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CHAPTER 2

Passionate Politics: Emotion and Identity 
Formation Among the Menu Peuple in Early 

Fifteenth Century France

Emily J. Hutchison

The civil war between the Burgundians and the Armagnacs (1411–1435) 
began during the turbulent reign of the French king, Charles VI 
(r. 1380–1422).1 Its root cause was a quarrel between two princes and 
their supporters, the king’s brother, Louis Duke of Orleans (d. 1407), 
and their first cousin, John Duke of Burgundy (d. 1419). On November 
21, 1407, Burgundy had Orleans assassinated, and by the summer of 
1410 Orleans’ family and their allies, later called Armagnacs, militarized 
their party in the name of justice. In early October of 1411, the civil war 
began when the feud drew citizens of all socio-economic statuses in Paris 
and throughout the realm into the conflict.2 However, even prior to the 
autumn of 1411, the king’s urban subjects were implicated in the affairs 
of the ruling elite and invited to engage in the emerging conflict between 
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Burgundy and Orleans.3 Interestingly, as they archived the menu peuple’s 
ongoing involvement, the letters patent, royal ordinances, and chroni-
cles of the period also took the time to track and express anxiety over 
incidents of significant collective emotional expression throughout the 
evolution of the conflict. They were right to be apprehensive: the affect 
that various groups generated and the emotional responses that conse-
quently emerged alongside it created the necessary space for voice and 
action, which enabled citizens to form strong groups and shared identi-
ties. Affect produced opportunities for social bonding, even for individu-
als and small groups normally separated by class. Certainly, the Duke of 
Burgundy nurtured a strong affective connection between himself and 
a significant number of Parisians by promoting himself as the people’s 
champion and reformer.4

It is clear that the ruling elites recognized that urban affect and its 
accompanying emotions simultaneously posed a threat to political sta-
bility, and offered some clear benefits if it could be used effectively.5 
Regarding the former, we note that a great number of documents of the 
early fifteenth century mainly disparage collective emotionality. By fram-
ing urban emotion of the menu peuple as frenzied, monstrous, and irra-
tional, authors used it as a tool for delegitimizing the political actions of 
the menu peuple when they directly challenged the status quo. However, 
when we examine royal policy more closely and scrutinize the strategies 
of political leaders like the Duke of Burgundy, it is equally evident that 
the ruling elites recognized that collective, urban affect was a concrete 
political force that had to be taken seriously. At times, they tried to antic-
ipate and subsequently prevent an emotional reaction of diverse urban 
bodies, but they also tried to stabilize conventional power formations by 
working with it whenever possible. In Paris, the two strategies frequently 
overlapped and are most visible in the anxieties surrounding the public 
readings of letters and information sharing, spontaneous or organized 
assemblies of the people, and the rights the citizens claimed for self-pro-
tection (namely, their city chains). These phenomena and the spaces in 
which they occurred produced the right conditions for subversion; there-
fore, they had to be carefully managed. The menu peuple’s affect could, 
therefore, be a potent counterweight to the power of the ruling elites, 
and this last group knew it well.

By the first decade of the fifteenth century, the king’s subjects were 
kept well informed about politics: they were informed regularly of new 
laws, reasons for taxation, the relationship between the crown and the 
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papacy, and the latest developments in various wars.6 Towns also com-
municated with each other. For example, a letter from Paris to the other 
towns in which the city set the record straight about what had been 
going on in the aftermath of the violent Cabochien Uprising (April–July 
1413) ended by asking them to send on news of what was happening in 
their own towns.7 We learn from the royal ordinances that there were 
“customary places” carved out specifically for publishing information in 
every town of late medieval France.8 As in Paris, these typically included 
the dominant crossroads of the city, important church forecourts, and 
the primary markets (such as Place de Grève and the Halles in Paris).9 To 
publish a document, one generally read it out loud, presumably in front 
of a crowd, and typically posted it for future reference there, on church 
doors, or on town gates.10 Furthermore, there were official town cri-
ers whose profession was to cry out news.11 In Paris, one of the primary 
responsibilities of the elected leaders of the sixteen quartiers (sectors), 
the quarteniers, was to dispatch formal information.12 The quartiers 
were very well organized, and even informal news spread rapidly in the 
streets; it could therefore travel tremendously fast throughout the whole 
of the city, given its great size.13 For very important information issued 
by the king’s Parlement of Paris, instructions would be included that the 
crier pronounce the news “to the sound of the trumpet,” so that “none 
can feign ignorance.”14 These “ceremonies of information,” as Michèle 
Fogel called them, were designed to inform a large breadth of people, 
and the assumption hereafter was indeed that all would be made aware of 
the content.15 In this sense, knowledge was every citizen’s own respon-
sibility.16 This might explain why town deliberation records suggest that 
when the official communication towns received required debate or dis-
cussion, they were read in formal political assembly places.17 Based on 
the infrastructure in place to disseminate news as rapidly as possible, 
information sharing was evidently a critical component of the political 
landscape of late medieval France. However, the reading of letters and 
the assemblies they relied on were also dangerous threats to the ruling 
elites because of the effect the content could have on the menu peu-
ple. Hence, there was a constant attempt to neutralize the potential for  
disruption that might follow in the wake of news.

For example, on February 18, 1408, the king and the Parlement de 
Paris published an ordinance that strictly forbade all assemblies whose pur-
pose was information sharing.18 The reason for alarm was that the Duke 
of Burgundy would soon arrive in the capital to justify why he ordered the 
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assassination of the Duke of Orleans (November 21, 1407). The king 
and his royal council were nervous that the well-loved duke would use 
his popularity to destabilize the Parisian community.19 The ordinance 
singled out the University of Paris for posting inflammatory letters on 
churches and elsewhere, which it claimed it did “to induce, incite and 
move the People to assemble in a certain place and at a certain time…”20 
Apparently, the men leading the assemblies intended to “say and propose 
among other things to the said People, many prejudicial and damaging 
words against Us, our aforesaid realm, our subjects and the public good, 
which [sets] a very bad example, and from which very great damages and 
inconveniences could ensue, if a hasty remedy is not put in place by Us 
[soon].” The document explained that it was the king’s duty to ensure 
that no “form of discord” emerged, as it was his responsibility to “gov-
ern and maintain our aforesaid subjects of our aforesaid Realm in good 
peace and tranquility.”21

The king’s mandate suggests that either the university scholars were 
actively provoking the populace, or that the royal council was at least 
worried they soon would. They feared that any spark among the peo-
ple—anything that could incite them—would lead to disharmonious 
agitation, which would threaten the common good. The document 
exposes an implicit prejudice against the menu peuple for being so easily 
provoked and a judgment against the academic community for preying 
on the former’s alleged irrationality and predisposition for violent anger. 
However, despite these disparaging assumptions the letter also acknowl-
edged the material power of affect once it is generated among a crowd. 
In an already tense political climate, the royal council was trying to main-
tain peace and harmony by removing all the tinder that might ignite the 
menu peuple. In other words, this was about the king’s duty to protect 
his capital city by removing any potential for disturbance; prohibiting 
assemblies and the reading and posting of letters were the best strategies 
the royal council could come up with for preventing the menu peuple 
from coming together and self-detonating.

During a similarly difficult time politically, at the end of January 1414, 
the king sent a letter forbidding his royal towns from publishing any let-
ters the Duke of Burgundy might send them.22 At that time, Burgundy 
was organizing a military campaign against the then-Armagnac-con-
trolled government. Importantly, ahead of his campaign, Burgundy had 
disseminated letters to numerous towns across the realm to explain his 
pending military campaign against Paris. He claimed it was a rescue 
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mission to set the Dauphin (Louis of Guyenne) free from his supposed 
captors, the Armagnac princes.23 This was dangerous messaging indeed. 
The Armagnac princes accused Burgundy of trying to provoke the peo-
ple, to elicit some “commotion” among them (pour faire commocion).24

Thus, in the royal letter the king sent at the end of January, he first 
explained that he had to deploy his royal army against Burgundy in self-
defense. The letter concluded by forbidding the towns from offering 
entry to Burgundy or his people, and from giving him “counsel, com-
fort, nor aid, in any form that it might be (conseil, confort, ny aide, en 
quelque maniere que ce soit).” Crucially, it also insisted that if Burgundy 
sent any of his “seditious and contrived [letters]” (seditieusement faites 
et controuvées), they disregard them entirely. The king’s letter explained 
that since “our people have in times past been maliciously seduced as it 
is well known to everyone,” they were to refuse the communiqués out-
right. If they did not obey his order he assured them that the punish-
ment would be severe enough to serve as an example to all (sera exemple 
à tous autres).25

Evidently, what concerned the king and his council the most was the 
intrinsic power of the letters to incite people to act in ways the royal 
government could not control. According to the document, the citi-
zens had already proven themselves vulnerable to seduction. While the 
king’s letter was referring specifically to the violent 1413 Cabochien 
Uprising from a few months before, he had even more experience with 
the Parisians’ susceptibility to their political passions. In the first years of 
his reign, the king and his council suppressed the 1382 Maillotins revolt; 
this was undoubtedly influencing the author(s) of the royal letter.26 The 
unpredictability of collective anger, which the king and his council knew 
could be stimulated by letters, was precisely why they insisted in 1414 
that the towns refuse to publish anything Burgundy sent. Interestingly, 
six days before the king published his own royal letter patent, the urban 
government of Paris wrote to the mayor, the aldermen, the bourgeois, 
residents, and inhabitants (mayeur, eschevins, bourgeois, manans et habit-
ans) of various unnamed towns in which they made many of the same 
points. They, too, identified how dangerous reading subversive let-
ters could be, and they likewise insisted that their addressees reject 
Burgundy’s attempts to communicate with them. Just as the royal letter 
referred to previous moments of seduction, the Parisians prefaced their 
plea by describing the ruinous consequences of collective emotionality 
during the Cabochien Uprising in the spring of 1413. They claimed:
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Several seditious [men] and destroyers of the peace, obstinate in their mal-
ice, and who cannot abstain from conspiring…tried to move a great tumult 
of people in the city of Paris, and to create divisions and discord…and to 
do other things and novelties equally perilous and damaging to this king-
dom; for which there is little doubt that very great evils and irreparable 
inconveniences against the king our aforesaid lord, his lordship, and the 
whole public thing (good) emerged.27

Here we are witness to the belief that the menu peuple could be “moved” 
by a small number of evildoers and allow themselves to be overwrought 
by anger until they themselves produced “divisions and discord.” The 
assumption was clear that they were far too easily swayed. However, as 
with the royal letter, the negative portrayal of the people’s weakness does 
not negate the acknowledgment of the power of the menu peuple’s collec-
tive emotional reaction. Indeed, it is identified plainly as the primary cause 
for “great evils and irreparable inconveniences”: when it is out of control, 
collective emotion destroys the common good. Hence, the Parisians urged 
all townspeople to have their “hearts and affections rightly [directed] 
toward the king, his lordship, and to the conservation of the said peace, 
just as you always have, and to resist with all your powers all those who 
want to ruin the said peace in any way.”28 What would best illustrate loy-
alty and their commitment to peace and harmony was to reject the Duke 
of Burgundy’s letters and to prevent him from entering their town.

Perhaps all these warnings in January 1414 paid off, for when 
Burgundy showed up at the gate of St. Honoré on February 8 “think-
ing that the people would be moved to help him enter into [the city],” 
the citizens did just the opposite: they denied him entry.29 In so doing, 
the chronicler Jean Juvénal des Ursins claimed they showed “diligence in 
resisting him in every way.”30 It is important, however, that the chroni-
cler pointed to Burgundy’s expectation that he could indeed move the 
people to support his cause upon his arrival. It is difficult to know the 
truth of this rather partisan anecdote, but it nonetheless suggests that 
influential political leaders like Burgundy looked for help from the 
townspeople, aspiring, it seems, to draw directly from their shared affect. 
He assumed it would work to his advantage, but, as the chronicler makes 
clear, this time the people were unaffected by him. They chose instead 
to support the king. For this reason the chronicler’s appraisal of the citi-
zens is more positive than the depraved or capricious emotions typically 
assigned to the menu peuple.31
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Together, these first three documents give us some crucial clues 
regarding how the ruling elites perceived the volatility of the menu peu-
ple and its importance in politics. In the first royal ordinance (1408), 
there was a particular unease that members of the University of Paris 
would deliberately seek to “move” the menu peuple. According to the 
king’s letter patent, the menu peuple proved they were susceptible to 
malicious seduction. The emotion that could emerge from these shared 
experiences was simultaneously considered a threat and a potential tool 
of exploitation. Regarding the threat, the fear of any agitation result-
ing from the assemblies or the reading of letters challenged the king, 
his sovereign authority, and his lordship; it produced discord; and it 
destroyed peace. Most importantly of all, these outcomes damaged the 
“public thing” (chose publique)—that is, the common good. Obviously, 
in characterizing the menu peuple’s emotionality in such ways, or worse, 
as “tumult,” “riot,” “noise,” “divisions,” or “debates,” the ruling elites 
denied collective emotional responses any legitimacy.32 However, in so 
doing they nonetheless acknowledge its political weight. Regarding the 
exploitability of emotion, enterprising leaders seemed to think they could 
further their own ambitions by relying on and managing crowd affect.

Hence, the evidence suggests that the French royal council of the 
early fifteenth century was cognizant that words and spirited actions 
could affect other bodies in the spaces of assembly. This perspective is 
congruent with the understanding of modern affect that theorists have 
developed. Affect is defined as the “visceral forces, beneath, alongside, 
or generally other than conscious knowing, vital forces insisting beyond 
emotion—that can serve to drive us toward movement, toward thought 
and extension…”33 As the forces individuals experience through encoun-
ters with other bodies (human and non-human), affect explains the 
“motivational propensity” driving the actions of individuals and collec-
tives.34 In late medieval France, the verb -émouvoir fits well within this 
frame. It had a nuanced meaning in late medieval France; it referred to 
both putting something into movement, and to eliciting an emotional 
response.35 To be ému was to have intrinsic and extrinsic forces inducing 
one’s body to react to some thing(s) or to other bodies also in motion. 
In line with how current theorists understand the impact of shared 
affect, the greatest concern for the royal government in 1408 and 1414, 
and for the urban government of Paris in 1414, was how the energy 
emerging from a gathering where words would affect bodies convened 
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together could fuel anti-government passions. This explains why profes-
sional criers were trained to anticipate the reactions of their audience and 
to make modifications to their publication plans as needed.36

The above letters stand as examples of the attempts by ruling elites 
to prevent affect from growing among an urban community because of 
the disruptive threat it posed. However, there are numerous examples of 
attempts by ruling elites to deliberately engender an affective response 
among the citizenry to advance their own agendas, or alternatively, to 
work with the flow of the affect townspeople had already generated 
among themselves. Letters were an efficient way to engage with towns-
people in the late medieval French realm. As we have observed, distrib-
uting letters to the king’s subjects was the primary way through which 
the citizens were informed of important political happenings. However, 
it was not only the royal council that relied on this emerging practice to 
connect with the people. Dukes, counts, university scholars, the clergy, 
and even autonomous town governments engaged in letter writing to 
keep citizens spread across the realm abreast of news. Indeed, senders 
used letter writing to win over the menu peuple by inflaming the peo-
ple using fearmongering, or the opposite—earning their affection or loy-
alty by allaying their fears about a political issue. As far back as August 
1405, years before the assassination of Louis of Orleans (November 21, 
1407) and before the war broke out in October 1411, letters were criti-
cal weapons in Burgundy’s arsenal against the House of Orleans.37 His 
purpose was to create a strong bond with Parisians and other townspeo-
ple in the north and northeast of Languedoïl by casting himself as their 
tireless champion.38 The letters thus remained the cornerstone mecha-
nism of his propaganda until his assassination in 1419.39 The leaders 
of the Orleanist/Armagnac party, the king, his heir, and sometimes the 
city of Paris did the same throughout the period (1405–1422), though  
arguably to a less successful extent.40

The letters that were designed to inflame passions were rather for-
mulaic in composition, conforming to a particular structure and draw-
ing from the same pool of rhetorical tropes relating to the most 
dominant contemporary themes in political discourse. In particular, bina-
ries between good government and tyranny, loyal subject and disobedi-
ent rebel, and good and evil helped the originators create a case for their 
own personal devotion to the common good. Ultimately, the intentions 
of the senders were to obtain material support for their ambitions (typi-
cally financial or military reinforcement).41 To achieve this end, however, 
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the originators wanted to influence precisely how the townspeople 
emoted so that their reactions would be of use, or at least mutually 
beneficial for both parties.

It is clear that the many intensive letter campaigns had some concrete 
impact. This is evident in the events leading up to a conviction and later, 
a pardon, for a baker from Carcassonne in 1416. This example provides 
insight into how powerful urban affect could be for generating spaces 
for dissenting voices and for producing political identities.42 According 
to the royal pardon, the townspeople of Carcassonne had assembled at 
their hotel de ville, which was where they typically assembled for things 
“touching the common interest.” There they were read a letter from 
the Duke of Burgundy suggesting they reject a tax raised by the king 
and his Armagnac council. According to the document, the citizens of 
Carcassonne were immediately affected by the letter’s content and began 
“murmuring” among themselves. Inspired by the letter, about forty 
men including the supplicant assembled in arms and decided to refuse 
to pay any tax. For this act of treason the royal pardon stipulates that 
the supplicant and his friends were “foolish, simple, and miss-advised 
(folie, simplesse et mal advis).” Whenever a royal representative arrived, 
they aggressively attacked him and called him an “Armagnac traitor!” 
(traitre Armignac!) Ultimately the city of Carcassonne had enough 
and suppressed the small-scale rebellion. They eventually captured and 
imprisoned the rebels.

Even though they were ultimately silenced, it is significant that it was 
Burgundy’s letter that first caused so much discussion between the citi-
zens (here dismissively labeled as “murmurings”).43 Furthermore, it was 
that initial discussion in that important civic space belonging to the city, 
a space signifying urban identity and autonomy, that approximately forty 
men became impassioned enough to put their freedom and their lives at 
risk. Clearly, they were feeding off each other in a space designated for 
discussing all that pertained to the common good of the town. Affect 
tends to grow in such meaningful spaces because they are “soaked with 
one or [a] combination of affects, to the point where space and affect are 
often coincident.”44 It was precisely this consequence of collective affect 
that threatened the royal government and that they tried to contain; yet 
it was also precisely what the Duke of Burgundy tried to exploit. Both 
sides speak to an understanding of how explosive political affect could be 
as soon as there was a significant spark.
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The paradox of needing to both contain and go with the flow of 
affect is likewise observed in a sequence of events in the town of Troyes 
in 1417.45 Apparently, a Burgundian partisan named Jean de Fraignant, 
Lord of Toulonjeon, brought a letter from the Duke of Burgundy to 
publish in the town of Troyes and he was asked to acquire a response 
from them. However, the baillis of Troyes (an Armagnac) refused to 
grant the ambassadors leave to enter the town and read the letter pub-
licly. Rumors quickly spread, and within a short time, 6000–7000 armed 
men compelled the baillis to permit Toulonjeon to read the document. 
Consequently, he read it “in the greatest and highest place in Troyes, 
named the Wheat Market, after which reading the aforesaid people were 
very joyous and happy, crying aloud Noël! Long live the king and our 
lord of Burgundy!”46

Considering Toulonjeon was writing this report to the Duchess of 
Burgundy to keep her updated on her husband’s campaign to retake the 
capital, it is likely that he exaggerated the details to enhance his narra-
tive and give the impression of widespread support among the northern 
towns. Nonetheless, this incident is revealing of the potential disruption 
the publication of letters (or the refusal to publish them) could gener-
ate, and the collective emotional responses that might accompany these 
events. As Ben Anderson argued, it is clear that “the transmission of 
affect, its movements, disruptions, and resonances are things that power 
can harness.”47 In this case, Toulonjeon and his supporters attempted 
to do just that: they agitated the people by spreading rumors, which in 
turn created some disruptive movements within the town. This force was 
most certainly harnessed by the Burgundian faction, but for the baillis 
to maintain any hold on his position of authority, he attempted to sta-
bilize the affect growing in the streets by choosing to cooperate with it. 
Cooperation with the force of affect is a typical dimension of politics and 
it can be of mutual benefit to all parties.

Moreover, Toulonjeon was quite clear as to the importance of the 
shared emotional experience of the townspeople upon the letter’s read-
ing. He claimed that they were very happy and in unison cried “Noël!” 
As a word celebrating the birth of Jesus, to cry Noël was a ritualized 
expression of collective joy typically reserved for the most important 
events—the birth of a royal child, a royal entry or the parade of a sover-
eign, or a significant military victory. 48 With it, subjects expressed their 
loyalty and devotion to something (usually the king), and celebrated the 
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social harmony the event ostensibly produced. These were, after all, the 
emotions one was expected to have when thinking about the birth of 
Jesus.

Even if only a handful of individuals reacted as joyfully as Toulonjeon 
reported, the response he recorded nonetheless tells us something con-
crete about the political importance of collective emotional expression 
and its relationship to identity construction. Emotions are our under-
standings of the forces of encounter, of affect.49 They are the cultural 
interpretations of those forces, and the labels one assigns to them (such 
as sadness, anger, and joy). These are drawn from a series of norma-
tive scripts that individuals reinforce through continuous citation.50 
Therefore, emotions are “social through and through.”51 Because they 
are embodied acts akin to speech acts, that is, acts that do something con-
crete and that contribute to hailing a subject into being, they are per-
formatives.52 It is the “emotional community” that determines whether 
individuals express their emotions appropriately within the given circum-
stances.53 The reliance on social exchange is precisely what makes emo-
tion discourse so fundamentally important to power discourse and power 
structures. The labeling that necessarily accompanies it is an important 
political tool for reaffirming the power of certain groups or systems 
(patriarchy as an example), and for the vilification or “othering” of subal-
tern groups. It is for this reason that the royal pardon claimed the rebels 
in Carcassonne were foolish, simple, and poorly advised. This denigra-
tion served to belittle them and to justify their arrest and conviction 
(even if the supplicant was now pardoned).

The labeling that was associated with emotional expression was also 
what made the event described at Troyes one of great significance. 
Indeed, the large group of Trojans who sided with the supplicant 
expressed anger first, and then joy, when they achieved their intended 
goal (to have a letter read out). These collective emotional expressions 
gave them voice and enabled their group’s identity to coalesce. Indeed, 
the atmosphere of the town of Troyes had shifted; Burgundian sup-
porters—a group who had, prior to this moment, been marginalized—
regained their status as the dominant group within the town. Those who 
did not share in the joy of this moment would hereafter been identified 
as “the other,” in this case, Armagnac supporters. The factional labels of 
identity (Armagnac and Burgundian) were of critical importance in the 
civil war: assuming the wrong label could have devastating effects.54
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Although the labels first emerged in the spring of 1410, it was in 
October 1411 that the line between the factions had been very clearly 
drawn, and the period in which all the king’s subjects, regardless of 
their status, had to choose their party.55 The consequences were severe; 
by royal decree, many thousands of Armagnac supporters were either 
killed, had their property confiscated, or were exiled from their towns in 
1411–1412.56 Even uttering words against the Duke of Burgundy could 
lead to imprisonment, as could wearing the white band of the Armagnac 
party.57 This was the beginning of the full-scale civil war. However, iden-
tifying as a Burgundian partisan was not always the most advantageous 
label to bear, particularly from 1414–1417 when the Duke of Burgundy 
was exiled from Paris.58 Because of the volatility of the political cli-
mate, it is of even greater significance that the previously marginalized 
Burgundian supporters in the town of Troyes were able to take advan-
tage of the affect their rumors generated in the streets to reassert them-
selves as the dominant group. It reminds us of the importance of letters 
and of assemblies as sites of disruption. Whereas Troyes had at least 
superficially remained loyal to the king and the Armagnac-led govern-
ment up to this point, the townspeople pledged their full support to the 
Duke of Burgundy from this time until he regained control of the capi-
tal, and eventually the king and his council in May 1418. So powerful an 
ally was this town hereafter that the infamous treaty of Troyes was signed 
there in 1420. This treaty disinherited the king’s son, the future Charles 
VII, on the grounds of his unlawful involvement in John of Burgundy’s 
assassination (1419).

It was because letter reading could cause such momentous disruptions 
that there were attempts to either control the publication of information, 
or at least to control how that information should be interpreted. We 
have already seen that in 1414, the king not only prohibited the towns 
from publishing the Duke of Burgundy’s letters, but he also insisted 
that if they did hear anything, they should not believe it. Only six days 
before, the urban government of Paris sent a letter to other towns iterat-
ing much of the same information, and they too insisted that the towns 
not believe anything in Burgundy’s letters because they were lies.59 At 
other points between 1405 and 1418, when letter campaigns were so 
intensive, the senders of letters had concerns about the “truth” and how 
adversaries might attempt to spin it in ways that adversely affected the 
receivers (the townspeople). For example, on August 19, 1405, during 
the first significant altercation with his first cousin, the Duke of Orleans 
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(who he would later assassinate), the Duke of Burgundy wrote a letter to 
the town of Mâcon to set the record straight. He explained, “we inform 
you freely that these things have occurred so that you will know the 
truth, and that by [other] sinister reports you are not informed against 
the truth…”60 Likewise, the Orleanists also attempted to write letters 
to clarify truths. In November 1410, they wrote a letter from Tours to 
the bonnes villes, “so that you understand clearly our true intentions and 
good words that are only directed toward the good and honour of the 
King and all of his Realm, as it was said.”61 What they hoped to avoid 
were “inconveniences” that could and did arise from such readings.

Although the term “inconveniences” was used rather vaguely, the let-
ters and ordinances tended to identify a causal relationship between the 
“murmurings” of the citizens of the realm and the “inconveniences” 
that they could produce.62 These had to be curtailed. Moreover, in royal 
ordinances the “inconveniences” were frequently linked to terrible dev-
astation, associated with “evils and damages” (maulx et dommages) or 
“perils and damages” (perilz et dommaiges).63 One example is found in a 
royal ordinance dated September 1, 1408 that outlined in detail the rules 
for the tranquility and surety of Paris.64 The context is worth noting, for 
this was the time at which the widow of the Duke of Orleans had arrived 
in Paris to formally ask the king to intervene and give her family justice 
for the assassination of her husband.65 That such a document had to be 
issued precisely at this time suggests there was some concern as to how 
the citizens of Paris might react to these political events. The mandate 
explained,

We having always been and are still desirous of protecting and holding 
in good security, peace & tranquility in the cities and countryside of our 
realm, and also in our good city of Paris, in which many men from diverse 
nations come and flow through; having similarly a great desire and affec-
tion to hold and keep in good security the burgesses and other residents 
and inhabitants of this city, wanting to impede by all means and manners 
the inconveniences, perils and damages that could arise, which by default 
good provisions could overcome, may all know that we have ordered 
through great and wise deliberation, and by these present [letters] order 
that which follows…66

To ensure the city remained harmonious and tranquil, one of the stipu-
lations in the list was that no foreigners were granted leave to enter. A 
second item stated that no one was permitted to violently attack another 
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regardless of the cause, whether it was the result of a feud (guerre 
d’amis), hatred, or malice. Importantly, this particular provision stated 
also that no one could attack the nobility or their men either with arms, 
or “by words and defamatory libel (par paroles et libelles diffamatoires).” 
These provisions in Article Five were given to specifically prevent the 
“great inconveniences that could and might follow (grans inconveniens 
qui pevent ou pourroient ensuir)” from taking root.

While there is nothing directly addressing the potential disruptions 
that collective emotional expressions of crowds or individuals might gen-
erate, it is implicit throughout the document. We have already observed 
that words were considered by the ruling elites to be triggers for the 
menu peuple. By limiting what people said and equating words to physi-
cal attacks, the connection is made plain. Moreover, the tone of the doc-
ument is revealing. Throughout there is a discernable anxiety about what 
will happen when people arrive in Paris, or how they will respond to the 
political events taking place.

Assemblies and the spaces they inhabited were very clearly problem-
atic for ruling elites; they were perceived as threats and with good rea-
son. Affect has been likened to a contagion, sometimes spreading like 
“wildfire.”67 It is through a process of mimesis, one that is partially con-
scious and partially unconscious that affect spreads and regenerates, gain-
ing momentum as it moves through a crowd. It is not the product of 
irrational, uncontrolled emulation, however.68 This process of mimesis 
requires some cognitive processing and filtering; it depends on inhibi-
tion, and scientific studies have proven there are some biological influ-
ences.69 Moreover, the spaces in which these contagions take root are 
equally important to the process as the people involved. Spaces are 
steeped in the affect of those using them; as non-human bodies, these 
spaces radiate the affect they help to produce.70 Because spaces are 
imbued with the meanings assigned to them by the bodies using them, 
they are also important material actors in all events, such as politi-
cal assembly, religious ritual, or civic festivals. It is for this reason that 
Jane Bennett argued that the momentum of a social movement, which is 
drawn directly from the emergent affect of a crowd and its surrounding 
material environment, including the noises and the smells, is a source of 
agency; it is a crucial material element in the phenomenon to which it 
contributes.71

As theorists of affect argue, power does not only seek to prevent or 
prescribe affect; power structures must also seek to stabilize and cooper-
ate with the force of affect to self-sustain.72 In this way, collective affect 
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can act as a counterweight to power.73 Therefore, there is a highly com-
plex dialogue between the pressures that emerge from the affect and 
demands generated in the streets on the one hand, and the power dis-
courses and systems that are implemented from those governing on the 
other. A perfect example of this theory in action is the complex dialogue 
between the citizens and the ruling elites after Burgundy returned to 
Paris in March 1408. On March 1, he made his entry into Paris with a 
very large retinue of armed men. It is important to note that John had 
been expressly forbidden from entering the city in this way.74 Apparently 
a large crowd of Parisians met Burgundy at the city gate St. Denis.75 
According to Monstrelet, “At the entry from which arose great joy from 
the Parisians, and even the little children, who in several crossroads, all 
aloud cried, Noël! This greatly displeased the queen of France and several 
other princes who were in the said location of Paris.”76 As noted above, 
joy was an emotion associated with peace, order, and tranquility: it rep-
resented harmony between the members of the body politic. That the 
Duke of Burgundy was both the cause and the object of the joyous affec-
tions of the Parisians speaks to his ability to simultaneously benefit from 
and influence the collective emotions during this highly affective ritual. 
It reflects the success with which he had manufactured an affective bond 
with the citizens of the capital by appealing mainly to populist thinking 
and policy.77

In early 1409, the Duke of Bourbon expressed profound anger with 
the Parisians for greeting Burgundy and shouting “Noël!” He claimed 
that this honor ought to have been reserved only for the king. The Duke 
of Bourbon nurtured this anger for almost one year in silence, only 
finally speaking up during the negotiations for peace between Burgundy 
and the House of Orleans in February 1409. It was at this point that 
he chastised a great many of the Parisians for supporting the Duke of 
Burgundy’s entry as they had.78 He scolded them publicly, and insisted 
that those who had met him at the gates be paraded through the city 
with nooses around their neck and submit themselves to a mock execu-
tion for high treason (lèse-majesté). The problem for Bourbon was that 
railing against the Parisians, especially a year after the event in ques-
tion, had absolutely no effect; nothing came of his demands. If the king 
and his royal government could not really control the emotions or the 
behaviors of the people, why would an uncle of the king have this power? 
These types of incidents suggest that the king’s subjects recognized their 
political importance; this is what reinforced their emerging identity as 
political agents.
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There are numerous examples from the early decades of the fifteenth 
century that illustrate that the king’s citizens could use collective action 
as leverage because the threat of their supposedly capricious emo-
tion lingered like the elephant in the room; it created space for politi-
cal engagement and challenges to exclusionary practices in politics. For 
example, on September 10, 1411, the king registered a letter addressed 
to his Parlement, the Provost of Paris, and all his other officers of justice 
or their lieutenants responding to a “humble supplication of the provost 
of merchants and the bourgeois and inhabitants of Paris.”79 The letter 
justified why he was hereafter giving them permission to assemble. He 
claimed that because there were many “great and large needs that greatly 
touched the good honour and profit of Us, our aforesaid realm, and our 
said city,” the Parisians had found it necessary to assemble several times 
to decide how to proceed in the best interest of all three (the king, his 
realm, and the city).80 For this reason, he granted them permission for 
the next two months “to assemble as many times as it would please them, 
or seems necessary to them.”81 Interestingly, the letter also retroactively 
gave them permission for having met throughout the month leading up 
to the publication of the document, even though these assemblies had 
taken place illegally.82 This provision is indicative of how little real power 
the king and his council had when confronted by an organized group.

The context is critical to understanding specifically why this document 
is important. In the aftermath of the violent uprisings in both Rouen and 
Paris in 1382, on January 27, 1383 the king had dissolved the urban 
government entirely and instituted a new role called the guard of the 
provost of merchants, dismissed all the quarteniers, cinquanteniers, and 
dixainiers, and forbade all corporations and assemblies except for Church 
services.83 The urban government was not restored until January 20, 
1412.84 Therefore, the September 10, 1411 document here cited indi-
cates that even though assemblies had been outlawed since 1383 and 
there was no formal, legal urban government in place for another three 
months, the citizens were nonetheless assembling and engaging in politi-
cal debate. There is little doubt that these assemblies were sites of intense 
passion, for only two months earlier the Orleanist princes had sent their 
letter of defiance to the Duke of Burgundy and letters of justification to 
the king, which they copied and distributed to the bonnes villes through-
out the realm (July 11 and 14, 1411).85 Burgundy replied in kind, and 
also had his letters copied and distributed.86 The Parisians, therefore, had 
much to discuss that summer. Furthermore, less than one month after 
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the September 10 document, the Armagnac princes and all their follow-
ers, from the highest nobleman to the lowest laborer, were labeled trai-
tors to the crown, and their bodies and properties were confiscated.87 
Apparently it sufficed to call someone an Armagnac to kill and take his 
property. As Nicolas de Baye, a clerk in the Parlement who kept a journal 
of almost daily events explains, many Armagnacs fled the capital to try to 
save their lives from the Burgundian partisans, the main leaders of whom 
were butchers and tanners.88 There is little doubt that emotions were 
running high in the streets throughout the summer, intensifying week 
by week. By September 10, factional fault lines were certainly perceptible 
among the Parisian populace even if they are only implicitly visible in the 
extant records from the period.

It should be noted that the Duke of Burgundy had a hand in organ-
izing these ordinances, and thus in reforming the urban government 
that he populated with his sympathizers. After all, he was in firm com-
mand of the royal government by this time.89 The Duke of Burgundy’s 
maneuverings illustrate how ruling powers can seek to work in con-
junction with the force of affect. First, as John the Fearless did, those 
in positions of influence can and do seek to amplify affect spreading in 
the streets to reaffirm their position of growing power. To accomplish 
this, John deployed affective techniques to appeal to the broader citizen-
ry’s “emotional imaginations” primarily to their fears and anger, and to 
“hypnotize” or “entrance” them with his fictionalized heroism.90 All of 
this served to reaffirm the Parisians’ own sense of solidarity, fomenting 
distinct groups with well-defined identities. For the Burgundians, their 
leader was paraded as a champion of the common good. In this way, the 
pressure from below certainly influenced the duke’s attempts to engineer 
the affect of many Parisians and their accompanying emotional perfor-
mances. Burgundy earned their support by appearing to advance their 
interests. He gave the citizens more autonomy to retain their long-term 
loyalty, and in so doing gave them what they wanted: self-governance. It 
was a mutually beneficial arrangement. Indeed, as a large collective, the 
Parisians were able to reinforce their autonomy through formal, legal, 
political means, which only strengthened their identity as important 
political agents. Moreover, the factional labels further reinforced sub-
identities, which likewise contributed to the dynamic political landscape 
of 1411. There is little doubt that collective affect also played a crucial 
role in these developments. Even if it is not identified directly as a cause, 
the heightened, tense atmosphere of the summer and autumn months is 
nonetheless discernable in the above royal record(s).
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One last example of where we can observe the force of affect and 
emotion materializing as constitutive elements in politics is found in 
the intense anxiety that Parisians shared over their right to self-defense, 
and specifically to the material forms of this right: their chains (used by 
them to control their streets and boulevards when under threat) and the 
town arms. As noted above, after the 1382 Maillotins rebellion, the king 
destroyed the city’s chains and confiscated the urban militia’s arms.91 
These two acts left the city completely vulnerable, and thus entirely reli-
ant upon the king. The town was not given back its chains and arms 
until 1405, and its government was not reformed officially until 1412.92 
The circumstances in which these rights and freedoms were restored, and 
their consequences, are of interest here.

Apparently, in the summer of 1405, it was the growing public enmity 
between the Dukes of Burgundy and Orleans that produced anxiety and 
fear in the city of Paris.93 It was within this context that the city officially 
asked both the Duke of Berry (the king’s uncle), who was the captain 
of Paris at that time, and the Duke of Burgundy to restore their right to 
produce and control chains.94 Rumors abounded in the capital that the 
Duke of Orleans and the queen were conspiring against the citizens. To 
both appease the Parisians and to advance their own political agendas, 
the two dukes responded favorably to the request. Six hundred chains 
were produced and distributed. Hereafter, the chains of Paris played an 
important role in politics.

This is an important point because chains and the city’s arms were 
symbols of urban autonomy and identity that represented their right 
to challenge any power (even royal power) that threatened their stabil-
ity and well-being.95 Therefore, it was the very issue of self-protection 
that was the originating force of affective momentum; it was the cata-
lyst for the generation of anger and anxiety, and most importantly a 
source for urban solidarity in the face of oppressive authoritarianism. 
Indeed, the affect generated and reproduced in the streets and mar-
ketplaces was palpable enough to be detected and feared by the royal 
council. The citizenry’s collective emotion was well directed and stra-
tegic to such an extent that it was leveraged to regain a critical sym-
bol of urban autonomy and identity. If the ruling elites had nothing to 
fear, they would not have felt compelled here or later to acquiesce and 
restore the objects that the city required to defend itself so well—and, 
notably, against royal authority if required. Here, then, we see the Dukes 
of Berry and Burgundy strategically recognizing the merit in drawing 
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from and stabilizing the affect of the people. Rather than responding 
in a top-down authoritarian fashion by resisting them, the dukes were 
able to acquire the agreement of the royal council to implement a pol-
icy that would, seemingly, undermine the government’s own power. 
This example affirms the complicated role that affect plays in structuring 
the relationships between the governed and those who govern them. In 
this example, one can affirm Ben Anderson’s theory regarding affect as 
the one “guarantee of the aleatory,” the power of affect in producing a 
sphere of contestability and dissensus.96 The ruling power—in this case, 
the royal council led by the Dukes of Berry and Burgundy—was forced 
to bow to the unpredictable and potentially disruptive force of the affect 
that was generated in the streets, and that gained momentum there as a 
political force.

Writing on protest, Michel Foucault said, “No one is obliged to sup-
port them. No one is obliged to find that these confused voices sing bet-
ter than the others and speak the truth itself. It is enough that they exist 
and that they have against them everything that is dead set on shutting 
them up for there to be a sense in listening to them and in seeing what 
they mean to say.”97 Foucault’s point is relevant because in early fifteenth 
century Paris, the menu peuple did sing, and they did so loudly, violently, 
and symbolically. Their voices were the result of collective affect and they 
manifested in group emotion—especially anger, anxiety, or joy. It is now 
clear that the ruling elite heard them, they feared them, and they effectu-
ated policy accordingly. Though the narratives they produced were hos-
tile and denigrated the populace for emotional vulnerability, the textual 
responses reflect the authors’ apprehension of its power. Nonetheless, 
their texts also indicate that ruling elites recognized the power of col-
lective emotions. It is evident that they took theses voices and the politi-
cal identities the emotives (emotions-as-performative) produced for the 
menu peuple very seriously. This is most obvious in how they attempted 
to control how information was published, the formation of assem-
blies, and how they dealt with security to prevent affect from growing. 
Although they did attempt to prevent affect, they were equally forced 
to find ways to cooperate with it to stabilize the menu peuple. The real-
ity was that cooperation was critical to achieving their own agendas. It 
was certainly not out of compassion that they listened to the songs of 
the menu peuple. Finally, the documents here examined indicate that 
collective emotional expression was a critical material constituent in the 
formation of political identities. It gave the king’s low-ranking subjects 
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an opportunity to carve out a space for their voices to be heard in poli-
tics; it enabled social bonding between different groups, cutting across 
socio-economic status; and the collective emotions of the menu peuple 
functioned as a significant counterweight to arbitrary political power of 
the ruling elites. Therefore, affect was a crucial element in the politi-
cal landscape of late medieval France and one that we cannot ignore. It 
was a concrete force that compelled all political actors to confront it and 
reckon with it.
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