war
of communes”. Indeed it hints at the involvement of country people
in national partisan politics. Even more so that, exceptionally, they
seemed to have a voice, at least those whom Duval declared “pro-
claimed themselves” for the king . .. But was it sincere partisan
support with, on one side, followers of Mercoeur or even of the Duke
of Mayenne’s “national” League, and on the other, royalist support-
ers who held Vitré and Rennes, and thus those faithful to King
Henri III? It should be noted here in passing, that the contrast was
not between Protestants and Catholics: indeed the latter were
permanently divided, and the mobilisation was incidentally not
formulated along religious lines.

In any case, we have to be very cautious here, for a number of
reasons. First because the “Leagued/bonded parishes” as Duval
called them, were defined by themselves as, above all else, “la
commune”, thus by a term which was not at all partisan. Then,
those who most certainly intervened in Chateaugiron came from
the barony of Vitré: none among them belonged to the territory of
the barony of Chateaugiron. We have a sense then, but so far
without absolute proof, that the parishes which according to Duval
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came to stop the pillaging and re-establish order in Chateaugiron,
were actually parishes of that barony and not those of the barony
of Vitré. It could particularly have been those to the northwest of
Chateaugiron and which were in July victims of atrocities by the
troops of the duke of Merceeur, an attack which was perhaps a
revenge from the League camp. So, political cleavage could depend
on spatial and institutional anchoring, linked here with different
choices (or at least engagements) from a barony to another.

And when they declared themselves to be acting “for the king”,
people of royalist parishes were undoubtedly thinking less of the
king as somebody like a party leader than as the incarnation of a
principle of order, an order affected by the successive attacks
by country people from the Vitré region who were connected to the
League camp. Declaring themselves “for the king” is pro-
bably, at their political level, to undermine the legitimacy of their
adversaries.

After this third intervention, between the 17th and 20th J uly, the
cycle of rural attacks on Chateaugiron does stop. The reference to
‘national” issues seemed then for the most part to be a specific
exploitation of partisan views, used in combat to re-establish local
order. It is difficult to know how much instrumentalisation there
was in their “national” styling, either by themselves or by people
from elite groups. Nevertheless, it shows a certain kind of
politicization of the warriors in the communes. This ‘rising of the
generality”, (montée en généralité), however it was experienced and
accepted, something which is eventually almost impossible to
know, marked people deeply. We will encounter below a similar
problem of interpretation for the parishes of the Vitré region.

Indeed we must come back to the basis of their own engagement,
at the beginning of the conflict. When the commune enters the
action, around the 22nd of March, many must have remembered
the mobilisation of 1574 against the previous Huguenot aggression.
The Protestant once again was undoubtedly an enemy by virtue of
being a heretic. But the baron of Vitré had been a Huguenot for a
long time; Vitré and its surrounding area had been home to Cal-
vinists for four years despite a royal edict in 1585 which had given
them the choice only between conversion and exile. Yet these her-
etics had not provoked any uprising against them to that point. In
March 1589, the Protestants, and their Catholic allies of the
moment, were troublemakers above all who, as they had in 1574,
risked plunging the region into war. Locals, called by the tocsin, in
the context discussed above, mobilized above all for the “defence of
the country”. They fully subscribed to a political form which
assured order and it was without a doubt an essential element of
their idea of the state, “seen from below”. The ideology of their
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commitment was based on the defence of the common good. Service
of the king, of the common good, of the (true) religion were
undoubtedly difficult values to disassociate for them: but above
and beyond a “local” reaction, we can suppose that this more
general horizon had a place in their involvement. Their “silence” is
thus perhaps more understandable: their commitment “goes
without saying”. It is not a matter of lack of sources, either never
written or lost since 1589. Carried by tradition and community,
their engagement does not call for any particular justification. Isn't
the word commune itself directly linked to the defence of the
common good? Echoing E. P. Thompson's concept of “moral
economy”, perhaps an important element is found in this mode of
involvement by rural parishes, constituent of a “moral politics™ of
their own?* This civic commitment was founded on maintaining
order and the desire for security. It is even more significant because
it did not stop at each parish border, but implied rural intervention
in the neighbouring town.

Emotional issues here merge with political commitment. In the
moral economy, feelings of injustice and anger seem to play a
central role; in moral politics, the main feeling could be probably
fear of trouble, combined with a true sense of responsibility and
honour, when acting to maintain order. In both cases, this is a
response to something perceived as an aggression. And the people
were not doing it to serve one side in particular, but to re-establish
the order that had been upset by an attack. In July in
Chateaugiron, as was said above, the communes re-establishing
order were supposed to fight for the King, when in March, around
Vitré, other communes acting in the same logic, had been fighting
for the opposite side under the banner of the Catholic League.

The event is of considerable significance. In the crisis that was
taking shape in Upper Brittany in March and April, the heretofore
legitimate authorities (governor, lieutenant general, parlement etc.)
became divided.* The beginning of civil war thus challenged, in the
eyes of some, the legitimacy of rural mobilisation. Those who in
1574 had been unanimously applauded by the authorities for their
efficient reaction against the troublemakers, were this time caught
off-balance. The stable and recognized order that their intervention
claimed to defend no longer existed and the legitimacy was hence-
forth fragmented. Thus their mobilisation was quickly read by the
royalists not as an engagement in the service of order, but as a
rebellion in the service of a party. Incidentally the royalists stated
that the parishes rose up at the call of the duke of Mercoeur. Here
the rising of the generality was distorted. The country people rose
up as defenders of order, as a low but sizeable echelon in the
defence of the common good. Yet they found themselves labelled as
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“Leaguers”, as much by their adversaries as by those whose side
they were fighting on. Wanting to defend the norm, they were
dismissed as transgressors and in turn, and in some ways unwill-
ingly, became agents of dissension.

But their participation lasted. Did they progressively accept this
enrolment in a partisan camp? Ambiguity could have prevailed
throughout the siege of Vitré, against adversaries who had been the
same since March. I suggest that, from the lifting of the siege in
mid-August, a division into two camps occurred among local
“Leaguers” abandoned by Mercoeur and his army. A noble and
partisan League operated from then on with its volunteer networks
and on what was no longer a truly community base. The communes,
for their part, withdrew to the parishes and faced with the inter-
ventions of royal troops, contented themselves with largely defen-
sive action, as in Etrelles in November.

The League rising of the generality possibly left its mark here,
however: we would like to know in particular what the effect on
the peasantry was of a Huguenot king's accession to the throne
(Henri IV in August 1589, after Henri III's assassination), in that
the spectre of Protestant troublemakers had played a large part in
the initial mobilisation. But known sources are mute on that
point.

At the end of 1589, after the battle of Etrelles, the commune
mobilisation, as such, of the Vitré region was old news, even if
conflict did not disappear from the area. This decline can be under-
stood as a simple consequence of the military defeat in the field and
the dissolution of the traditional structures of mobilisation. But
maybe it is necessary to look for other explanations, which would
go for regions far beyond that of Vitre, following their own local
chronologies. Perhaps what we're seeing here is the realization that
their mobilisation was henceforth susceptible to serve one camp
and so keep the civil war going rather than serving the common
good through the return of peace. On the local scale, which was
that of the mobilisations of 1574 and 1589, there would no longer
be a will to mobilise.®! Self-protection no longer worked except on a
strictly parochial level, where the principle of the defence of the
common good kept its legitimate value, political and ethical at the
same time: numerous accounts exist which show that the engage-
ment continued at this level. Fruit of their political and civic expe-
rience, this new attitude reveals another facet of the “moral politics”
mentioned above, in expressing a new political response: instead of
accepting the “choice” imposed by the separation into two camps,
which from then on prevented an obvious involvement in favour of
the common good, they preferred a real retreat to refuse the camps
which kept the war going.
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The earliest evidence of such an attitude comes from the begin-
ning of May: two peasants from another area near Rennes (Mélesse,
on the north of the town) are asked to declare to what camp they
belong to. They answer that they belong to none.® It is the only
allusion of that type in the whole Information so often used in this
paper, concerning individuals, and not communes as a whole: for
the latter, as we have just seen, silence seems sufficiently mean-
ingful. Our two peasants, although they are in Rennes, in the
royalist camp, do not want to choose one of them. Such a clue
remains a modest one, but seems significant.

A parallel is perhaps possible here with the rieurs (laughing men),
gentlemen who refused to enlist in the service of the king or of the
League.® Their attitude was presented by Drouot and others as
pure egotism, personal desire to stay in peace far from the storm of
the civil war, or even cowardice. But maybe some of these with-
drawals were also a form of conscientious objection, or at least a
civic-grounded desire for neutrality, not to heighten the violence. In
the case of the rural populations as in that of the nobles, it did not
prevent them being victims of atrocities by both camps. Sudden
bursts of enlistment sometimes occurred nonetheless, in the course
of the wars of the League, with the mobilisations of the communes
precisely to put the pillaging to an end and bring back security and
if possible peace.

A lot of peasant insurrections towards the end of the wars of
religion and during the League need to be studied through this
viewpoint, not only in Brittany (for instance Lower Breton mobili-
sation against Guy Eder de La Fontenelle, a pillaging gentleman),
but in the whole kingdom. It is worth doing it for the Croquants in
the Southeast in 1593-1595% as for the Gauthiers in Normandy
(1589), the Ligue campanére in Comminges (from 1591 on) or the
Bonnets rouges in Burgundy (1594).%6

Whether an accepted choice or just the state of things, the
attitude of withdrawal was facilitated by the Leaguer camp that the
situation had linked to the rural populations of the Vitré region. In
fact their long-term military enlistment seemed to pose a problem
even to their allies. The taking up of weapons by rural populations
and their participation in campaigns, even under captains issued
from nobility and although it was something traditional and
approved of in normal times, contributed, in the special context of
the civil war, to build a new political situation which could frighten
authorities and social élites. This was still certainly far from the
socio-political risk present all over Europe among those who feared
seeing the armed people “turning Swiss”.?” But there are several
clues which show that this type of mobilisation ended up being
badly seen by Leaguers. In Lower Brittany, an urban League
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council explicitly asked for the disarmament of all country people,
apparently including those on their side: they should have been
working the land, not ringing the tocsin, and should have left the
way free for soldiers and men of war.®® As for Mercceur, he aban-
doned them without scruple to royalist retaliation. Even if the
danger of subversion was largely fantasy, it is present in many
texts, which feared the social pride that swelled up in the hearts of
rural parishioners, especially peasants, in arms.* Through the
fears of the elites, appeared another social aspect of the conflicts.
The clear impression prevails that political and military leaders on
both sides much preferred seeing the people pay for their supposed
defence, rather than to contribute to it themselves through armed
engagement,

Conclusion

So we go back, at this stage, to John Donne’s line used again by
Hemingway and quoted at the beginning of this paper: for whom the
bell tolls. Here it is no longer the tocsin bell, but the death knell
which tolls, the death knell of one form of rural mobilisation. Its
model, sketched out here, ceased to exist in France from the
seventeenth century onward. It played an important role in the
political and civic structuring of rural communities, at least from
the fourteenth century and in relation with the rise of the State,
even if sometimes this relationship was a bit ambiguous. It
belonged to the lower storeys of a legitimate military mobilisation,
with the lifting of the seigniorial ban, when every owner of a fiefwas
compelled by royal authorities to go to war and that of locally
maintained infantry such as the francs archers mentioned above.
This politically and socially important phenomenon deserves a
much larger study at the scale of the French kingdom, which I am
currently beginning to undertake.

Comparisons are possible here, for example with the Clubmen of
the English Civil War.*® They mobilized in certain sectors of the
most disputed counties to try to neutralise the troublemakers. They
had "a common concern to end the war” (A. Wood) and allied
themselves locally to those susceptible to win and re-establish
order. The incarnation of “parish politics in arms” (A. Wood), their
horizon was generally, in the manner of the rural populations of the
Vitré area, an intermediary spatial scale, a “region”, smaller than a
county.*!

In France, the model of self-defence of the war of the com-
munes, suitable for a regional projection, disappeared and was
only replayed in a totally partial and skewed fashion during
certain tax revolts (which did not concern the Vitré area). The
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upheavals could use the same features as the traditional mobili-
sation of the communes under arms, but from then on, no
authority called them, not even a debatable one as had been the
case in time of national civil war. The monarchy thus carried out
the centralisation of the means of violence more and more clearly
and at the same time led to a form of de-politicization of rural
populations by the ban on the defensive use of arms, even in
times of conflict.
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