SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

[y
(W)

MixCache.com

From the MixCache.com library

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

Peasants and Provinces: Rural Life and
Social Change in France, 1500-1950

MixCache.com

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

Table of Contents

Introduction

Chapter 1 Villages and Provinces: Mapping the Countryside

Chapter 2 Households and Hearths: Family Strategies across the Ancien
Régime

Chapter 3 Lords, Dues, and Collective Rights: The Village and the Seigniorial
Order

Chapter 4 Fields in Common, Fields Enclosed: Property, Commons, and
Change

Chapter 5 Bread and Risk: Harvest Variability, Famine, and the Little Ice Age
Chapter 6 Work beyond the Farm: Proto-industry, Seasonality, and Rural
Incomes

Chapter 7 Mobility and Migration: Circulation within and beyond France
Chapter 8 Faith, Festival, and Authority: Church, Confraternities, and Conflict
Chapter 9 Revolt and Negotiation: Peasants and the Crises of 1789-1848
Chapter 10 Law of the Land: The Napoleonic Code and Inheritance Patterns
Chapter 11 Markets and Measures: Price Integration, Grain Trade, and
Transport

Chapter 12 Vines, Wines, and Disaster: Phylloxera and Rural Reconstruction
Chapter 13 Livestock, Meadows, and Manure: Ecologies of Mixed Farming
Chapter 14 Tools and Power: From Hand Labor to Engines and Machines
Chapter 15 Education and the Republic: Literacy, Schooling, and Political
Culture

Chapter 16 Women’s Work and the Life Cycle: Gender, Dowry, and Domestic
Authority

Chapter 17 The Bocage and the Openfield: Regional Landscapes and Mental
Worlds

Chapter 18 Credit and Cooperation: Syndicates, Mutual Aid, and the Co-op
Movement

Chapter 19 Tariffs, Taxes, and the State: Policy from Méline to the Office du
Blé

Chapter 20 Railways, Roads, and Remaking Space: Connectivity and Rural
Time

Chapter 21 War and the Village: 1870, 1914-1918, and 1939-1945

Chapter 22 Exodus and Persistence: Urbanization, Colonies, and the Rural
Vote

Chapter 23 Science in the Furrow: Agronomy, Fertilizers, and Experiment
Stations

Chapter 24 Memory and Modernity: Folklore, Heritage, and Cultural Politics
Chapter 25 After the Plow: Mechanization, Consolidation, and the Mid-Century
Countryside

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

Introduction

This book tells a long story of rural France, from the sixteenth century to the middle of
the twentieth, by placing villages at the center of national change. For much of this
period, France was a land of provinces whose rhythms were set not by ministries in
Paris but by seedtime and harvest, by weather and wages, by marriage choices and
the movement of sons and daughters to fields, workshops, and regiments. The picture
that emerges is neither a static countryside nor a simple tale of modernization
imposed from above. Instead, it is a mosaic of local worlds whose people made and
remade national politics, culture, and economic policy through countless everyday
decisions.

Our approach blends micro-histories with macro-level trends. Parish registers, notarial
contracts, cadastres, correspondence, agronomic treatises, and oral traditions provide
close-up views of specific communities—from bocage hamlets hedged with brush to
openfield plains scored with long strips. These portraits are set against broad
processes such as enclosure and the shrinking of commons, the circulation of migrants
within and beyond provincial borders, and the uneven adoption of new tools and
machines. The tension between intimate village life and these wider currents is where
rural agency is most visible.

Family strategies are a recurring thread. Households negotiated land, labor, and honor
through marriage, service, dowry, and inheritance. Patterns of partible and impartible
succession, and later the codification of property rights, shaped the size and viability
of farms and influenced whether young people stayed, delayed marriage, or left as
seasonal workers and settlers. Women'’s contributions—often obscured in official
records—were crucial in dairying, textiles, small livestock, market gardening, and the
management of credit and kin obligations. Across the centuries, the household
remained a flexible institution capable of adjusting to demographic shocks and market
swings.

Land and environment also form a central axis. The transformation of commons, the
rearrangement of fields, the management of meadows and forests, and the knowledge
embedded in manure, rotations, and breeds were never purely technical matters. They
were political and cultural fields of action. Climatic variability, from harsh winters to
droughts, exposed the fragility of subsistence and spurred innovations. Regional
landscapes—bocage, openfield, mountain terraces, and Mediterranean vines—shaped
mental worlds, social ties, and the repertoire of possible change.

Markets and the state entered village life in successive waves. Price integration, new
measures and weights, canals and later railways, protective tariffs and taxation,
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agricultural syndicates and cooperatives, credit institutions and grain boards—all
redefined opportunity and risk. Yet these instruments were not simply imposed; they
were debated in councils, cafés, cooperatives, and chambers of agriculture, and they
were bent to local priorities. In many instances, villagers used policy to buffer
volatility, invest in improvement, or defend ways of life they valued.

Culture and politics intertwined with economy. Parish rituals, confraternities, and
pilgrimages coexisted with anticlerical mobilizations and secular schooling.
Revolutionary moments and restorations reconfigured authority, but they also opened
channels through which rural people articulated claims as citizens and producers.
Literacy and schooling recast horizons, newspapers connected hamlets to the nation,
and elections translated village concerns into national platforms. The “rural vote” did
not merely respond to events—it helped to set agendas.

Shocks punctuated the slow transformation. The phylloxera crisis devastated
vineyards and prompted experiments, cooperatives, and new plantings. Wars
conscripted men, requisitioned resources, and altered gendered divisions of labor
while intensifying demands for mechanization and fairness in provisioning.
Migration—seasonal, circular, and permanent—Ilinked countryside and city, province
and empire, in ways that reshaped households and remapped opportunity. By mid-
century, tractors and combines, consolidation of parcels, and new agronomic regimes
accelerated change without erasing the legacies of older ecologies and institutions.

The chapters that follow move between scales and regions to trace these intertwined
trajectories. Each pairs close studies of particular communities with analysis of wider
structures and policies, showing how rural actors—tenants and owners, day laborers
and smallholders, women and men, young and old—navigated constraint and crafted
possibility. Across four and a half centuries, the countryside was not a passive
backdrop but a vital engine of France’s political, cultural, and economic
transformation. This is a history of peasants and provinces as makers of modernity.
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CHAPTER ONE: Villages and Provinces: Mapping the
Countryside

To understand rural France between 1500 and 1950 is to first grasp its sheer diversity,
a mosaic of landscapes, social structures, and customary practices that defied easy
generalization. Far from a uniform agricultural plain, the countryside was a patchwork
of distinct regions, each with its own character, often shaped by geography, climate,
and historical precedent. These differences profoundly influenced how peasants lived,
worked, and interacted with the wider world. Imagine, if you will, looking down from a
very high hot air balloon, not at a single, homogenous entity, but at a tapestry woven
with countless threads of varying colors and textures.

One of the most fundamental distinctions was between the "openfield" (campagne
ouverte) and the "bocage" (bocage) regions. The openfield, predominantly found in
the north and east of France, was characterized by vast, unenclosed tracts of arable
land, often divided into numerous small, unfenced strips. Here, collective farming
practices reigned supreme. Decisions about what to plant, when to harvest, and how
to rotate crops were often made communally, reflecting a strong emphasis on shared
resources and interdependence. Think of the plains of Picardy or the rolling fields of
Burgundy, where the horizons stretched seemingly forever, broken only by a distant
village church steeple. This system, while promoting a sense of community, also
imposed limitations on individual initiative and experimentation.

In stark contrast, the bocage landscapes of western France, particularly Brittany,
Normandy, and the Vendée, were defined by their intricate network of hedgerows,
earthen banks, and sunken lanes that carved the land into a multitude of small,
enclosed fields. These hedges, often topped with trees, served multiple purposes: they
marked property boundaries, provided shelter for livestock, and offered a source of
wood. The bocage fostered a more individualized approach to farming, allowing for
greater autonomy in crop selection and animal husbandry. One could almost imagine
a labyrinth of green, each field a private domain, a world unto itself. This spatial
arrangement often corresponded to different patterns of settlement, with more
dispersed hamlets and isolated farmsteads rather than tightly clustered villages.

Beyond these broad categories, the mountainous regions, such as the Alps, the
Pyrenees, and the Massif Central, presented their own unique challenges and
opportunities. Here, agricultural practices were adapted to steep slopes, rocky terrain,
and shorter growing seasons. Terracing, transhumance (the seasonal movement of
livestock), and a greater reliance on pastoralism were common. Life in these areas
was often more isolated, fostering strong local identities and self-sufficiency. Imagine
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shepherds guiding their flocks through high mountain pastures, their calls echoing
across the valleys. The sheer physical demands of cultivating these lands instilled a
deep resilience in their inhabitants.

The southern regions, particularly those bordering the Mediterranean, offered yet
another distinct environment. Here, the cultivation of olives, vines, and other
specialized crops thrived in the sun-drenched climate. Irrigation played a more crucial
role, and different patterns of land ownership and labor emerged, often tied to these
high-value crops. The scent of lavender and the sight of cypress trees would have
greeted travelers in Provence, a world away from the misty fields of Normandy. These
specialized agricultural economies often connected more readily to wider trade
networks, bringing different forms of prosperity and vulnerability.

Rivers, too, played a vital role in shaping provincial life. The Loire, the Rhone, the
Seine, and other major waterways served as arteries for trade and communication,
connecting inland agricultural areas to ports and urban centers. The fertile floodplains
along these rivers were often prime agricultural land, supporting denser populations
and more intensive farming. Imagine barges laden with grain or wine slowly making
their way along the current, linking disparate communities and facilitating the
exchange of goods and ideas. These riverine communities often developed unique
cultural and economic characteristics, influenced by their access to waterborne
transport.

The historical administrative divisions, the provinces of the Ancien Régime, also left an
indelible mark on the rural landscape and its inhabitants. Each province, like Brittany,
Normandy, Languedoc, or Burgundy, possessed its own legal traditions, customary
laws (coutumes), and even dialects. These historical boundaries, though largely
dissolved during the French Revolution, continued to influence local identities and
practices for centuries. A peasant from Alsace, for instance, would have shared very
different legal and cultural norms with a peasant from Gascony, even if both were
subjects of the French king. These deeply ingrained regionalisms contributed to the
rich tapestry of French rural life.

Within these larger provincial frameworks, the village stood as the primary unit of
social and economic organization for the vast majority of rural French people. Villages
were not merely clusters of houses; they were complex social ecosystems where daily
life unfolded. The village church, often the oldest and most imposing building, served
as a spiritual and communal hub. The market square, the communal oven, the village
well, and the local tavern were all focal points for interaction, exchange, and the
dissemination of news and gossip. These spaces fostered a strong sense of belonging
and collective identity, where everyone knew everyone else's business, for better or
for worse.

The physical layout of villages themselves varied. In some regions, especially in the
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openfield, villages were often nucleated, with houses clustered tightly together,
surrounded by their agricultural lands. This pattern offered advantages for defense
and facilitated communal farming. In contrast, in bocage areas or mountainous
regions, settlements might be more dispersed, with isolated farmsteads or small
hamlets scattered across the landscape. These differences in settlement patterns
reflected underlying agricultural practices, land ownership structures, and security
concerns. Imagine the tightly packed stone houses of a Burgundian village versus the
more spread-out farms of a Norman hamlet, each telling a different story of human
adaptation to the land.

The parish, a religious administrative unit, often coincided with the village, further
reinforcing local identity. The parish priest, beyond his spiritual duties, frequently
played a significant role in village life, acting as a record-keeper, an educator, and
sometimes even an arbitrator of disputes. The bells of the parish church marked the
rhythm of the day and the seasons, calling villagers to worship, signaling births and
deaths, and warning of impending danger. The local saint, often associated with a
particular church or shrine, became a focal point for devotion and a source of local
pride and identity, with feast days serving as important communal gatherings.

The terroir, a concept deeply ingrained in French culture, referred to the unique
combination of soil, climate, topography, and human practices that gave a particular
region its distinctive agricultural products. This was particularly evident in wine-
producing regions, where the specific characteristics of the terroir were believed to
impart unique qualities to the wine. But the terroir extended beyond wine,
encompassing the distinctive cheeses, ciders, and other foodstuffs that were
intrinsically linked to their place of origin. This concept underscored the profound
connection between the land and the identity of its inhabitants, a bond that shaped
their tastes, their traditions, and their very way of life.

The political and administrative landscape, even before the Revolution, was far from
monolithic. While the King's authority theoretically extended over all of France, in
practice, local lords, regional parliaments (parlements), and various corporate bodies
exercised considerable influence. These layers of authority often resulted in a complex
web of jurisdictions, taxes, and obligations that varied from one province to another,
and even from one village to the next. Peasants, therefore, had to navigate a
sometimes bewildering array of legal and customary frameworks, each with its own
demands and expectations. Understanding these localized power structures is key to
appreciating the complexities of rural life.

Communication and transportation in the early part of this period were often
rudimentary, reinforcing the localized nature of rural existence. Roads were frequently
in poor condition, especially in winter, making travel slow and difficult. This meant that
many villages were relatively isolated, relying on local markets for trade and news.
The rhythms of life were largely dictated by the immediate surroundings and the
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cycles of nature. The arrival of a traveling merchant or a returning soldier would have
been a significant event, bringing news from beyond the village boundaries and
offering a rare glimpse of the wider world.

Even within a single province, considerable variations could exist. A fertile valley
might stand in stark contrast to an impoverished plateau just a few kilometers away,
leading to vastly different agricultural practices, levels of prosperity, and social
structures. These internal distinctions within provinces further highlight the need to
avoid sweeping generalizations when discussing rural France. The landscape itself,
with its hills and valleys, its forests and clearings, played a critical role in shaping
these local variations and creating a patchwork of micro-regions, each with its own
unique character and challenges.

The slow pace of change, particularly in the earlier centuries, meant that many
customary practices and traditions persisted for generations, providing a sense of
continuity and stability. Agricultural techniques, inherited from ancestors, were passed
down through families, and local knowledge about soils, weather patterns, and plant
varieties was deeply ingrained. This deep-seated knowledge, honed over centuries of
trial and error, formed the bedrock of rural existence, allowing communities to adapt
and survive in often challenging circumstances. It was a world where tradition held
sway, and innovation, when it occurred, was often incremental and localized.

The concept of "pays" (literally "country" or "region") further illustrates the localized
nature of French rural identity. A pays was typically a smaller, more intimate
geographical and cultural unit than a province, often defined by shared landscapes,
agricultural practices, and local customs. Villagers often identified more strongly with
their pays than with the larger province or the distant nation. Think of the pays de
Caux in Normandy or the pays basque in the Pyrenees. These smaller regional
identities were incredibly resilient, persisting even as national institutions began to
assert greater influence.

Mapping the countryside, then, was not merely a geographical exercise; it was an
attempt to understand the intricate interplay of natural environment, historical legacy,
social organization, and cultural identity that shaped the lives of millions of French
peasants. Each village, each province, each pays represented a unique permutation of
these factors, contributing to a rich and complex tapestry of rural life. It is within this
diverse and often fragmented landscape that we will explore the profound
transformations that swept across France between 1500 and 1950, revealing how
these local worlds both resisted and adapted to the forces of change.

The very notion of "French countryside" as a unified entity is, in many ways, a modern
construct. For much of the period under consideration, rural France was a collection of
distinct worlds, each with its own rhythms, its own challenges, and its own way of
making sense of the world. The challenges of communication and transportation,
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combined with a strong attachment to local customs and traditions, meant that
regional differences were not just superficial variations but fundamental distinctions
that shaped every aspect of life. This regionalism was a defining characteristic of rural
France and continued to influence its development for centuries.

These variations in landscape, climate, and historical development led to a wide range
of agricultural systems and economic activities. Some regions specialized in grain
production, others in viticulture, dairying, or forestry. This specialization, in turn,
influenced patterns of labor, land ownership, and social stratification. A sharecropper
in central France faced very different circumstances from a small independent
landowner in Brittany or a seasonal vineyard worker in the Midi. Understanding these
diverse economic foundations is essential to appreciating the varied experiences of
French peasants across time and space.

Moreover, access to resources—water, timber, grazing land—varied significantly from
one region to another, profoundly impacting agricultural practices and the viability of
livelihoods. Communities in forested areas, for example, might rely heavily on timber
for fuel, construction, and income, while those in drier plains would prioritize water
management. These resource dependencies often led to distinct sets of customary
rights and obligations, sometimes a source of communal harmony, at other times a
cause for fierce disputes. The environment was not just a backdrop; it was an active
participant in shaping rural society.

The legacy of historical events also played a role in shaping regional differences. The
Reconquista in the south, the Hundred Years' War in various parts of the west, and the
Wars of Religion across the entire kingdom left lasting imprints on settlement
patterns, property rights, and social memory. These historical layers added another
dimension to the already complex mosaic of the French countryside, creating regions
with distinct historical consciousness and collective experiences. A village that had
once been on a frontier, for example, might retain a stronger sense of self-reliance
and communal defense than one in a more centrally controlled area.

Even within seemingly similar regions, subtle but significant differences in dialect,
local folklore, and religious practices contributed to the rich tapestry of rural culture.
These cultural variations were often deeply intertwined with local landscapes and
historical experiences, reinforcing regional identities. A local saint, a particular folk
tale, or a unique way of celebrating a harvest festival might be entirely unknown a
mere fifty kilometers away, illustrating the finely grained nature of cultural diversity in
rural France. These traditions were not mere quaint customs but living expressions of
community identity and shared heritage.

This intricate web of differences—geographical, historical, economic, and

cultural—meant that any attempt to speak of a singular "peasant experience" in
France would be a gross oversimplification. Instead, we must recognize and appreciate
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the multitude of "peasantries" that existed, each navigating its own specific set of
opportunities and constraints within a particular local context. The strength of this
book lies in its ability to zoom in on these specific micro-histories while simultaneously
connecting them to broader national and international trends, showing how local
agency shaped and was shaped by larger forces.

The challenge for the historian, therefore, is to avoid the temptation of homogenizing
this vast and varied landscape, while still identifying the common threads that ran
through the lives of rural people across France. These commonalities often revolved
around the fundamental cycles of agricultural life, the centrality of the family
household, and the enduring importance of community, even amidst regional
variations. It is a delicate balance, acknowledging diversity without losing sight of
shared human experiences in the face of similar challenges.

Understanding these foundational geographical and historical distinctions is the
essential first step in comprehending the slow, yet profound, transformation of the
French countryside. Without this initial mapping of its myriad villages and provinces,
the subsequent chapters on family strategies, economic changes, and political
upheavals would lack their crucial context. The story of rural France is not a straight
line but a meandering path through a landscape of remarkable diversity, where each
bend reveals a new facet of human adaptation and resilience. It is a journey we begin
by first understanding the lay of the land, in all its fascinating complexity.
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