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This paper examines rural communes with extensive political freedom and long-standing government expertise in German-speaking Europe. Here, bottom-up exchanges with external authorities did not result from weak- or powerlessness, but constituted assertive claims made out of a sense of entitlement. The absence of an intermediary lord placed Reichsdörfer in a privileged constitutional position, i.e. direct subjection to the Roman kings shielded them from the princely territorialization policies pursued elsewhere. Power usually lay in the hands of a communal council or court under supervision of a Reichsvogt representing the empire. Local bodies fought incessantly to prevent or contain any encroachments on their rights.

 

Rather than the first emergence of ‘popular’ political power, early modern change brought jurisdictional expansion (through the establishment of the Imperial Chamber Court and Aulic Council, both regularly appealed to by communal representatives) and the availability of the new medium of print (which was not universally used).

 

At the same time, I would like to make a terminological suggestion, namely to restrict the use of the term ‘petition’ to individual or collective attempts to secure new political rights or acts beyond the initiators’ control, i.e. requests relating to the common weal addressed to those able to bind members outside of regular decision-making processes. In such a taxonomy, petitions could be more clearly distinguished from gravamina (institutionalized submissions of concerns within the framework of representative assemblies), claims (mobilizing / defending existing privileges), prompts (advancing established administrative proceedings), charges (launching any kind of lawsuit; the German Rechtssupplikationen) and pleas (for specific economic or other favours).

