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Burghers into citizens: Urban and national citizenship in
the Netherlands during the revolutionary era (c. 1800)

MAARTEN PRAK

University of Utrecht

Citizenship, Charles Tilly has said, is “a continuing series of trans-
actions between persons and agents of a given state in which each has
enforceable rights and obligations uniquely by virtue of 1) the persons’
membership in an exclusive category and 2) the agent’s relation to the
state rather than any authority the agent may enjoy.”! Three elements
are crucial to this definition: the nature of the “persons,” i.e., citizens,
the nature of the authority that Tilly foreshortens as “the state,” and
finally the reciprocal relationship between these two actors. The
importance of this definition is that it allows for variation, through
time and space, and presents the bond between citizen and state as one
that provides both parties with entitlements on the other. The problem
with such a wide definition, however, is that it makes it difficult to
distinguish between various types of ties between state officials and
inhabitants of the state. In other words, when we let go of the formal
aspect in the definition of citizenship, it tends to blur into a very wide
range of issues indeed.” Instead, this article will define the “exclusive
category” from the outset as “citizenship” in the legal sense. Thus, the
“people” discussed in this article are citizens. The other party presents
problems, too. Under the Old Regime, no such thing as Dutch citizen-
ship existed. The state, i.e., the Dutch Republic, was a federation,
composed of seven sovereign provinces. These provinces did not have
citizens either, at least in the formal sense. Citizenship in the Dutch
Republic was a local, more specifically an urban phenomenon.? There
was nothing unusual in this: urban citizenship was the norm through-
out early modern Europe.* This changed radically during the Napo-
leonic era, in the Netherlands as much as in other European coun-
tries.’> The French revolutionary regime, and its collaborators in the
occupied territories, centralized government and administration, and
created new ties between themselves and their subjects, in the form of
modern citizenship.

Theory and Society 26: 403-420, 1997.
© 1997 Kluwer Academic Publishers. Printed in the Netherlands.
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The literature seems to suggest that this new form of citizenship was
created in what was more or less a legal void, superficially occupied by
the political theorists of the Italian Renaissance and, later on, of
absolutism, who took most of their inspiration from antiquity.® Such
an approach, of course, has the advantage of circumventing any ques-
tions concerning the ways in which previous forms of citizenship were
transformed or superseded by the citizenship of the French revolution.
That this was not at all an obvious development, however, can be
deduced from the fact that, in northwestern Europe, the practical
applications of early modern citizenship had very little to do with
antiquity or Renaissance theories of classical republicanism. Instead,
they were a function of the separate status that feudal society had
bestowed on urban communities. Ending that privileged status was
the mission of the emerging “modern state.” Therefore, it seems
reasonable to assume, with Brubaker, that “[tlhe modern state and
state citizenship was constructed against urban autonomy and urban
citizenship,” even if he does not make this conflict the focus of his
analysis.’

This article tries to contribute some elements toward such an analysis.
Instead of a simple creation of modern citizenship in the Netherlands
around 1800, it seeks to describe a transition from one type of citizen-
ship to another, during the decades around 1800. The basic idea of the
article is to demonstrate how citizenship in the Netherlands changed
from a local, fragmented, and exclusive phenomenon, which covered a
wide range of social activities, into one that was national, uniform, and
inclusive, but at the same time restricted in scope to the political and
legal domains. To do this, I discuss a local form of citizenship, of the
type customary in the Dutch Republic under the Old Regime, and then
switch focus toward the new, national type of citizenship introduced by
subsequent revolutionary governments in the Netherlands.

Urban citizenship under the Old Regime: The Dutch city of
Bois-le-Duc

“The Citizens of Bois-le-Duc,” according to a multi-volume eight-
eenth-century description of the Dutch provinces, “are of two types:
native and acceded.”® Native citizens were all people born, or at least
baptized, within the town. They had received their citizenship auto-
matically and could never lose it. Other cities were less generous with
their right of citizenship. In Amsterdam, for example, or the small city
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of Deventer, only children born within a citizen family were assured of
immediate citizenship.® Of the almost 5,000 heads of households in
Bois-le-Duc in 1775, 48 percent gave their residence as place of birth."°
The other half of the population was either deprived of the benefits of
citizenship or was required to obtain it through alternative means.
Those who had acceded to citizenship status had bought that status
and were therefore usually designated as the “purchased citizens.” The
purchase required a mere 17 guilders in Bois-le-Duc, which was mod-
est even by the standards of the time.!' In Amsterdam, the right of
citizenship was up for sale for 50 guilders, in eastern Nijmegen for
48.1? The citizenship of Bois-le-Duc was also an easy buy, because no
extra qualities were required. In Nijmegen or Deventer, Catholics were
excluded from the privilege of citizenship."® Similar rules in Bois-le-
Duc from the mid-seventeenth century were no longer observed in the
eighteenth century.'* Citizenship was confirmed by swearing an oath in
the hands of the magistrate. The new citizen promised to remain loyal
to the States-General (the government), to the stadholder (an informal
head of the state), and finally to the city, “to remain loyal to my co-
citizens [male and female form!], until death us do part.”'* The latter
clause should not be taken lightly. In 1787, at the height of the Patriot
rebellion, a group of people who introduced themselves as citizens,
stated that they were “prepared to defend the city and its privileges in
every possible way ... if necessary with their blood and life.” !

To swear the citizens’ oath was to become a full member of the urban
community of Bois-le-Duc. What did that mean for those involved?
Why would anyone bother to become a citizen of a town like Bois-le-
Duc? Contemporaries would probably list at least three obvious
advantages of citizenship. First, they would point out that only citizens
were admissible as members of the guilds, which in turn held a
monopoly in the production of and trade in a wide range of goods.
“Whoever is no citizen, cannot occupy himself in the burgher trades,”
was the brief and very clear expression of one commentator, whose
opinion was echoed by many more.'” The expression “burgher trade”
was significant by itself, because in Dutch the word for citizen is
actually “burger.” In the fourteenth century, the guilds of Bois-le-Duc,
as those of many other towns in Europe at that time, had also gained
seats on the local government and even required every head of house-
hold to become a member of a guild, so as to ensure that all elements
of the community were represented politically.'® Since the fourteenth
century, the political rights attached to citizenship had gradually
diminished in Bois-le-Duc, but not completely disappeared. The old
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rule, that only “native or purchased citizens” could be elected to the
city’s more important offices, still applied.!® Access to political office
was thus a second clear advantage of citizenship in Bois-le-Duc. The
third advantage of the citizen over non-citizens was, that he (or she)
could only be tried by a local court.’® After one Martinus Dijkmans
had been arrested on January 1788, suspected of murdering a Jew in
Amsterdam, he went to great lengths to prove his citizenship of Bois-
le-Duc, to avoid his extradition to Amsterdam. Dijkmans’s wife was
indeed able to produce an extract from the local register of baptisms,
thereby proving that her husband was entitled to citizenship status.
The complicating factor, however, was that he was also a citizen of
Amsterdam. In the latter city Dijkmans had worked as a brazier, an
occupation that required guild membership, and by implication citizen
status. On these grounds the Amsterdam magistrates insisted on bring-
ing Dijkmans to trial before their own law-court.?!

Citizenship was not only a privilege, it also implied some obligations,
as Tilly’s definition of citizenship might lead us to suspect. This, at
least, is what various authorities suggested, even though they were not
always very clear about what these duties were. Some writers seemed to
think that the citizens were responsible for the maintenance of the
community in every conceivable way, e.g., paying taxes, performing
duties in the citizen militias, helping out in case of fire.?? If this had
ever been the exclusive duty of the citizens, that, however, had become
a thing of the past by the eighteenth century. Such “onerous duties”
were by then shouldered by citizens and ordinary inhabitants alike.
References to any special burden on the citizens were ideological, a
way to emphasize the special bond between citizen and community,
perhaps also a justification of the privileges of the citizen.

Some symbolic gestures, however, did in fact underscore that special
relationship between the citizen and his town, i.e., for those who had
purchased their citizen status. The rite of accession, including the
citizen’s oath, is a case in point. Even more obvious, perhaps, was a
proposal by the commission overseeing the fire-equipment, in 1783.
Fire was still a serious threat to cities like Bois-le-Duc; one only has to
think of the Great Fire in London, of 1666. In the eighteenth century,
the magistrate presented medals of honor to any house-owner who
changed his wooden fagade into stone. Bois-le-Duc did not have a
professional fire-brigade. In case of fire, large sections of the commu-
nity were called up.>> The commission’s idea was, to demand from
every new citizen that he (or she) present a fire-basket to the town.?*
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Beside citizens, the population of Bois-le-Duc, like that of other Dutch
cities of the Old Regime, consisted of a second legal category: the
inhabitants. Inhabitants were not legally protected by the local courts
in the way citizens were. Inhabitants were not eligible for any major
office. Inhabitants had no access to the guilds, nor could they therefore
establish themselves as independent craftsman or shopkeeper in the
trades covered by the guilds. To put it somewhat oversimplified: the
inhabitant was without legal, political, and economic rights. In real
life, however, the position of the inhabitants was not that bad. They did
have access to normal juridical procedures; their rights of property
would be respected like those of the citizens. Whereas in many German
towns only citizens could own real estate,>> no such restrictions were
imposed in Dutch towns. Even if citizens had formal access to all local
offices, the great majority of the citizens went without one. Unlike, for
example, German or Belgian guilds, those of Bois-le-Duc (and most
other Dutch towns) did not have seats in local government.? In terms
of direct advantages, the major difference between citizens and inhabi-
tants thus boils down to membership of the guilds. It is, in fact, quite
probable that most outsiders took up membership with the specific
purpose to enter a guild.?’

But when all is said and done, differences between citizens and inhabi-
tants did exist, juridically but also socially. The fact that everyone born
(or baptized) in Bois-le-Duc, was by definition a citizen, to some extent
obscures social differences. But if we look at the immigrants, who had
to make a conscious effort to raise themselves from inhabitant to
citizen, one cannot fail to notice the divide. A ledger from 1775, listing
all heads of households with their place of birth, combined with a tax
register from the same year, enables us to classify immigrants accord-
ing to their wealth, as well as their status as citizens or inhabitants.?®
Whereas both the native and the immigrant halves of the population
are remarkably alike in the way their wealth is distributed, the figures
also clearly show a social differentiation within the immigrant com-
munity of Bois-le-Duc. The citizens among the immigrants are on
average much better-off than the mere inhabitants. Whereas the citi-
zens are over-represented among the upper-middle class and the elite,
the inhabitants are clearly over-represented among the lower-middle
class and the poor.

Citizenship, in the eighteenth century no less than nowadays, was not
just a right, but also an instrument of social regulation. By raising or
lowering the fee to be paid when one purchased citizenship status, or
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creating other obstacles, the authorities might try to vary the attrac-
tiveness of citizenship.?® Established citizens of Bois-le-Duc in fact
recommended such a policy in 1786, when they proposed to admit new
citizens only after a two-year residence in the town. This was rejected,
however, by the magistrate, who argued, on the authority of “all
political writers,” “that it was absolutely necessary for the welfare of
the town, to provoke and stimulate outsiders and aliens to establish
themselves within the city.” Merchants and artisans would be ruined if
excluded from the guilds, and by implication from their trade, for two
years.>® This, of course, was precisely what the citizens’ proposal
hoped to achieve. It was even harder to regulate the influx of lower-
class immigrants. As any resident became an inhabitant without
administrative ceremony, the authorities could not control the settle-
ment of the poor, much to the despair of the directors of the welfare
institutions. In the early 1770s they complained that the city was
flooded with “poor aliens and beggars,” who exhausted the financial
resources of their institutions.®! In 1772, it was stipulated that one
could only be treated in the Great Hospital (an institution for the
poor) after ten years of residence in town. To get accepted by the
municipal welfare institution, one had to prove fifteen years of resi-
dence.

Such negative reactions to outsiders point to a reflex that was central to
the whole concept of early modern communities: the sharp distinction
between “us” and “them.”*? When the city was looking for a new
municipal architect in 1773, the advisory committee of the local gov-
ernment was of the opinion that an indigenous candidate “is far
preferable to an alien of equal, and even of superior qualities, because
he who has always lived here, knows the pros and cons of every
contractor, the best suppliers of building materials and finally the
town’s works.” > When some years later the bakers’ guild complained
about competition from the surrounding villages, they argued that
this was very hard on the “established burghers, who help carry the
burdens of the town and whose help the city enjoys in every incident,
such as fire, etc.”** A regulation concerning the goldsmiths and silver-
smiths was repealed in 1757, “as too favorable to the aliens.”**

Aliens were a threat, but also a pest to society, an inferior social type.
Although diatribes against outsiders could be expressed generally, they
were often specifically targeted at Jews, and couched in terms that are
shocking to twentieth-century sensibilities. The deans of the shopkeep-
ers’ guild of Bois-le-Duc claimed in 1775 that the established merchants
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and shopkeepers in the city were “undercut and disadvantaged cease-
lessly by the illegal practices of aliens, particularly of the Jewish
nation, who come and go, do not pay any taxes and carry stolen goods,
from bankrupt estates into the city.” To these people it made no differ-
ence where they lived, and “they do not care about moving from one
place to another, leaving behind their debts.” The guild’s directors
demanded that Jews be banned from citizenship in Bois-le-Duc.*® Two
years later they repeated their request’’ and this time they got their
way: the admission of Jews, as it had been re-established in 1768, was
terminated again.*® In those ten years that Jews had been admitted
into Bois-le-Duc, seven had gained citizenship.39 In fact, three had
become members of the shopkeepers’ guild.*® Although the guild
had clamored for their deportation, no documents suggest that this
actually happened. Samuel Joseph claimed in 1790 that he had lived in
the city for over twenty years, and had his marriage ceremony ratified
by the aldermen in 1786.*! Simon Hartog (or Hartogensis), who did
leave town in 1777, returned there in 1787. According to his own
testimony, he “was known publicly by everyone as an established
resident of the city, who has exercised his affairs, paid his taxes and
truly owns three houses within the town.”*? In 1780, the magistrate
itself had already noticed that the number of Jewish inhabitants kept
growing, in spite of the prohibition of their establishment.**

Citizenship in the age of the Democratic Revolution

During the 1770s and 1780s, new ideas about citizenship began to
emerge among radical opponents of the regime then in power. This
regime was headed by the Orange stadholder, who was nominally a
servant of the sovereign provinces, but in fact was pulling the strings of
the provincial Estates through his patronage-based influence on major
political appointments.** Against the hierarchical model of clientel-
ism, opponents of the stadholder developed a model of participatory
citizenship. Sources of inspiration were found among political essayists
abroad, particularly in the writings of such British Enlightenment
philosophers as Price, Priestley, and Hutcheson, whose ideas were dis-
seminated through the traditional broadsheets and also discussed in
the popular political press, that developed more or less overnight in the
early 1780s, building on an earlier tradition of political pamphleteer-
ing.*> The new conception of citizenship was no longer corporate and
local, but general and national. Citizens now became “the people of
the Netherlands,” to whom an instantly famous pamphlet in 1781
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addressed itself.* Instead of the mere membership of some corporate
institution, the new citizenship required active participation in the
affairs of the community, particularly in public administration. Citi-
zenship, in other words, became strongly politicized, where before it
had been just as much an economic and social institution. The political
debate about citizenship linked up with the tradition of classical repub-
licanism, as it had been developed in the Italian city-states of the
Renaissance, and later on picked up by English political theorists of
the seventeenth century.*’ The influence of classical republicanism was
clearly visible in the appearance of authors and actors from Greek
and Roman antiquity, who played no role whatsoever in the tradition
of the “ancient constitution,” but were now presented as exemplary
models.*®

These new ideas sat somewhat uncomfortably side-by-side with the
urban citizenship that was in many respects alive and well in the cities
of the Dutch Republic. Urban citizenship, based on privileges and
other texts of the “ancient constitution,” had in the past provided a
rallying point for radical opposition movements.*> The Patriots, even
had they wanted to, could not afford to disregard this tradition. Politi-
cal expediency dictated that attacks on the stadholder and his clients
would be legitimized by arguments that appealed to the tradition at
least as much as to the new ideas.

As a consequence, elements common to both traditions came to be
highlighted, both in the discourse and in everyday practices of the
Patriot revolutionaries, during the 1780s. In particular the citizen mili-
tias provided a common ground.*® In the tradition of classic repub-
licanism — one has only to think of Machiavelli — the citizen’s virtue
was exemplified by his arms, which at one and the same time estab-
lished him as an independent individual and as a member of the
community willing to participate in the defense of the commonwealth.
In the tradition of ancient constitutionalism, citizen militias signified
the capacity of the urban community to maintain its independence.
Hence, the militias could be, and in times of political troubles were, put
forward as representing the body of the community, i.e., the burghers
of the town.

In most cities, Patriot demands contained, almost without exception, a
large dose of good old urban constitutionalism. In the city of Deventer,
a radical draft-constitution (1787) managed to offend the guilds but
nevertheless reserved the franchise for those who held (urban) citizen-
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ship status.”! In radical Utrecht, similar requirements were included in
the Patriot program. In Bois-le-Duc, the local militias re-articulated
their traditional rights and contribution to the community. Citizens,
and more particularly the “native citizens,” pleaded their right to pref-
erential treatment over those of alien stock.>? All these local move-
ments demonstrated that, for them, urban citizenship, even if it did not
give the franchise to the citizenry, did provide a basis for collective
action. This was the situation when the Patriot movement was force-
fully suppressed in the late summer of 1787.

The national citizenship of the revolutionary era

In the winter of 1794-1795 the Dutch Republic was occupied by French
revolutionary forces, an event that was going to change the nature of
the entire political system in the Netherlands.>® Perforce, “transactions
between persons and agents of state” went through a fundamental
transformation as well. “Transformation” is perhaps the wrong word,
because the men who came to power acted, as far as citizenship was
concerned, as if they were confronted with a vacant lot. The new
constitutions for the Batavian Republic, as they were put together in
successive forms in 1796, 1797, and 1798, never ever referred to urban
citizenship. They simply created a category of people that so far did not
exist: the citizens of the Netherlands. Although one could assume that
citizenship in the Batavian Republic was of French making, nothing in
fact points in that direction. The goal of the French occupation was to
extract a maximum of financial support from the Dutch.>* To this end,
French policy was to leave the Dutch politicians to look after the
details themselves. Of course, the Dutch were aware of the example
the French had set. Quite a few Dutch revolutionaries had actually
been in France in 1789 and subsequent years. There is, however, no
evidence of the French pushing their own political creations as models
for the Dutch.

Remarkably, the national citizen, as he began to take shape in the first
constitutional draft of 1796, was not a well-defined character. The
second article of the draft simply stated that “[t]he sovereignty rests
with the People of the Netherlands,” immediately followed by a third
article that bound citizenship to the exercise of political rights: “3. This
[sovereignty] is exercised by the enfranchised citizens....” The qual-
ities that were required of a citizen were therefore spelled out in a
chapter devoted to the franchise. Citizenship was there defined as the
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registration as a voter. Article 9 of the draft explicitly stated: “Every
Citizen of the Netherlands who registers as voter ... thereby agrees to
renounce all relations with other nationals, and to belong to no other
than the Dutch Nation.” Two further articles then went on to list who
could be registered as voters, and who could not. Acceptable as voters,
and implicitly as citizens (article 10) were those who 1) had been born
within the Dutch Republic and had permanent residence there, and
were 22 years of age; 2) aliens who had lived in the Republic for ten
years, or 3) five years when married to a woman born in the Nether-
lands. A fourth clause stated that in ten-years time it would be required
of voters that they could read and write. The list of reasons for exclu-
sion (article 11) was much longer; it consisted of no less than nine
categories: 1) those who went to live in another country; 2) those under
legal restraint; 3) bankrupts; 4) those indicted, or dishonored by a
legal judgement; 5) everyone in the service of a foreign power, either
ecclesiastical or secular, or receiving pensions from such powers; 6)
members of foreign corporations that require their members to take an
oath; 7-8) everybody supported by ecclesiastical or public welfare, or
living in welfare institutions; and finally 9) those who had bought or
sold votes. Although this was not stated explicitly, the largest category
excluded from citizenship, of course, consisted of women.

The 1796 draft never even got beyond the national parliament, which in
itself was a product of the revolution too. This Constitutive was
roughly divided between federalists and those in favor of a unified state.
In 1796 the federalists still held the high ground. It is all the more
remarkable that no reference was made to urban citizenship, and the
way it might relate to national citizenship. Nonetheless, some impor-
tant elements of citizenship as previously understood, did survive,
particularly in the categories of exclusion. Their attempt to restrict
voting, and by definition also citizenship, to those inhabitants who
were economically and otherwise “independent,” strongly resembles
similar overtones in the urban traditions of citizenship. At the same
time, various new elements were introduced, that were a far cry from
the urban traditions. From a social point of view there was definitely
much continuity. But politically, the picture suggests rupture, much
more than a development from one type of citizenship to another.

A new draft, presented in 1797, changed some details as far as citizen-
ship was concerned, but not the overall picture.’® Aliens were now
admissible to citizenship status after six years of residence, instead of
ten. And when married to a Dutch woman, three years would do.
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Newly added were four articles designed to make citizenship not
merely a right, but in fact an obligation: anyone who had the qualities
to vote, would have to register. Those who did not register would lose
whatever public office or pension they had. Another addition was the
requirement, on registration, to swear an oath, condemning the pre-
vious regime. This draft was put before the electorate in August 1797 -
and rejected out-of-hand by a clear majority. The reasons for this
rejection are not as yet well understood. Most historians seem to think
that the draft was not radical enough, i.e., contained too many traces
of federalism.>’ Some contemporaries, however, were of the opinion
that it was the other way around: the destruction of the guilds
announced in the constitution had discredited it with the electorate.*®
After a few months, in January 1798, the deadlock created by the
rejection of the constitution was broken by the radicals. With the help
of the French army, they executed a coup détat on January 22, and
immediately proclaimed the unified state, in which all other author-
ities, i.e., provinces and cities, were reduced to “mere administrative
bodies.” The new state of affairs was to be legitimized shortly by a
constitution, which proved to be acceptable to a thoroughly purged
electorate.

The constitution of 1798 seemed to say that citizenship was of a very
general nature, but could only be exercised after one had registered as
a voter.”® To this end, the same qualities were required as had been
listed in the previous drafts, albeit again with minor variations. Aliens
now had to be able to read and write the Dutch language. And the oath
required a declaration of adherence to the new regime and of abhor-
rence of federalism. To the list of excluded was added a new category:
private servants living with their masters.°® Another new element was
the formal certification of citizenship in the shape of an Act of Citizen-
ship, that every one would receive who registered as voter.®!

One remarkable aspect of the new conception of citizenship was the
absence of any reference to the Jews. As we saw in section two, the
urban constitutions considered them as the outsiders par excellence.

Even if Jews were admitted to urban citizenship, they often remained
subject to special clauses, such as a prohibition from joining a guild
(Amsterdam), or a special tariff for registration. This special status was
lifted in 1796, when the National Assembly decided that Jews could
become citizens of the Batavian Republic. The debates on this issue
were significant in at least two respects.®? First, because they estab-
lished that citizenship was an individual quality. As one member re-
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marked: a well-ordered civil society should consist of “collected
individual citizens and not of collected corporations.” Therefore,
Jews were not admissible as a people, but only individually. The sec-
ond significant aspect was the firm decision not to allow the provincial
or local bylaws concerning the Jews to interfere with this national
policy.

The new citizenship®® defined the citizens’ claim on the state very
widely and at the same time provided very little in terms of practical
arrangements, outside the realm of politics, that is. The constitution of
1798 promised to “all members of society..., without distinction of
birth, wealth, estate or rank, an equal claim on society’s advantages”
(art. iii). Freedom of speech (xvi), the right to petition the government
(xvii), the right of assembly (xviii), of public worship in any church
(xix), and so on, were all granted, rights that were not self-evident or in
fact explicitly missing (public worship outside the Dutch Reformed
Church) from citizenship under the Old Regime.®* Urban citizenship,
on the other hand, had provided much more specific claims on the
authorities, such as access to the guild-trades, trial before a local court,
sometimes also privileged access to welfare institutions, that were
absent from the new citizenship.

Significantly, the struggle between the old and the new citizenship was
not battled out on the issue itself, but in relation with the institutional
corollaries of urban citizenship: urban political autonomy, the organi-
sation of the judiciary, and the guilds.®® The political autonomy of
Bois-le-Duc was reduced step-by-step from 1798 onwards. One signifi-
cant phase, in 1803, demonstrates the process well. In 1802, all com-
munities in the province of Brabant had received orders to draft a new
local code. The draft from Bois-le-Duc contained such references to
the old regime as “city,” instead of the neutral “community” now in
vogue, it still demanded that members of the town council be citizens
of Bois-le-Duc, it insisted on the continuation of the local court of law,
and so on. All these elements were carefully removed when the provin-
cial authorities edited the draft in January 1803. The council of Bois-le-
Duc then refused to comply with these changes. It was only prepared
to do so after several weeks of negotiations, which came to an end
when the province threatened to publish the new code-book on its own
authority, as well as “take such measures, the woeful consequences of
which will harm the persons and families of the council and they will
live to regret it.”®® By gradually limiting the scope of urban autonomy,
the central government of the Dutch state and its provincial agencies
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indirectly subverted urban citizenship, which was withering away while
national citizenship gained in significance.

Conclusion

The Dutch Republic had a rich civic tradition, not least because it was
one of the most urbanized countries of early modern Europe. With as
much as 35 percent of the population living in cities,®” and assuming
that between a quarter and half of the inhabitants of towns were in fact
citizens, urban citizenship may have covered as much as between 9 and
18 percent of the people of the Netherlands in the late eighteenth
century. The example of Bois-le-Duc demonstrates than urban citizen-
ship was a living institution. Although the Age of Enlightenment did
add new elements to the idea of citizenship, the radical Patriot move-
ment of the 1780s still worked to a large extent within the boundaries
set by this urban tradition of citizenship.®® Only after the French
revolution and the invasion of the Dutch Republic by French revolu-
tionary armies, in the winter of 1794-95, did new conceptions of
citizenship emerge, to dominate the debate henceforth.

The new national citizenship was neither a transformed version of the
older, urban citizenship, nor a full break with the past. Socially, the two
types displayed some distinctive common traits, particularly in the
emphasis on “independence” as a qualification for citizenship. Bank-
rupts, servants, and the poor could not be assumed to be able to decide
for themselves. On this point, notions from the urban tradition were
continued by the new regime. At the same time, citizenship was thrown
open to rural folk, as well as urbanites. But the national citizenship
that was bestowed on them was also of a more restricted character
than its urban predecessor had been. Instead of an institution covering
political, economic, social, and legal spheres, the new citizenship was
restricted to the citizen’s political capacities. Given this combination
of old and new elements, it is remarkable that the emergence of the
new citizenship in the Netherlands did not lead to a genuine confron-
tation with the urban tradition of citizenship. Contrary to Brubaker’s
statement that national citizenship was “constructed against urban
autonomy and urban citizenship,” the Dutch experience suggests that
the two floated past each other, almost without taking notice of each
other, it seems. In this sense, the political rupture overrode the social
continuities. The reason for that, I suggest, is that national citizenship
in the Netherlands — and probably everywhere else in (continental)
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Europe during the Revolutionary Era — was part of an effort to create
something that had not existed before, i.e., domestic, in the sense of
national, politics.

Before the French Revolution, “the state” had provided legal and
military protection to its subjects, in exchange for a financial contribu-
tion, in the form of taxes or loans. Relationships between subjects and
the state’s agents were usually indirect, as Tilly has pointed out. The
revolutionary state, instead, sought to provide general “well-being” to
its population, and without the intermediate services of corporations
and individual brokers. The national citizen became both the object of
the state’s new domestic services and the ultimate source of legitimacy
of the state’s policies. In the end, national citizenship would prove to be
incompatible with urban citizenship, and the local political autonomy
implied in it. It was not, however through direct confrontation that the
Stadtbiirger was superseded by the Staatbiirger, but through the crea-
tion of an alternative political domain. Within the national arena, new
types of policies were appropriate, as well as new types of political
strategy. Democracy, if that is what we want to call the rights given to
the Dutch citizens, was not the product of demands put forward by an
oppressed population, but a new institutional environment, imposed
upon them by revolutionary elites.
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