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INTRODUCTION
Worlds of Citizenship

Frankfurt-am-Main, nowadays a financial powerhouse and
home to the European Central Bank, was elevated to the rank of
imperial city in 1245. Being an imperial city implied that the inhabitants
of Frankfurt could acquire citizenship. For some this happened auto-
matically: the sons and daughters of citizen families became citizens too;
marrying a citizen gave the immigrant husband or wife citizen status.
Citizenship was also available to other immigrants, provided they could
demonstrate legitimate birth and that they could make an economic
contribution. Immigrants, in fact, made up 56 per cent of all new
citizens between 1600 and 1735. Citizens had access to guilds, but
were also required to participate in the civic militias and watches, and
to perform fire service. Female citizens could not participate in politics,
but they could own urban real estate and continue their husbands’
businesses after their husbands had died. In the late seventeenth and
early eighteenth centuries, legislation was introduced to prevent
Calvinists and then Catholics from becoming citizens, but they could
bypass such rules by marrying local citizen girls. Jews, however, were
completely excluded from citizenship. In 1823, more than half of all
Frankfurt households had formal citizen status.1

From the fifteenth century, Frankfurt’s constitution allowed
major citizen participation in all levels of local government; one of the
city council’s three members was a representative of the guilds. Despite
this civic participation, tensions between the patrician elite and broad
sections of the population at times erupted into open rebellion – in
1355–68, and again in 1525. Another such rebellion, in 1612–16, led
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to the complete exclusion of the guilds from politics. Still another
uprising, begun in 1705, would ultimately undo this exclusion. The
1732 constitution, the culmination of a series of reforms in previous
decades, restored to the citizens of Frankfurt their former broad role in
local politics and administration.2

The nineteenth century would witness changes of a different
order. On 18 January 1806, the imperial city of Frankfurt was occupied
by French revolutionary forces determined to bring the benefits of the
French Revolution toGerman citizens. Later that same year the imperial
city was converted into the Principality of Frankfurt and a former
chancellor of the Holy Roman Empire, Karl Theodor von Dalberg,
became Frankfurt’s sovereign. The so-called third member of the coun-
cil, representing the guilds, was soon reduced to a supervisory board
for the local economy. In other areas too, citizen participation in local
politics and administrationwas significantly reduced. In 1810 Frankfurt
became a territorial Grand-Duchy, the city itself part of a département
(province). Frankfurt was now amunicipalité (municipality), subject to
the department and the Grand-Duke, and governed by a council that
met only twice a year. In 1810 it was stated that from now on, ‘all
inhabitants of the Grand-Duchy enjoy the same rights’. Among those
who benefitted were the local Jews, who in 1812were at last allowed to
acquire formal citizenship.

In 1815, after Napoleon’s defeat, Frankfurt’s status as an
imperial city was restored and as such the city acceded to the
Deutsche Bund. The third member of the council was restored in its
eighteenth-century role. During the years of political shake-up, the
percentage of patrician members steadily declined. The same happened
to the share of artisan members in the city’s political institutions, which
went from more than 30 per cent in the years 1727–1806, to more than
40 per cent in the French period (1806–10), to as little as 10 per cent in
the Senate of 1866. In Frankfurt – and many other places – the great
winners were the professionals.3 In one sentence, the revolutionary
upheavals and subsequent restoration led to more equality in rights,
but less equality in representation. And Frankfurt was perhaps lucky
with the restoration of its former autonomy.4

The story of Frankfurt’s citizenship exemplifies two core argu-
ments of this book.Onone hand it underlines how, during the premodern
era, citizens could be prominent participants in public life. Frankfurt’s
history shows that citizen participation was not self-evident; the struggle
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over the role of citizens was not settled permanently, but subject to
constant changes, and sometimes dramatic shifts. In this sense,
Frankfurt was typical of premodern cities and towns all over Europe,
and indeed the rest of the world. Still, citizenship was there, and it was
worth fighting over. Frankfurt’s history, on the other hand, also demon-
strates that the FrenchRevolution and its aftermath did not automatically
improve citizens’ rights and participation. In very general terms, the
French Revolution strengthened the hand of national governments vis-à-
vis local authorities. In France itself, and subsequently in territories con-
quered by the French, local citizenship and such civic organisations as the
guilds were abolished. Despite Napoleon’s defeat, his programme stuck
in many countries where national governments were unwilling to turn
back the clock. Instead, they embarked on a programme of political and
cultural unification that by 1900 had succeeded in achieving most of its
aims. By 2000, however, the downside of this project was becoming
increasingly clear. National states had also become bloated bureaucra-
cies, struggling to deliver on their initial promises of political freedomand
social equality, and alienating their citizens in the process.

In this book I try to explain why urban autonomy was still
popular in 1800, and suggest that it may even offer a (partial) solution
to some of the woes of modern societies. This is not an entirely original
idea; political scientists have already been toying with similar proposals.
They have even invoked the past to underscore their point.5 These
political scientists are, however, poorly served by a historiography
that tends to highlight the problems of urban governance and citizen-
ship before the French Revolution and idealises what came after 1789.
In the following pages I hope to demonstrate that, compared to the
practices of nineteenth-century national citizenship, premodern urban
citizenship actually has quite an impressive track record when it comes
to political freedom, social equality and inclusiveness; or, to phrase it in
the terms of 1789, of liberté, égalité, fraternité.

Citizenship remains a key feature of our own societies. Debates
about immigration policies, the future of democracy, or how to reform
the welfare state immediately touch on issues of citizenship: who is
affected by these changes and how? Or, to put it more bluntly: who
is ‘in’ and who is ‘out’? Understanding the historical trajectory of
citizenship before it morphed into its modern form can help us shape
the future, not only through a long-term perspective, but equally by
expanding the range of historical possibilities. Citizenship was a crucial
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element in the modernisation of societies across much of the globe
during the centuries referred to in Europe as ‘medieval’ and ‘early
modern’. Max Weber made the point almost a century ago when he
claimed that self-organisation by urban citizens, as it emerged in med-
ieval Europe, gave them a head start over Asian towns where emperors
and clans constrained society. This, he claimed, also helped to explain
why Europe has managed to dominate the world over the past half
millennium.6

Since Weber launched his thesis, however, we have learnt
a great deal more about the historical roots and development of citizen-
ship, and the societies in which it emerged. Conceptually, much has
changed as well since Weber’s time. This book takes a fresh look at the
development of citizenship in the premodern era, i.e. before the French
Revolution introduced democracy and ‘modern’ forms of citizenship.7

Weber’s claim, and the accompanying claim that Europe’s success on
the world stage was predicated on its unique citizenship arrangements,
are challenged in this book in two significant ways. First of all, I hope to
demonstrate that a remarkable amount of what Weber saw as unique
features of European cities can also be found in the cities of the Middle
East and China. Secondly, and contrary to Weber’s argument, in sub-
stantial parts of Europe itself these supposedly unique features of
European cities and citizenship failed to deliver the economic dynamism
and social well-being promised by his model.

Clearly, another factor was in play. This factor, I argue, was the
particular relationship between local, i.e. urban, and national govern-
ance. Only where states were organised in such a way that urban
institutions could significantly impact state policies did the effects that
Weber predicted in fact materialise. To put it the otherway around: only
those regions where towns were supported by states responsive to their
needs did citizenship produce the effect that Weber predicted. Three
distinct stages can be distinguished, this book claims, in the emergence
of that dynamic state–city interaction. First, in the city-states of Italy
during the eleventh to fourteenth centuries, in many ways, city and
state were identical. Due to their small sizes, however, city-states were
vulnerable to outside pressures. The second stage was the urban fed-
eration, as it triumphed in the Low Countries during the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries. In the long run this model too suffered from
problems of scale, combined with internal sclerosis. The third stage
was parliamentary rule as it evolved in post-Reformation England and
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ultimately triumphed during the Glorious Revolution of 1689. In all
three systems, state policies were to an important extent shaped by
urban interests and urban representatives.

In the process of outlining this story of European citizenship,
I want to set another record straight. Recent research on premodern
towns, within and outside Europe, has been dominated by the social
history of elites. Historians of these urban elites have time and again
made the point that small oligarchies monopolised urban politics. In the
following pages it is argued, however, that the role of ordinary people in
urban politics has been systematically underestimated, and that civic
institutions directly or indirectly helped shape local politics in most
premodern towns. There was, in other words, more ‘democracy’ before
the French Revolution than historians have usually acknowledged,
fixated as they have been on national politics. Popular influence was,
moreover, greatest where it mattered most: in local institutions, where
public services were designed and delivered. By destroying this local
form of citizenship, the French Revolution initially made Europe less,
rather than more democratic.

Definitions of Citizenship

Before we can explore the historical trajectories of citizenship,
we need to know what it is that we are talking about. Like so many
concepts that we seem to understand intuitively, citizenship is complex
and many-sided. TheHandbook of Citizenship Studies (2002) provides
no fewer than four different definitions of citizenship.8 The first, and
probablymost commonly used, focuses on ‘political rights to participate
in processes of popular self-governance’. This first definition goes back
to classical antiquity and its political philosophy. The second concen-
trates on the legal status of individuals ‘as members of a particular,
officially sovereign political community’. This definition became predo-
minant in nineteenth-century Europe, after the French Revolution
had introduced the modern constitution. A third, which became more
popular in the twentieth century, uses a much broader canvas and sees
citizens as ‘those who belong to any human association’. The final one is
broader still, and defines citizenship as ‘certain standards of proper
conduct’.

The common theme in all four is that citizenship is about the
membership of human associations and the standards of behaviour
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appropriate to that membership. Two out of the four definitions focus
on the political domain as distinguishing citizenship from the member-
ship of, say, a sports club or mandolin orchestra. This aspect would
therefore seem to be essential to any satisfactory definition. It is also
implied in the simple and straightforward definition provided by the
world’s leading expert in citizenship studies, Engin Isin. Citizenship, he
writes, is ‘the right to claim rights’.9 Those rights, one assumes, includ-
ing the right to claim them, are ultimately provided by the state or some
other public authority.

Rights, however, are not homogeneous. In one of the most cele-
brated discussions of citizenship, the British sociologist T. H. Marshall
distinguished three types of rights: civil rights, political rights and social
rights. The emergence of these rights in England, according to Marshall,
was sequential. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries civil rights, the
rights to justice and the ownership of property, together with the free-
doms of the person, speech and faith, were gradually established. In the
nineteenth century political rights were given to many more people with
the expansion of the franchise. In the twentieth century, the creation of
the welfare state gave people a right to a decent living, through access to
education and social services.10

Marshall’s ideas have been very influential.11 In at least one
area, however, they are no longer accepted. For Marshall, citizenship
was self-evidently a national institution and the rights that he talked
about were provided by national governments. In the light of develop-
ments in the past half-century, this has become much less obvious.
Globalisation and the mass migration that is an integral part of it have
undermined the nineteenth-century idea of an exclusive relationship
with a single national polity. Many people now have dual nationality,
or descend from parents of different nationalities, and as a result have
strong attachments to more than one state.12 In Europe, this issue has
become more urgent due to the creation of the European Union (EU)
and the transfer of sovereign powers from the member states to EU
institutions.13 The EU itself is thinking aloud about the development
of an EU citizenship, not as a replacement, of course, but alongside
national citizenship.14

The identification of citizenship with national states has also left
its mark on the historiography of citizenship, which has concentrated
very much on two distinct periods: antiquity and the modern age. Greek
and Roman antiquity is seen as the cradle of European citizenship, the
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period starting with the French Revolution as its phase of maturity.15

The Middle Ages and the early modern period are a problem, because
states as we know them either did not exist or failed to provide proper
citizenship regulations. Andreas Fahrmeir’s textbook on citizenship
typically calls this the stage ‘before citizenship’, and portrays the
French Revolution as ‘the invention of citizenship’.16 This gap in the
history of citizenship can be bridged by shifting the focus away from
states and towards the urban environments where citizenship did exist,
both as a formal status and as a set of practices.17

This then brings us to a second area whereMarshall’s definition
has been amended: its legal dimension. UnderlyingMarshall’s definition
was the assumption that citizens gained rights that would be legally
enforceable, because they were established in the constitution or in
other laws. Increasingly, students of citizenship have been forced to
acknowledge that laws on citizenship can be contradictory and that
citizenship practices can exist outside the rules covering formal citizen-
ship, as the product of certain types of behaviour. For example,
migrants without formal citizenship can nonetheless participate in
local elections after a certain number of years’ residence. In these
and similar ways, inhabitants become de facto citizens through practices
technically reserved for citizens only.18 This practice-oriented
approach, which is used throughout this book, widens the community
of ‘citizens’ far beyond those having formal citizen status. Citizenship
therefore is not so much concerned with distinctions between categories
of people, but rather with the roles people play in society.19 Nonetheless,
important questions need to be answered about, for example, the gender,
cultural or racial distinctions related to formal citizenship. In those areas
citizenship status did indeed distinguish between people.

Ruling out the idea of citizenship as an exclusively legal cate-
gory and abandoning the national perspective on citizenship may add
to the problem of definition, but both must be discarded if we wish
to compare the development of citizenship across time and space.
Therefore I prefer a definition proposed by Charles Tilly. He defined
citizenship as20

a continuing series of transactions between persons [i.e. citi-
zens] and agents of a given [polity]21 in which each has enforce-
able rights and obligations uniquely by virtue of 1. the person’s
membership in an exclusive category, the native-born plus the
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naturalized, and 2. the agent’s relation to the [polity] rather
than any other authority the agent may enjoy.

This definition is practice-oriented because it focuses on ‘transactions’,
rather than on the rights and obligations as such, and allows for the
possibility that other authorities than the state, for example local insti-
tutions, can create citizenship.22 ‘Authority’ in this definition should
probably be further specified as ‘authorities in charge of spatial units’, to
distinguish them from prison wardens or museum directors. A shorter
version, proposed by Richard Bellamy, makes essentially the same
point. Bellamy defines citizenship as ‘a particular set of political prac-
tices involving specific public rights and duties with respect to a given
political community’. I agree with the ‘political’ in community, but
think that the practices are broader than merely political. Bellamy too
acknowledges that to function properly, political citizenship requires
‘social and moral dispositions’: in other words, more than politics.23

Tilly himself proposed a simplified version, defining citizenship as ‘a tie
entailing mutual obligations between categorically defined persons and
agents of a government’.24 What is lost in this admittedly more elegant
formulation, is the interactivity implied in the ‘transactions’ of his ear-
lier definition. The ‘tie’ instead foregrounds the legalistic definition that
has been a source of so much confusion over this topic in the past.

Citizenship and the ‘Quality’ of Society

Because it is multifaceted, to some extent voluntary, and
touches on several of the crucial dimensions of society – politics, the
economy, social arrangements, perhaps also culture – citizenship is
clearly an important element of what determines the quality of
a society. In recent years, three influential books have strongly suggested
a more specific connection between citizenship and economic prosper-
ity. Interestingly, all three have made extensive use of historical data.
Only one uses citizenship as such as a key variable, but in a broader
sense the other two also touch on the issues discussed in this book.

The most influential of these authors has no doubt been
Douglass North, the 1993 Nobel laureate in economics. In a nutshell,
North has argued that for market exchanges to proceed smoothly,
transaction costs need to be low. Transaction costs include the expenses
related to transportation and information gathering, but crucially also
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the rules and regulations ensuring property rights and contract enforce-
ment. When institutions perform poorly, transaction costs will increase
and the economy will be poorer as a result. On the basis of this simple
observation, North, together with John Wallis and Barry Weingast,
developed a theory of socio-economic development.25 North, Wallis
and Weingast distinguish two basic types of societies; the first they call
natural-order societies, the second open-access societies. Natural-order
societies are, historically speaking, the commonest type by far. In these
societies, elites compete for the largest share of the economic pie.
Although this competition is about economic gains, the weapons are
political.With the aid of privileges and, if necessary, real weapons, elites
help themselves (and their supporters) to whatever they can lay their
hands on. In advanced versions of such natural-order societies, elites
accept limitations on this sort of rent-seeking, but reluctantly and never
permanently. As a result, natural-order societies and their economies are
subject to short-term cycles of political upheaval.

North, Wallis and Weingast think that this unholy war of the
elites against their subjects first came to an end around 1800 in three
countries, through a series of related events.26 In the British colonies in
North America the American Revolution that erupted in 1776 installed
a government that was accountable to its citizens. French involvement
in this war and its financial consequences then led to the French
Revolution of 1789 that toppled the elites in that country. The series
of wars against revolutionary France subsequently forced the English
elites to follow a path that had already been cleared a century earlier by
the Glorious Revolution, which gave power to Parliament. During these
three related revolutions, elites were forced to acknowledge the role of
citizens in their polities by introducing democratic rule. This finally
stopped the endless rounds of rent-seeking and started investments in
long-term improvements that would ultimately prove beneficial to all,
i.e. citizens and elites alike. The ‘open access order’ had arrived.

Daron Acemoglu and James Robinson tell a roughly similar
story. For them too, the distinction between rich and poor countries is
all about ‘institutions, institutions, institutions’.27They see the Glorious
Revolution as the turning point. Parliamentary constraints on the mon-
arch (or the executive) helped secure property rights, changed the fiscal
regime and led to improved infrastructure and to a much more aggres-
sive protection of international trade by the British state.28 This,
Acemoglu and Robinson argue, created the foundations to launch the
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Industrial Revolution. Institutional reforms, or their absence, then
determined which countries were able to follow the British example.
Outside Europe, however, the Europeans imposed the sort of institu-
tional regimes that prevented non-European regions from imitating that
example. To this day, the distinctions between prosperous and poverty-
stricken economies are very much determined by institutional structures
and the incentives they generate.

Political scientist Robert Putnam came to the same conclusion
in two influential works on civic institutions in Italy and the United
States.29 Of these two, the Italian study is the more interesting for our
purposes, because it is historically oriented. In a study of the quality of
local government in modern Italy, Putnam and his collaborators found
strong evidence of two distinct cultures. In the north, local citizens were
very involved in civic organisations; in the south, people were suspicious
of public institutions and instead relied on family relations and patron-
age to get things done. For Italy, Putnam explains this situation as
the outcome of long-term historical processes. In the north, city-states
created civic institutions and citizenship and promoted general welfare,
while in the south, feudal lords excluded their subjects from political
participation in order to exploit them. The result, Putnam claimed, was
not just poor-quality institutions in southern Italy and better ones in the
north but also a serious gap in prosperity between the two regions.30

Putnam’s claims have not been universally accepted. Scholars of
Renaissance Italy have pointed out that he idealised the faction-ridden
and often violent political conflicts of the communes and completely
ignored the rise of strong-man solutions that saved the city-states from
imploding.31 That, however, is not the point here. Like North, Wallis
and Weingast, and like Acemoglu and Robinson, Putnam is convinced
that civic involvement in the way society is ruled has long-term bene-
ficial effects.32

Putnam explains the impact of civic organisations using the
concept of ‘social capital’. Membership brought skills and networks
that helped people to make their way through life. Amartya Sen has
identified ‘freedom’ as the key factor. Freedom, Sen argues, contributes
in itself to people’s sense of well-being, but is also positively connected
to the improvement of material well-being. The reason is that freedom
gives people the opportunities to shape their own lives, and those
opportunities will encourage them to work harder and more efficiently.
‘Agency’, therefore, is both desirable in its own right, and for the
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positive externalities that it generates.33 In Besley’s ‘agency model’
citizens can select the most competent politicians through elections, and
reward those who deliver on their citizens’ preferences by re-electing
them.34

There are many instances in which effective agency requires
that individuals act in unison. Citizenship is a case in point. Defining
citizenship as a set of practices more or less automatically implies that
citizens themselves can shape and in many ways even create their own
citizenship, but that they only do so as part of a collective. The devel-
opment of citizenship therefore needs to be explained as a form of
collective action. Much of the story of this book is concerned with
times when states found it very difficult to impose their authority.
After the fall of the Roman Empire, most of Europe was plunged into
a prolonged period of political anarchy. While the Church and secular
princes were trying to figure out who was in charge, towns made their
own bid to provide public order, and in many ways this was a bottom-
up process. Citizenship, in other words, was created in an environment
of collective action, rather than imposed from above, even though that
sometimes happened as well.35

Collective action is one of the key puzzles of the social
sciences and scholars in sociology, anthropology, economics and
political science have put forward theories as well as empirical data
to demonstrate that collective action can produce durable results.
Samuel Bowles and Herbert Gintis, for example, have argued that
humans are a naturally ‘cooperative species’, as a result of their
dependence on game. Eating the meat of large animals was possible
only when hunters joined forces. Human history is a long series of
such combined efforts.36 Mancur Olson, on the other hand, under-
lines that collective action can easily produce negative effects.
Collectives have to provide incentives for their members to remain
loyal to the group and those incentives often take the form of creating
insider advantages, or ‘rents’. The ways in which modern states
defend the interests of their citizens to the exclusion of migrants and
refugees are a clear example of how borders create divisions between
the established and the outsiders. Collective action, in other words,
has winners as well as losers, and rent-seeking behaviour by the
insiders is likely to emerge sooner rather than later.37 Therefore, we
cannot take for granted that collective action will automatically pro-
duce beneficial effects.
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Collective action requires coordinating mechanisms. These can
take various forms, starting with the family, but in the public domain
the two most important are the market as the coordinator of economic
activities, and the state as the coordinator of politics.38 These two
mechanisms are very different. Whereas the market operates, it seems,
without an identifiable coordinator, through what Adam Smith called
the ‘invisible hand’ balancing supply and demand, the state can be
precisely identified in terms of its personnel. But here is the problem: is
it self-evident that what those individuals – the sovereign, the govern-
ment, a dictator – want to achieve can be imposed upon the people?
Too much of the social scientific and historical literature assumes that
it can. This book starts from the assumption that this is not at all so,
and that huge costs are indeed involved in persuading people to comply
with government regulation.39 The historical record is full of political
contestation.40

Political scientists Wolfgang Streeck and Philippe Schmitter
have suggested that, next to the family, the market and the state,
voluntary associations are a fourth type of coordination mechanism.
They define them as ‘functionally defined interest associations’, whose
members, through ‘inter- and intra-organizational concertation’, can
ensure ‘proportional shares’.41 From this point of view, civic organisa-
tions are effective because they reduce uncertainty and help people to act
more effectively.

Claiming that institutions canmake societies better is one thing,
proving it quite another. This applies especially to the centuries covered
by this book, for which reliable statistical data are lacking. Even though
much progress has been made in the systematic collection of quantita-
tive data about historical societies, for the time being we still have
only two measurements that cover enough countries at sufficient data
points to give us more or less reliable indications of the ‘quality’ of these
societies. Those indicators are urbanisation and average national
income, or GDP/capita.42 These are, unfortunately, not even indepen-
dent indicators, since urbanisation is one of the variables economic
historians use to estimate the size of GDP. They are, however, the best
we have, and therefore their suitability for the task that they are assigned
in this book needs to be briefly discussed.

Many economists see urbanisation as a proxy for premodern
economic and social development.43 Urban economies were predicated
on effective farmers who had to feed the town dwellers; urban growth
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made farmers more productive.44 Urban trade and industry generally
grew faster than agriculture. Recent quantitative research on historical
towns in the period covered by this book suggests that citizen participa-
tion in local politics and parliamentary representation of urban interests
did indeed create ‘significant direct positive benefits’ for European
towns, compared to those of the Middle East and North Africa.45

Since World War II, economists have developed increasingly
sophisticated tools to establish the size of national income. The results
of their calculations nowadays provide a very important instrument
for economic policy and a standard for governmental performance.
Economic historians have applied the same methodology to past socie-
ties. For the nineteenth century good data are available, but for earlier
centuries they have to be reconstructed, acknowledging the huge gaps in
the historical record and the need, therefore, to estimate and, some-
times, guesstimate missing data. The best-known figures for GDP/
capita, and the related concept of living standards, have been produced
by the late Angus Maddison.46 Inevitably, his figures have been chal-
lenged, but more importantly, they have also been improved upon by
scholars such as Robert Allen, Stephen Broadberry and Bishnupriya
Gupta, Paolo Malanima, Bas van Leeuwen and Jan Luiten van
Zanden.47 In combination with improved data on urbanisation, their
work allows us to gauge – still crudely, but with greater precision than
before – the different trajectories of societies, both within Europe and
between Europe and other continents.48 Where appropriate, but espe-
cially in Parts II and III of this book, their figures are used tomake claims
about the impact of citizenship on the prosperity of societies, and by
implication about their overall well-being.

Methodologies for a Comparative History of Citizenship

Methodologically, this book takes its cues from a distinguished
series of works on historical sociology.49 These books share an interest
in large topics, such as the rise of the modern state (Charles Tilly,
Thomas Ertman) and democratic regimes (Barrington Moore Jr., and
North, Wallis and Weingast), the origins of rebellions and revolutions
(Tilly again, Theda Skocpol), of the modern world economy (Immanuel
Wallerstein), and the emergence of the welfare state (Abram de
Swaan).50 Another characteristic shared by these works is their attempt
to mine the historical record for patterns that might help us understand
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the development of human societies. Most historical sociologists hesi-
tate to apply the word ‘theory’ to their results, presumably because they
have realised that historical processes have certain unique dimensions
that make it very difficult to reduce them to statements that can be tested
against other evidence.

Historical sociology has been dominated by American social
scientists, uninhibited by the historian’s natural inclination to see each
historical event as somehow unique. Due to the roots of their field in
nineteenth-century nationalism, historians moreover tend to be country
specialists, reluctant to wander very far outside the area of their exper-
tise. Sociologists, economists and political scientists have felt free to
go where they please. I have to admit that I myself, having done a great
deal of archival work on the urban history of the Netherlands and
relatively little outside it, have often felt intimidated by my lack of first-
hand, i.e. archive-based, knowledge of the topics I discuss in this book.
I have, however, persuaded myself that at the end of the day it cannot
count as a handicap to have at least some experience with the original
material, even if that experience is temporally and geographically
limited.

Another feature that this book borrows from the historical
social scientists is their particular application of the comparative
method. In its more sophisticated form, the comparative method
requires a precise outcome, or dependent variable, and a limited set of
factors (independent variables) that explain the outcome.51 Given the
scope of the present inquiry on one hand, and the incomplete nature
of the historical evidence on the other, I allow myself a less restrictive
form of narrative, which I reckon will be more accessible to my fellow
historians.52That narrative is, nonetheless, shaped by two distinct types
of comparison, types that Tilly labelled the universalising and variation-
finding forms of comparison.53 The universalising comparison is
applied in the first part of this book, which investigates shared features
of medieval and early modern European towns. The goal here is to
identify characteristics of the legal, political, economic, social and mili-
tary dimensions of citizenship that were common to most instances,
even though the precise details would differ from one town to another.
My claim is that between roughly 1000 and 1800 urban citizens all over
Europe could tap into a similar set of institutions to shape their lives.

To control for the fact that I use works from a wide range of
towns, to capture as much as possible of the variety of individual urban
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histories, I pay extra attention to four towns in particular: Siena in
Italy, Münster in Germany, Utrecht in the Netherlands and York in
England. These towns all belonged to the middle-sized category of
European towns, with populations that around 1600 all ranged between
10,000 and 15,000 inhabitants. Only Siena, where the population
numbered 50,000 at the time of the Black Death, was at some point
substantially larger. These four towns crop up time and again in the
chapters of Part I of this book.

In the second part, I try to establish why identical local institu-
tions nonetheless did not produce the same beneficial results – in terms
of urbanisation or economic growth – throughout Europe. In this part
I argue that the different ways in which towns were incorporated into
the state’s functioning can help explain these variations. Here I apply the
variation-finding type of comparison. In Part III I compare Europe’s
citizenship experience with that of two Asian regions, China and the
Middle East, and also the development of citizenship in the Spanish and
British colonies in the New World. Again, the aim is to identify varia-
tions, in order to understand the emergence, development and impact of
citizenship practices.

Max Weber and the ‘Great Divergence’

These comparisons between Europe and other continents bring
us, inevitably, back to the works of German sociologist Max Weber
(1864–1920) – inevitably, because Weber was one of the great sources
of inspiration for historical sociology as an intellectual enterprise, but
also and more pertinently, because he formulated a thesis that has come
to dominate the debate about European citizenship ever since it was first
published in 1922. In a nutshell, Weber’s argument is that much of the
emergence of modern society in Europe is explained by this unique
feature of Western society: citizenship.54 In Weber’s definition, towns
distinguished themselves from the countryside in five aspects. They
had fortifications, markets, their own court of justice, associations of
inhabitants and, finally, (partial) self-governance.55 Weber did not
claim that all aspects were found in all European towns. Nor did he
claim that all these features were unique to Western towns. Indeed, he
acknowledged that Asian towns shared many features with their
European counterparts. They had, for instance, occupational organisa-
tions that looked verymuch like guilds. The samewas true for the towns
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of the Middle East. However, these organisations were not bound
together in that super-guild that was the European corporate town,
with its ‘sworn’ community and political autonomy.56

Corporate status permitted European citizens to develop com-
mon policies of their own. They were not, or only to a limited extent,
subject to the directives of a central government. The corporation or
commune in the West was an alternative to such overarching social
structures as the empires, castes and tribes that existed in societies out-
side Europe.57 These inhibited the emergence of communes in the non-
Western world; their absence was a precondition for the rise of the
commune in medieval Italy and subsequently in the rest of Europe.58

In the original commune, Weber argued, all citizens were equal, even
though that did not last very long. The well-to-do were the only citizens
with sufficient leisure time to devote to public affairs, and in due course
they monopolised municipal offices. In some towns this was formalised
by the creation of patrician guilds with an exclusive claim to municipal
offices.59

It has been suggested that Weber’s discussion of the European
town was in several dimensions idealised. He emphasised that citizens
defended their own towns, but this was not quite true after the Middle
Ages, when professional armies took over.60 His discussion of the rise
of the patriciate already casts a huge question mark over his concept of
citizenship. If ordinary citizens had so little say in the public affairs
of their hometowns, what then did it mean to be a citizen? What was
the fundamental difference between being the subject of a prince or a
patriciate? Or did he want to say that only the patricians were genuine
citizens? He has also been criticised for creating too much of a uniform
picture of the Western as well as of the Oriental city.61 More to the
point, perhaps, our knowledge of European urban history has increased
massively since Weber wrote his work, which was a development of the
argument of his PhD thesis from 1889.62

One very influential element of Weber’s analysis was his claim
that there is a fundamental difference between Western and non-
Western societies. It is not very difficult to see howWeber’s predilection
for ‘ideal types’ led him into an essentialist position, which assumes that
vast areas like Europe, or China, or the Islamic world for that matter,
can be captured in certain common, presumably essential, features.
The comparison between continents as such is nonetheless valid, and
indeed a central feature of this book. It therefore pays to briefly
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summarise the debate that has preoccupied historians about this issue
in recent years, especially since the publication, in 2000, of Kenneth
Pomeranz’s book The Great Divergence, the title of which has carried
over into the whole debate.63

In a brutally abbreviated form, Pomeranz’s argument runs as
follows. Around 1900 China and Europe were, economically speaking,
two different worlds, whereas in, say, 1600 or even 1700 they had been
much more similar. The difference in 1900 therefore was not the result
of structural distinctions between these two regions, but of some coin-
cidences that allowed Europe to jump ahead during the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries. One of those coincidences was the availability of
cheap calories (sugar, cocoa, etc.) from the colonies; the other one was
easily accessible coal that provided – initially inefficient – British steam
engines with cheap fuel. To prove his point, Pomeranz systematically
compared the most advanced regions in Europe (the British Isles)
and China (the Yangzi delta) on a number of points that had been
highlighted by other historians as factors explaining the Industrial
Revolution. By demonstrating that Britain and the Yangzi delta were
perhaps gradually but not radically different, Pomeranz made the point
that the Industrial Revolution was not so much the result of structural
process of societal transformation, but rather of Fortune favouring the
Europeans.

Given the stark outlines of his thesis, critics have naturally been
piling on the evidence that would prove Pomeranz wrong.64 Jan Luiten
van Zanden, for example, emphasised how European societies, and
especially those around the North Sea, had already during the late
Middle Ages developed nuclear households, levels of literacy and cor-
porate institutions, including citizenship, which were all conducive to
the development of market economies and economic growth.65 In other
words, it was not so much the level, but the dynamic of economic
development that was different in both societies. Jean-Laurent
Rosenthal and BinWong have combined both arguments. They support
Pomeranz in his observation that levels of development were not so
different between both societies, but confirm Van Zanden’s idea of
different trajectories. Rather than the institutions foregrounded by
Van Zanden, however, they see warfare as the main area of distinction.
The Chinese state, in their picture, was a relatively benign actor,
more benign, at least, than its aggressive counterparts in Europe.
Paradoxically, warfare led the Europeans to the steam engine.66 I hope
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to demonstrate that the history of citizenship can contribute a new and
significant angle to this debate about differential development.

About the Contents of This Book

This professes to be a comparative study of different historical
forms of citizenship and their impact both in particular polities and on
the wider world. Its building blocks are numerous local historical stu-
dies, which hold a gold mine of detail on this topic. Unfortunately, even
among historians we find a huge gap between the detailed knowledge
that has been produced in such studies of individual towns, and the
clichés that still abound in textbooks. Those clichés are, inevitably,
repeated by social scientists and are as a result firmly embedded in the
scholarly literature. Much of that literature, moreover, is still fixated on
Weber’s ideas from 1922.67 The problem with those ideas, as we see in
the following pages, is not that they were completely wrong. In many
respects Weber’s intuitions were correct, but they were not entirely
correct, and his mistakes have huge implications for the way we have
come to think about European institutions and societies, as well as those
of other continents.

The aim of this book is to set that historical record straight.
With what we have learned about urban societies in the period covered
here, it is possible to tell a new story about the development of European
societies. This is important for historians, but for the social sciences as
well, because citizenship happens to be one of the areas where the social
sciences have leaned heavily on knowledge produced by historians.
There is an uncanny tendency among social scientists to refer to works
that have, frankly, been overtaken by more helpful ideas for some time.
Apart from Weber himself one thinks of the continued interest in the
works of Belgian historian Henri Pirenne, who died in 1935 and whose
work on the medieval city originated as a lecture series in 1922 and was
published in 1927.68 In a way, of course, the historians have only
themselves to blame, because they have been reluctant to produce the
sort of text that could replace Pirenne as a helpful and up-to-date
sampler of the historical literature. The present book seeks to provide
that too.

Trying to address this agenda by applying local data to a global
questionnaire, this book is in danger of intellectually overstretching
itself. Inevitably, I have relied on the case I know best and where
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I spent many years in the archives, i.e. the Netherlands, or rather the
Dutch Republic, for a substantial chunk of the period covered in these
pages. I have tried to avoid the Scylla of portraying theDutch experience
as typical of Europe as a whole, and the Charybdis of saying the exact
opposite and making it into a completely unique case, as Dutch histor-
ians are at times prone to do. Instead, I try to show in Part II that it was
part of a specific trajectory that citizenship in Europe was passing
through.

Another limitation is this book’s urban setting. Historically,
this can be defended by the fact that formal citizenship in the centuries
covered in these pages was located in towns. Citizenship in the form of
a piece of paper was almost exclusively reserved for the inhabitants of
towns – almost, because some regions, notably in Flanders, southern
Germany and Switzerland, had so-called paleburghers, i.e. villagers who
could obtain a special type of citizenship rights in nearby towns.69 Still,
my insistence on citizenship practices rather than formal status implies
that villagers too could claim to be citizens. German historian Peter
Blickle and his collaborators have provided strong arguments in their
work, against the overemphasis on the urban–rural distinction, pre-
cisely when it comes to political institutions.70 I am convinced that
a story similar to the one told in this book might also be written about
the countryside.

The preceding pages, even though they deal with very complex
issues, still suggest a relatively straightforward set of questions for the
historian: what was the nature of citizenship prior to the democratic era,
and under what circumstances could it have an impact on societal
prosperity? To answer these two questions, this book is divided into
three parts. The first question is addressed in Part I, the second in Parts II
and III. Part I analyses structures rather than developments; Part II turns
from these shared experiences to investigate some of the distinctions
between various European regions and also suggests a development over
time, while Part III compares Europe’s trajectory with, on one hand,
similar societies in Asia, and, on the other hand, the Spanish and English
colonies in the Americas.

Because we have defined citizenship as a set of practices, rather
than an idea, Part I concentrates on a systematic analysis of these
practices in the political, economic, social and military domains. Each
chapter tries to establish how institutions provided citizens with agency,
i.e. gave them the capacity to shape their own lives. The purpose of this
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first part is to show that premodern towns indeed offered many oppor-
tunities to their citizens to actively engage in public life and contribute
to the development of their communities. To investigate this participa-
tion in communal life, we need to focus on some of the institutions that
were generally available in premodern towns. For Chapter 2 on politics
this is primarily the town council or councils. Many towns had two,
some even three councils, with varying degrees of representativeness.
Citizens could articulate their political demands through elections,
but also through petitions, and if those did not work, through riots
and rebellions. Special attention is paid to the role of wards, districts,
neighbourhoods –whatever they might be called – the small entities that
provided another layer of texture to urban communities. A major ques-
tion for this chapter is whether urban politics were really dominated by
oligarchies, a small number of elite families who presumably monopo-
lised local offices.

Economically, the most important institutions in local commu-
nities were the guilds. With very few exceptions, premodern towns had
dozens of guilds, each organising tens, hundreds or even thousands of
members. A debate has been going on for some time now as to whether
guilds contributed to economic growth. In Chapter 3, the focus is much
more on their role in the community. We also want to know whether
guilds restricted access to urban trades.

Socially, urban welfare agencies looked after those who had
problems providing for themselves. Charitable institutions were per-
haps even more common, if not more numerous, than guilds. In some
places they would be governed by the Church, but very often pious
names were a cover for public governance. Charity was simply too
important to be left entirely to Churches. Charities were important
instruments of communal inclusion and exclusion. The balance between
these two is an important topic for Chapter 4.

In modern studies of citizenship, the military aspect tends to be
omitted. In the premodern era it was, however, vitally important, as
Chapter 5 tries to demonstrate. Large numbers of citizens were drafted
in to contribute to the defence of the local community in wartime, but
also during periods of peace. In NiccolòMachiavelli’s version of citizen-
ship, civic militias allowed citizens to prove their civic virtue.
The literature on the Military Revolution has obscured the fact that
these forces survived into the early modern era. How and why they did
so is a key topic for this chapter.
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The first part of this book draws on urban histories from all over
Europe and most of the time disregards the variations between towns
and regions, and also ignores temporal developments, at least most of
the time. The second part does the exact opposite. Here I start to unpack
the Weberian idea of a single European urban experience. In the four
chapters that make up Part II, I focus on different areas that stood out in
the urban and civic landscape. The focus in this second part shifts from
the internal workings of citizenship within urban communities to the
external relations of those communities with the state in which they
were located. I analyse the impact of towns in the wider polity. Three
regions, the economically and politically most advanced of their time,
are highlighted: medieval Italy (Chapter 6), the early modern Low
Countries (Chapter 7) and, finally, England (Chapter 8). The challenge
is to explain which types of citizenship arrangements made these three
regions so singularly successful – at least for a time. The final chapter
(Chapter 9) in this part also looks at other regions, such as the Holy
Roman Empire, France and Spain, where towns were embedded in state
structures in such ways that urban citizens had less access to the state
machinery and national politics.

Part III of this book then widens the inquiry by bringing in
evidence from the Middle East and Asia (Chapter 10), as well as from
the Spanish and English colonies in the New World (Chapter 11).
Here we come to the crux of the Weberian claim concerning the
uniqueness of European citizenship and its possible contribution to
Europe’s precocious economic development since 1800. First we look
at endogenous developments in Asia, where urban communities were
often as large as they were in Europe. In both the Middle East and
China, empires were predominant, a form of government often por-
trayed as anathema to citizenship. There is no doubt that the concept
of citizenship as such was absent from these societies; in this specific
sense citizenship was indeed a uniquely European phenomenon. But
as we have defined citizenship as a set of practices, we can be more
open-minded about the presence or absence of citizenship in Asia.
The same aspects of citizenship – urban politics, guilds, social provi-
sioning and civic militias – as in Europe are investigated.
Unsurprisingly, we observe both similarities and differences between
Europe and Asia. These can, nonetheless, help us to identify the key
features that may have distinguished Europe’s institutional frame-
work from that of Asian towns and countries.
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Whereas the discussion of citizenship in Asia is mostly an
endogenous story, turning to the New World forces us to account
for the import of institutions by the Spanish and British colonisers.
In the Americas, an important debate has been waged about the
impact of colonial institutions on long-time economic performance.
Spanish colonists left a legacy of ‘poor’ institutions, it has been
argued, whilst the British endowed the United States with ‘good’
institutions. Historical studies of citizenship in these regions have
not been widely undertaken. Still, what we can find out about them
seems to contradict this black-and-white contrast between South
and North America.

The topic of this book is so enormously complex that it is
impossible to ‘prove’ very much about the role of citizenship in the
premodern world. Some readers may also be put off by what they
might consider an overly optimistic picture of premodern urban
societies painted in the following pages. So am I oblivious to the
fact that these premodern towns and cities were pools of vice and
violence, that they were regularly ravaged by plague and other dis-
eases, that women and children, not to mention labourers and slaves,
were exploited there and that they were often ruled by greedy and
corrupt elites? I can assure you that I am aware of all of these things.
Yet I am not so sure that in these respects urban environments were
worse than rural, or that early modern towns were worse than towns
in antiquity, the Middle Ages or even the nineteenth century. Nor do
I think that these downsides of urban life help us explain the fact
that the percentage of urbanites roughly quadrupled in Europe
between the eighth and fifteenth centuries, and had doubled again
by 1800.71

Instead I hope to persuade the readers of this book that citizen-
ship arrangements could make an important contribution to the promo-
tion of welfare in societies of this period more generally. I also try
to show that Asian societies, even if they did not have the concept,
nonetheless had citizenship practices which in various dimensions
resembled those in Europe. In other words, this book tries to develop
a more sophisticated version of Weber’s comparison between Asia and
Europe. At the same time, it is an attempt to demonstrate that there was
much more citizenship and agency in premodern urban populations
than textbook histories of the period still usually assume. It is often
said that the rise of democracy was a hallmark of the modern era. I hope
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to show in this book that in many ways nineteenth-century Europe was
perhaps less democratic than it had been in previous centuries. To see
that, however, we have to let go of the exclusively national perspective
that has dominated history-writing since its emergence as an academic
discipline in that same nineteenth century.
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Part I

DIMENSIONS OF CITIZENSHIP
IN EUROPEAN TOWNS
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1 FORMAL CITIZENSHIP

On 26 October 1311, Gerino di ser Tano, a native of Casole,
a village about twelve miles to the west of Siena in Tuscany, appeared
before five Sienese officials to make a formal declaration and
a payment.1 Some hours before, the Nine Governors and Defenders of
the Commune and People of Siena – effectively the local government
and colloquially known as the Nine – had approved Gerino’s petition
for citizenship of their community. A document had been drawn up to
that effect by their notary and presumably it was this document, handed
to Gerino, that prompted him to appear before the treasurer and four
Provvedori representing the Biccherna, the financial council. Gerino
paid them the citizenship dues of 100 soldi or five pounds. In compliance
with a recently introduced ruling he also pledged to build, within a year,
a house in Siena worth at least 100 pounds. Five years previously, in an
attempt to prevent alien merchants from circumventing the local export
duties by acquiring citizenship of the town, the Nine had ruled that
henceforth citizens would be required to live in Siena: citizens must be
residents. To underwrite his pledge, Gerino was accompanied by two
guarantors, Ser Nello di Giovanni, a notary, and Cino di messer
Tinaccio, probably also a notary. A second official document was duly
produced. Two days later, the city council took the necessary vote to
make Gerino a citizen. Of course this too was recorded in an official
document. Later that same day the podestà, Ranieri di Sasso Gabrielle
fromGubbio, whowas Siena’s formal, albeit temporary head of govern-
ment, officially granted Gerino the city’s citizenship. Immediately

Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316219027.003
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. Access paid by the UC Berkeley Library, on 26 Jul 2018 at 17:41:41, subject to the

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316219027.003
https://www.cambridge.org/core


Gerino returned to the treasurer and four Provvedori, whom he hadmet
two days before, to register his properties in the tax register.

A year later, on 21 October 1312, Gerino again visited the
Palazzo Pubblico, Siena’s town hall, to meet with the treasurer and
four Provvedori, together with his two guarantors. This time it was to
declare that he had kept his promise and built a house in the district of
San Pietro in Castelvecchio. Its exact location was recorded. Five days
later he returned once more and this time handed the Biccherna officials
a document which stated that he had met all the requirements for
citizenship status, and that he submitted his house to the community
as security against any debts he might incur in the future and that could
otherwise be held against the community as a whole. The next day
a document was produced, demonstrating that one month earlier
Gerino had acquired the plot on which his house was built. Two other
Biccherna officials came in to declare that they had inspected the prop-
erty, and valued it at more than 100 pounds. Yet another document was
produced, stating that this declaration had been accepted.

Italian archives of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries
abound with documents relating to the acquisition of citizen status.
Most of those documents required citizens to own local real estate and
pay taxes; in return citizens were entitled to a fair trial, could join
a guild and could participate in public offices.2Apart from the fact that
a lot of individuals were clearly making a living fromwriting up official
papers in early fourteenth-century Siena and similar towns, Gerino’s
story also demonstrates that he andmany others valued formal citizen-
ship. What was it that they valued, and to what extent did the acquisi-
tion of formal citizenship set Gerino and his fellow citizens apart from
the other inhabitants in a town like Siena? These are two of the
questions this chapter has to answer. In a nutshell, I argue two things.
The first is that, at the end of the day, formal citizenship had its greatest
impact in two areas: access to the guilds and access to high office. This
was relevant, of course, for those aspiring to join a guild or hoping to
be elected to high office, but many people either did not have these
ambitions or did not expect to achieve them for reasons other than
the obstacles they faced to the acquisition of formal citizenship.
My second point is that formal citizenship nonetheless turned out to
be more accessible than is often assumed on the basis of a narrow set of
infamous examples, like Berne or Venice. At the same time, as we shall
see, there was much more to citizenship than legal status. In the next
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chapters I discuss citizenship practices that were available to citizens
and non-citizens alike. The final section of this chapter also explores
how citizenship became the core element of urban ‘imagined commu-
nities’, in Benedict Anderson’s now classic phrase.3 That imagination
could take many forms, but one of the default patterns throughout our
period was what I call ‘urban republicanism’. Urban republicanism did
not care too much about the formal aspects of citizenship; it could
easily cover those who were not formal citizens but still participated in
citizenship practices.

Citizens’ Rights and Duties

Going back to Siena for a moment, it is worth noting that the
community that Gerino di ser Tano had joined was a less-than-
straightforward sociopolitical sector of society. In Siena citizenship
came in a variety of shapes, none entirely clear-cut. First of all, those
who, like Gerino, had applied for citizenship needed a two-thirds
majority of the city council to approve their applications. Most of
these citizens, incidentally, came from non-citizen families already living
in Siena, while others had inherited the status from their parents. If their
families had been long-established citizens, they would be called cives
antique, veri et naturales – ancient, genuine and natural citizens. The
language made clear that these were elevated, at least in status, above
the more recent cives assidui. In practice, however, little divided the two
categories. A third type of citizen comprised those who resided outside
the town’s perimeter, the cives silvestres, or out-burghers. Finally, Siena
had a group of households without citizen status, the habitatores
assidui, or permanent residents. On paper they were the lowliest sort,
but in reality there was not much of a difference between them and the
citizens, except that they could not participate in politics and adminis-
tration. These mere inhabitants were mainly distinguished from the
citizens because they were usually workers, whereas the citizens tended
to be middle-class artisans and shopkeepers, or upper-class merchants
and lawyers. Among the out-burghers no such distinction existed,
because often whole villages had been granted citizenship at the same
time; it was a way for Siena to buy the loyalty of the contado, the
hinterland under the control of the city.4 Sowhenwe talk about citizens,
we have to be aware that they came in different sorts. On paper it all
looked very neat; in practice the distinctions could be quite messy.
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This was also true because citizenship arrangements differed
from town to town, and from country to country. In German towns,
citizens were at one and the same time members of a juridical and
privileged community and a sworn association. Swearing the citizens’
oath entailed membership in the community.5 In eighteenth-century
Augsburg, and in other towns in southern Germany, the citizens’ oath
was annually confirmed on the Schwörtag, the day of oaths.6The citizen
swearing the oath in sixteenth-century Cologne confirmed that he was
not subject to any other lord, that he did not bring along any debts or
other issues that would burden the community; he promised fealty to the
city and its council and to uphold the local constitution, and finally to
maintain proper relations with the other citizens and inhabitants of the
city.7

The creation of sworn communities was the result of a long
process of urban emancipation that started in Italy and subsequently
emerged in other parts of Europe. The Roman Empire had been sub-
divided into administrative districts called ‘civitates’. In later centuries
the term had narrowed down to the bishops’ sees, a process still cap-
tured in the distinction made in English between a city, i.e. the capital of
a diocese, and a town. Later still, during the Viking era, walled places
also became known as towns. It was among the inhabitants of such
places that coniuratios were instituted, for the sake of mutual support
and protection. In some places, for example, York, these coniuratios
took the form of a guild, usually a merchant guild.8 Guilds and urban
communities thus became closely related, and in many, probably most,
medieval and early modern towns, membership in guilds required citi-
zenship. In some places, all inhabitants were even required to join
a guild and thus become citizens.9

The community, rather than its individual members, had
received various rules and regulations that allowed it to take care of
its business. An important element was always the establishment of a
local court of justice, regulating conflicts between citizens.10 Because the
judges were themselves citizens, citizenship entailed the right to peer
justice. At the same time, the city itself had acquired legal status and
permission to create its own regulations and organisations. These orga-
nisations are the topic of subsequent chapters, so we need not deal with
them in great detail here. Suffice it to say, that for many of them, formal
citizen status was a prerequisite for membership. This was most con-
sistently true for merchant and craft guilds, but in the Middle Ages this
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equally applied to militia guilds, and even to many welfare institutions.
As time progressed militias were reformed and thrown open to non-
citizens. Similarly, as more general welfare institutions were founded,
these were opened to all inhabitants.

Another early privilege all urban communities obtained was
the right to rule themselves. That right was always conditional on the
approval of the sovereign. Only a handful of European towns were city-
states (Venice, Florence and several others in Italy; perhaps Berne in
the Swiss Confederacy); the others were ultimately dependent on the
goodwill of the crown. That goodwill was certainly not automatically
forthcoming.11

As formalmembers of their community, citizens were entitled to
participate in local governance. Members of the town council and other
high offices were everywhere required to have formal citizen status.
Active citizenship, on the other hand, was much more varied. Some
towns held elections for the council; in others there was a division
between a self-recruiting smaller council that took care of everyday
business and a larger council elected by the citizens.12

Participation in elections, or even in the administration of the
city and its institutions, was perhaps the most important but by no
means the only privilege of those holding formal citizenship status.13

As we see in greater detail in Chapter 3, in most places only citizens
had the right to open a shop or workplace, at least if their trade was
incorporated. In many German towns, but also sometimes in other
regions, the ownership of real estate was restricted to citizens.14 Urban
privileges relieved citizens of various toll duties, although it is not quite
clear how significant this was. In Lyon, for example, citizens were
exempted from the taille on their rural properties, and had the exclusive
right to open a wine tavern, or cabaret bourgeois.15 In other French
towns, citizens could import their wine without being taxed.16 Finally,
citizens might enjoy social privileges. Amsterdam, for example, had
a separate orphanage for citizens’ children and another for non-
citizens’. Standards of education and provisioning were so much higher
in the former that local authorities assumed that these benefits attracted
people to apply for citizen status who would otherwise not do so.17

At the same time, taking up citizen status required one to live locally,
pay taxes, assume the burden of office when called upon and assist in the
military defence of the town – in other words: support the community.18

In English towns, the freeman’s oath explicitly linked these three

31 / Formal Citizenship

Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316219027.003
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. Access paid by the UC Berkeley Library, on 26 Jul 2018 at 17:41:41, subject to the

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316219027.003
https://www.cambridge.org/core


elements: the payment of taxes, the participation in local administration
and government and the subjection of one’s person and property to the
local courts.19

The rights and duties of citizens thus covered many areas of
public life, and could vary across time and space. Not in all of them was
the formal distinction between citizens and inhabitants as clear-cut as
legal documents suggested.20 Female citizens in practice did not enjoy
the full range of rights and thuswere closer to themere inhabitants; their
citizenship has been characterised as ‘passive’, or ‘latent’.21On the other
hand, those mere inhabitants paid taxes just as much as citizens did, and
they served equally in civic militias. In three major European countries,
however, much of this distinction did not even apply in legal terms.

In Spain very little distinction was made between town and
countryside. On one hand, farmers – and their animals – lived in
towns, while on the other hand, even the smallest settlements had
urban privileges and their inhabitants were citizens, or vecinos.22 ‘He
who lives in a settled house in these kingdoms must be considered a
citizen’, it was said during a discussion in Seville in the 1770s.23 Local
residence did not automatically make one a citizen, however.
Immigrants had to marry a citizen, or otherwise purchase citizenship.
And even the locals had to petition the council to validate their citizen-
ship. These procedures required the production of various documents
proving a legal marriage to a citizen, or indeed proof of one’s citizen
ancestry. Over the course of the eighteenth century the paperwork
increased as urban authorities, in an effort to make citizenship more
exclusive, began demanding more documentary evidence. Spanish citi-
zens were expected to pay taxes and to participate in the local meetings
called concejo abierto, or open council. Women and children were also
welcome to these meetings, an extraordinary feature of Spanish law.
Women were otherwise limited in the exercise of their citizenship and
could not even apply for it unless they were widows.

In many French towns, little distinction was made between
citizens and other inhabitants. There were no formal procedures for
obtaining citizen status; in most French towns this occurred automati-
cally following residence for a variable number of years.24 In Paris,
which did have a procedure for acquiring citizenship, one became
bourgeois du roi, rather than a citizen of the city. Only from the
sixteenth century onwards do the sources also speak of bourgeois
de Paris, a status that was primarily attractive because it provided
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exemption from certain national taxes.25 French citizenship discourse
was oriented towards the state. It had its roots in Roman law, but was
also inspired by the ideas developed in Renaissance city-states. One of
the arguments deployed by sixteenth-century French jurists who wrote
about this topic was that France was really ‘one great city’, a fiction
which allowed them to apply to a national framework ideas about
citizenship that were developed in an urban context.26

In one way or another, all early modern European states were
struggling with this problem: if citizenship as a formal status was a local
institution, what did this imply for loyalties to the state and its sover-
eign? In most countries the relationship between local citizens and the
sovereign was mediated by the local authorities, who represented the
urban citizen community in national institutions. In France two distinct
terms were used: citoyen denoted the person’s relationship with the
sovereign, i.e. the king, whereas bourgeois defined his relationship
with the local community. The status of citoyen was, however, only
formalised for foreigners. Like the bourgeois de Paris, this institution
was primarily tax-driven. The property of foreigners who passed away
on French soil would automatically fall to the crown. One could avoid
this eventuality by acquiring citizenship, becoming a citoyen. On aver-
age some fifty individuals a year, overwhelmingly clergymen and
merchants residing in France, took out this form of insurance against
the possible confiscation of their goods and capital.27 In a country of
twenty million, the citoyen was a marginal figure.

In Muscovy, the government insisted on a direct relationship
with its citizens and, for instance, organised open assemblies inMoscow
where ordinary people were invited to discuss national policies. The
authorities likewise encouraged the submission of petitions, and many
individuals as well as collectives used that opportunity. In the Russian
context, however, there was no idea of freedom in the sense of protec-
tion against the power of the state.28 Nor were there any of the inter-
mediate institutions that embodied those freedoms elsewhere in
Europe – even in France.

Citizenship, understood as a legal category, thusmeant a variety
of things in different parts of Europe. It also changed with time; in some
regions (e.g. France) formal citizenship rights became more circum-
scribed by the state; in other regions (e.g. the Dutch Republic) new
possibilities emerged for citizenship. Stated more bluntly: there was
no single European model of citizenship. In its most common form,
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citizenship was a formal status in an urban, i.e. local, context, which
provided citizens with a range of rights and duties that spanned the
juridical, political, economic and social realms. These local citizens were
tied into the wider national community through the relationships
between local and national authorities. Local authorities brokered
between their own citizens and the state. This model applied in most
countries, but France and Russia were major exceptions. In those coun-
tries, formal urban citizenship was weakly developed, and national
citizenship rights were poorly articulated. Nevertheless, the existence
of citizenship as membership in a specific community inevitably created
a boundary between insiders and outsiders. So how did one transform
from one into the other? And what did it mean for those left in the cold?

Modes of Access

On a European scale there were two main routes into citizen-
ship: birth (‘patrimony’) and purchase. It is relatively easy to establish
the scale of the second route, because records were kept. We therefore
also have a better idea of the procedures followed by those who pur-
chased their citizen status. The so-called born citizens seem to have often
taken their status for granted. In Frankfurt, for example, the authorities
urged citizens’ sons to report to the city hall and have their status
ratified, but the surviving registers suggest that such summonses were
less than completely successful.29 In Amsterdam people born into citi-
zenship do crop up in the registers, but in such small numbers that they
must have constituted a mere fraction of the actual number of people
in a position to claim citizen status.30 Does this mean that such status
held little significance? Not necessarily; there could be other explana-
tions for this lack of official registration. One, no doubt, would have
been cost-effectiveness on both sides: for many it would be unduly time-
consuming to go and register, while the local administrationwould have
found it a laborious task keeping a record of somany names. There were
alternative ways of establishing one’s citizen status. If the need arose,
neighbours and family friends would testify that the individual’s parents
were citizens, and such testimony was, it seems, accepted as legal
proof.31 In some towns, for example in the Duchy of Brabant, it made
no difference whether one’s parents were citizens: being born locally
sufficed to qualify for citizenship.32 This may also have been true in
Venice.33
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For immigrants, however, this was not an option; they would
have to access citizenship in different ways. One possibility was to
marry somebody who already qualified as a citizen. Citizenship was
usually passed on through marriage. If there was no opportunity to
woo a local lass or lad, the only alternative was to purchase citizenship,
an option that is further discussed in the next section. In England,
though not in other countries, apprenticeship offered immigrants
a cheap route into citizenship; those who completed their apprentice-
ship in a particular English town qualified almost automatically for
local citizenship.34

A third possible route into citizenship – in specific cases, at
least – was by gift of the local community as a token of respect or
gratitude. In the Dutch Republic, for instance, ministers of the official
Reformed Church would be granted citizenship in towns where they
were asked to take up a position.35 Perhaps more interesting, urban
authorities might bestow free citizenship on refugees or other immi-
grants whom they wanted to attract to their town or city. Huguenots
were given free citizenship in this way in many European towns.36

In 1745 the Hamburg Chamber of Commerce proposed to give free
citizenship to every entrepreneur willing to settle locally.37Despite such
examples, however, it was unusual to be given citizen status for free, and
in terms of numbers citizenship thus acquired remained a marginal
phenomenon.38

In Frankfurt in 1834 women led a quarter of all citizen
households.39 This was remarkable, not least because in the fourteenth
and fifteenth centuries a mere 5 per cent of newly registered citizens in
Frankfurt had been female. This had been the normal pattern; only in
a handful of towns was more than 10 per cent of newly registered
citizens female.40 It has been claimed that women in the German lands
were increasingly marginalised as citizens during the early modern
period,41 but the very low numbers of the late Middle Ages suggest
that they had never been substantially represented. In the Dutch towns
of the Overijssel region the percentage of registered female citizens
likewise varied, but rarely rose above 5 per cent, either in the Middle
Ages or subsequently.42 In Amsterdam 203 out of 6,642 registered
citizens in 1636–51 were females, i.e. 3 per cent.43 These Dutch num-
bers, however, refer to immigrants rather than natives; among locally
born citizens, who inherited their status from their parents, the percen-
tage must have been around fifty.
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Immigrants and Obstacles

Demographic historians have claimed that premodern towns
were subject to an ‘urban graveyard’ effect.44 As a result of over-
crowding and poor hygiene, urban populations tended to decrease
rather than increase. According to this thesis, immigration was neces-
sary just to maintain a stable population. Obviously, urban growth
would have required very substantial numbers of immigrants. Critics
of this view have insisted that the effect did not necessarily occur in all
premodern towns. Nevertheless, it is now generally accepted that immi-
gration was already a regular feature of urban life in the sixteenth
century and probably earlier.45 Communities would have had to deal
with the problem of how to accommodate and integrate these new-
comers one way or another, and formal citizenship was part of that
process. Middle-sized German towns in the fourteenth and fifteenth
centuries routinely registered 1–1.3 per cent of their population stock
as new citizens every year. This suggests that immigrants comprised
between one fifth and one third of the population – depending on life-
span and the hidden number of non-citizens.46

Formal citizenship was not an option for everyone wishing to
settle as a newcomer in an urban community.47 And while some people
found themselves excluded, others simply did not bother: if one did not
aspire to office, or did not have the means to open one’s own business,
possession of formal citizenship offered no immediate advantage.
Indeed, immigrants faced a range of obstacles. These were invariably
financial – but never merely that. One of the most common – albeit very
often implicit – requirements was religious conformity. Non-Christians
would find it impossible in most premodern towns to obtain citizenship.
Even in Amsterdam, with its reputation for tolerance, the earliest Jews
were only allowed to apply for citizenship under the pretence that they
were indeed Christians.48 In 1632 Jews were allowed to become full
citizens as Jews, without the need for dissimulation. Restrictive condi-
tions did, however, still apply: Jewish citizens could not pass on their
citizenship to their children, and they were not permitted to join the
guilds, which for others was perhaps the single most important reason
to become a citizen in the first place.49 At least Amsterdam did not
discriminate among Christians. In nearby Utrecht, Catholic applicants
for citizenship were only considered if they were born within the pro-
vince of Utrecht. It was later added that exceptions could be made ‘for
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important, particular reasons’, i.e. if the candidate was useful to the city.
In 1724Dutch Catholics were declared eligible for citizenship in Utrecht
if they could produce a letter of support from a Reformed (!) consistory.
Several other Dutch towns introduced similar legislation in the course of
the seventeenth century.50

In medieval Germany, dozens of towns had a special citizen
status for Jews, sometimes remarkably similar to the rights of
Christians, at other times a severely restricted version.51 In the early
modern period, some German towns welcomed Portuguese (Sephardic)
Jews, but refused to admit Ashkenazi Jews from Central Europe.
Frankfurt, however, did the exact opposite in 1609, when a group of
Portuguese Jews from Venice was refused residence.52 In the early
seventeenth century, Frankfurt had possibly the largest Jewish commu-
nity in Germany, but during the so-called Fettmilch Uprising in 1614

the ghetto was plundered and its inhabitants expelled. They were sub-
sequently allowed to return under special imperial protection. In 1694

the Frankfurt ghetto was home to some 260 families.53 In Spain, only
Catholics could become citizens; Jews and Muslims had their own legal
framework and were excluded from participating in local affairs.54

In France, Protestants were likewise excluded from citizenship; they
were ‘subjects of the king without being citizens’, according to a treatise
on the marriage of Protestants from 1775. Louis XIV himself had
claimed in 1715 that there were no longer any Protestants left in
France. Possibly with this fiction in mind, it had been ordered in 1724

that all civil acts, such as the registration of births, marriages and deaths,
had to be passed before a parish priest. Only in 1787 did Protestants
gain the right to register before either a parish priest or a royal judge.
Jews were not included in the legislation of 1787.55

The financial obstacles, however, applied everywhere. In
German towns it usually took thirty to forty days of unskilled labour
to pay for one’s citizenship dues. A similar amount was required in most
Dutch towns, but in Amsterdam it was in the order of sixty days.56

Amsterdam’s citizenship dues had been quite modest in the early seven-
teenth century, but they were raised several times before 1650, when
they reached fifty guilders. Much of that money went to welfare institu-
tions that had problems coping with the increased demand for support.
There is little evidence of any attempt to stem the tide of immigrants,
however; it rather appears that Amsterdam was trying to profit from
the demand for local citizenship.57 In some towns in the southern
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Netherlands, and evenmore so in England, purchasing citizenship could
be a very expensive process, requiring half a year or more of unskilled
wages.58 Obviously this might have affected immigrant numbers.

Numbers

Formal citizenship arrangements had features of both inclusion
and exclusion: inclusion, because they allowed aliens to join the urban
community formally, and enjoy its privileges; exclusion, because var-
ious sorts of obstacles were usually put in the way of those wanting
citizenship. What one wants to know is what effect all of this had on the
numbers of people actually acquiring formal citizen status in European
towns. Numerical data alone will never resolve the question of which
side of the equation was the more dominant factor, but if the percentage
of citizens in urban populations could be established, that knowledge
would in itself help us to get a sense of the balance between the two.
Fortunately, those, like Gerino di ser Tano, aspiring to become citizens
had to be registered. As a result of this registration, historians have at
their disposal detailed lists of the names, as well as in many cases places
of origin, of the new citizens in a great many European towns, often
going back well into the Middle Ages. For the historian of citizenship,
however, the registers –which at first sight might appear to be a treasure
trove – create two formidable problems. The first one is to establish who
were actually registered; the second is to transform the ‘flow’ figures
into ‘stocks’ that allow us to get a sense of the percentage of the urban
population included in formal citizenship arrangements.59

Given the fact that various modes of access allowed aspiring
citizens to join the community, any registration had to deal with that
variety. As far as we can tell, urban authorities recorded meticulously
those who joined from outside and who, like Gerino, had to pay for
their citizenship status. The problems began with those acquiring
citizenship under private arrangements, i.e. inheriting it from their
citizen parents, or men marrying a daughter from a citizen family.
Data from Amsterdam suggest that the registration of these citizens
was an erratic affair.60 In many other towns, the addition of places of
origin equally demonstrates that citizenship registers normally dealt
with immigrants, and only rarely with locals acquiring citizen status.61

This makes it more difficult to gauge what part of the citizen commu-
nity had local roots.
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The second problem has to do with the administrative proce-
dure providing our sources of information. New citizens were regis-
tered when their applications had been accepted. As a result, we know
who joined the community and when – the inflow. What we do not
know is when citizens left again, or passed away – the outflow. Clearly,
the authorities were not interested in this, and for census purposes
(mostly created with taxation in mind), the citizenship status of the
population was not seen as a relevant factor. Only rarely do the sources
produce a stock of citizens, such as we have for Nuremberg in 1622

when, out of a total of 10,069 registered households, the households of
citizens numbered 8,939, i.e. 89 per cent.62 In other places, we may
have population numbers, or the number of households, at specific
moments in time, i.e. stock numbers, but for new citizens we may
have only the in-flows. A methodology, developed by Chris Minns,
has recently enabled us for the first time to transform those flows into
stocks of new citizens, which can be divided by the urban population to
obtain percentages of citizens and thus give us some sense of the
quantitative dimension of formal citizenship. It is important to keep
in mind that, given several assumptions required to transform flows
into stocks, this methodology does not produce exact numbers, and the
percentages quoted here are therefore indications of the approximate
size of the citizen share in populations. However, even these indications
can give us some clues as to the quantitative impact of formal citizen-
ship. We can calculate these percentages in two ways: by individuals or
by households. As the citizen registers only list the heads of households
and provide no clues about howmany dependants were included in the
registration – spouses and newly born children would become citizens
automatically (passive citizenship) – I use household rather than indi-
vidual rates.

Our data are confined to north-west Europe and cover towns
and cities in England, the Low Countries and the Holy Roman Empire.
In the majority of the ten English towns, nine in the LowCountries and
sixteen in the Holy Roman Empire, the majority of households were
headed by someone with citizen status. The rates could be as high as
75 per cent or more in places like Antwerp and Ghent throughout the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, or in Frankfurt during the seven-
teenth century and Cologne during the eighteenth, and still more than
two-thirds in, for example, Bristol (1700–49) and York (1650–99).
Some towns registered low figures: Canterbury in the sixteenth

39 / Formal Citizenship

Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316219027.003
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. Access paid by the UC Berkeley Library, on 26 Jul 2018 at 17:41:41, subject to the

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316219027.003
https://www.cambridge.org/core


century, Berlin in the eighteenth. Classifying these rates in a more
systematic way reveals that out of eighty-five half-century observa-
tions, forty-three showed rates of 60 per cent and over, twenty-seven
fell between 40 and 59 per cent and fifteen fell below the 40 per cent
threshold.63 In other words, in half the observations a clear majority of
households were headed by formal citizens, whereas in only a sixth of
our observations did citizens constitute a minority of households.
These estimates are corroborated by dispersed figures for various
German towns: the vast majority of Wetzlar’s 2,500 inhabitants were
citizens at the end of the seventeenth century; in Augsburg 87 per cent
of households were headed by a citizen in 1730, in Hamburg about
60 per cent in 1759, but perhaps just under half in Cologne in 1704.64

All of this seems to suggest that formal citizenship was accessible to
many urban households, but also that this was not the case for all
households, nor true for all towns.

It is not clear what gave rise to the distinctions.65 There was no
‘national’ pattern, as in each of the four countries investigated here we
find both high and low values. There were no dramatic shifts between
centuries. It is true that most of the low rates stem from the eighteenth
century, but for those towns where we have observations for both the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, we see no clear downward trend
in the percentages of citizen households. The distribution between high
and low rates in the second half of the sixteenth century is close to the
average. Neither was it the case that large towns made citizenship more
accessible than smaller towns: the rates in Amsterdam – around
50 per cent – were much lower than those obtained in middle-sized
Utrecht and ’s-Hertogenbosch. Similarly, the small town of Nördlingen,
site of a famous battle during the Thirty Years’ War and only slowly
recovering from the combined shocks of warfare and plague, had
a much higher percentage of immigrants in its citizen stock than
Berlin, capital of the expanding Brandenburg state and itself a city
that was rapidly growing.66 London was very expensive for those
wanting to purchase citizenship, but grew nonetheless at a very fast
rate during the early modern period. The percentage of citizens declined
in London, but this had more to do with the growth of the suburbs,
where no formal citizenship was available, than with a decline in the
popularity of the institution as such. In the City of London at least three
quarters of heads of households were citizens in the early nineteenth
century.67
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Urban Republicanism

Formal citizenship created a legal and political community.
At the same time it created an ‘imagined community’, i.e. an ideological
construct that shaped citizens’ actions and discourse. That community
was not necessarily restricted to those with formal citizenship, but the
discourse would have failed without the core elements of formal citizen-
ship. Although citizenship featured as such in this discourse, it was also
implicit in all matters of guild membership, which was central to many
of the claims arising from the citizens’ community, as we can see in the
two petitions that were submitted in 1378 by the collective guilds of
Louvain to their town council and to the Duke of Brabant, their
sovereign.68 Although the texts were written in Dutch, rather than the
French employed in most official documents, the wording clearly dis-
played the contribution of an author with legal training. In all prob-
ability, the petitioners hoped that their proposals might be converted
directly into law.

Apart from some minor points, the petitions raised four general
concerns. First and foremost, the guilds demandedmore transparency in
the administration of their town.More specifically, they insisted that the
council provide annual public account of its handling of tax receipts,
a claim already voiced in an earlier petition in 1360. To be sure, the
objective was not to lower taxes, but simply to know how the money
had been spent. Their second point was also financial: they insisted on
a public inquiry into the size and funding of the town’s public debt. This
was important, because citizens could be arrested outside Louvain when
creditors of the town so demanded. But transparency was also at stake
in relation to this point, because there were suspicions that elite families
had been manipulating the debt to their own advantage. To ensure such
transparency in future, the guilds of Louvain demanded representation
on the city council. They insisted that half the aldermen seats go to the
‘good folks of the guilds’. Finally, the guilds demandedmore autonomy:
‘Also, that the guilds of this town can regulate themselves and meet
whenever they want in the interest of the town.’ Meetings without
previous permission from the town council were very unpopular with
the elites, because they would almost inevitably create trouble – or even
revolution. A century and a half later, when Emperor Charles V sought
to curb guild influence in urban constituencies, he made sure that such
meetings could only take place after they had been authorised by the
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council. In Utrecht, moreover, no two guilds were allowed to meet on
the same date.69

In the mid-fifteenth century, calls for an overhaul of local gov-
ernment were voiced in towns across Europe. In Bruges, not so far from
Louvain and at that time a linchpin of early capitalist networks, the
guilds were able to restore their dominant role in government in 1477,
after a previous revolution, in 1437–38, had resulted in a reduction of
their powers. In 1480 the guild deans stated in the Great Council that
their opinions were ‘by charge of their people [members], who had
gathered for that purpose’.70 Across the North Sea, in York, the guild
‘searchers’, as the deans were called there, were again the initiators of
a series of petitions, and at times of rebellions, to support a ‘coherent
and feasible political programme’, consisting of four core elements.
The citizens, united in their guilds, insisted on political and financial
accountability and on the defence of urban privileges, including those of
the guilds themselves. But uppermost in their minds was, according to
the historians who recently investigated these popular movements, their
‘unwavering commitment to the city’s autonomy’.71

In Florence ‘guild republicanism’, or ‘popular republicanism’,
emerged in the final decade of the thirteenth century.72 The Florentine
Republic, it was claimed in 1343, ‘is ruled and governed by the guilds
and guildsmen of the same city’.73 In 1378 the guilds stated that their
explicit purpose was to enhance ‘the liberty, security, and tranquility of
the twenty-one guilds and of each and every guildsman of the city of
Florence’.74 Later that same year a list of recommendations filed on
behalf of the guilds requested that reforms be discussedwith the Consuls
of the guilds, ‘so that, if all or parts of these proposals become law, it will
have been done with the agreement and consent of the guild Consuls;
and then it can truly be said that it has been done with the consent of the
whole city’.75 The ideology that the guilds managed to impose on
Florence’s electoral system during several brief interludes in the four-
teenth century was specifically opposed to the formation of a political
elite with its own programme. The latter would develop into civic, or
classical republicanism. Whereas the elites aimed at virtual representa-
tion, the guilds wanted genuine popular influence, and while the elites
insisted that they represented the ‘whole people’, i.e. on an individual
basis, the guilds’ conception of the community was corporatist.76

This opposition between collective and individual citizenship
was echoed in the Dutch Republic at the end of the eighteenth century in

42 / Dimensions of Citizenship in European Towns

Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316219027.003
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. Access paid by the UC Berkeley Library, on 26 Jul 2018 at 17:41:41, subject to the

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316219027.003
https://www.cambridge.org/core


debates about political unification. Whilst in the Dutch corporatist
tradition ‘the people’ had been the sum total of local communities,
claims were now made in the name of one ‘indivisible’ nation, whose
representatives were no longer the delegate of a single urban community
with its citizen membership, but of all Dutch citizens, as individuals.77

In a similar fashion, the civic opposition in the town of Ulm, in southern
Germany, claimed in 1794 that the town’s constitution ‘is republican’.
What this meant for Ulm’s citizens, and for similar protesters in other
imperial cities in the same region, was an insistence on the fundamental
equality between citizens and the towns’ officials, on the maintenance of
‘liberty’ as a fundamental value, and that members of the town council
should refrain from pursuing their self-interest.78 Citizenship was – and
still is – at one and the same time an individual status and the member-
ship of a collective. In the wake of the French Revolution this collective
identity was transferred from the local to the national level and, in the
process, the individual elements in citizenship were foregrounded.79

In the preceding centuries these individual elements had been much
less in evidence.

The consistency of these demands – found in towns great and
small, and from the fourteenth to eighteenth centuries – demonstrates
that they emanated from a single worldview, or ideology.80 In terms of
theoretical sophistication this view was not particularly well developed,
but nonetheless it proved quite persistent. German historian Heinz
Schilling has labelled this worldview ‘urban republicanism’.81 The core
of urban republicanism, as Schilling defined it, was the citizens’ desire to
participate in one way or another in the exercise of political power. This
was an argument for collective forms of representation, usually through
civic organisations, of which the guilds, parishes or neighbourhoods and
civic militias were the most obvious. An underlying assumption was that
those organisations had mechanisms, for instance general assemblies, in
which individual citizens might raise concerns, but at the same time the
individual voice was seen as less important than the collective expression
of opinions by these corporate organisations. Because of the centrality
of corporate organisations, ‘urban republicanism’ might also be called
‘corporatism’ or ‘communalism’.82

Given the importance of representation, urban republicanism
had to insist on the collective nature of urban rule. This was connected
to two other elements in this ideology: assumptions about the original
state of the civic community, and the balancing of interests. On various
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occasions, petitioners stated that the right to representation went back
to the general assemblies of citizens as they had existed in the period
immediately after the foundation of the community. As a pamphlet from
Leiden added in 1748: when the community grew in size, such assem-
blies had become impractical and the administration had been delegated
to a smaller group of individuals.83That groupmirrored the community
in that it was composed of people who had formal citizen status, and
because it should never be dominated by a single individual or family.
Collective rule prevented the interests of a small minority from dom-
inating the urban administrative agenda.84 For the same reason, cor-
poratist ideologues would insist on the rotation of offices: this would
return officeholders to the ranks of ordinary citizens and therefore
remind them that misbehaviour in office would be corrected, and pos-
sibly punished, by the next person in that same office.85 Delegation, at
the same time, did not mean that ordinary citizens had abandoned their
right to be informed, for example about public finances. Ultimately,
such claims were founded on the citizens’ fundamental rights and per-
sonal liberties.

This literally popular republican ideology was not necessarily
identical with the ‘classical republicanism’ that has become so fashion-
able among historians of earlymodern political ideas.86 It was ‘classical’
because its intellectual roots were in Roman law and therefore had
a habit of referencing Roman antiquity. Classical republicanism
emerged in the Italian city-states of the Renaissance with Marsiglio of
Padua (c.1280–1342) and Bartolus of Sassoferrato (1313–57), both
writing in the first half of the fourteenth century, but found its most
famous voice inNiccolòMachiavelli (1469–1527) from Florence. These
authors all shared an interest in the foundations of urban rule, even if
Machiavelli’s most famous work deals with the prince.87 Their theories
also gained currency beyond the Italian peninsula, in works that either
proposed the Italian cities (mainly Venice) as paradigmatic or were
influenced by British writings that had developed a northern variety of
Italian (mainly Florentine) ideas.88

Urban republicanism, on the other hand, did not produce
a systematic political philosophy, nor an authoritative statement of its
main features. Perhaps its most theoretical articulation was found in the
works of Johannes Althusius (c.1553–1638), whowas appointed syndic
of the German town of Emden in 1604. That appointment was in itself
significant. Emden had just experienced a political revolution that
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started in 1595, when the town rebelled against its sovereign, and the
citizen militias –with the help of troops sent by the Dutch –managed to
hold out. After further armed conflict in the following years, in 1603 the
citizens of Emden forced their sovereign, the Count of East-Frisia, to, in
effect, accept Emden’s independence.89 When Althusius was given the
job of town syndic, i.e. the most important civil servant of the commu-
nity, the following year, he came with what might be considered a long
testimonial: his PoliticaMethodice Digesta had been published in 1603.
A new edition, twice the size of the original, would follow in 1610.

Althusius’ Politica makes two important claims. The first is
that, out of self-interest, individuals and families have no choice but to
collaborate. Talents and resources have been unequally distributed
across the population, and precisely this makes collective solutions to
human needs inevitable. However, these solutions can be reached in
a variety of ways and therefore individuals and families – Althusius
portrays individuals mainly as representatives of households – can
choose how they prefer to collaborate with others. Therefore, the
collegia, or corporations, that emerge from this collective impulse are
bodies ‘organised by assembled persons according to their own pleasure
and will’.90 The second claim is that the creation of these collegia is not
dependent on any sovereign authority. By implication, the state is not
the final source of authority – as in Jean Bodin’s more or less contem-
porary theory of sovereignty – but is instead a composite of lower-order
corporations, such as towns and villages.91 In the town, authority ‘is
entrusted, with the consent of the citizens, to the senatorial collegium’,
in other words, the town council.92 Citizens, in Althusius’ system, do
not act politically as individuals, but always as members of a collec-
tive.93 The popularity of Althusius’ work is difficult to gauge, but it
would seem that he was merely systematising a practice that had long
before emerged in urban environments and would continue to be prac-
tised, even without his theoretical blessings.

An important implication of Althusius’ version of urban repub-
licanism was its historical character. If corporations were the result
of voluntary collaborations, they had to be justified, not from general
principles, but from the historically specific conditions of their
emergence.94 The validity of its general claims to equality among citi-
zens, and to representation of the community in the political process,
therefore required the support of historical precedents and documents.
In 1702 the citizens of Nijmegen, a medium-sized town in the east of the
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Dutch Republic, were up in arms afterWilliam III of Orange, stadholder
of the Duchy of Guelders, had passed away. Their objections to local
magistrates, who had been appointed by William without proper con-
sultation with the citizen community (as laid down in the local constitu-
tion), were listed at great length in the Justificatie van het recht, dat de
magistraat neffens de gildens en de gemeensluyden der Stadt Nymegen
als een vrye Rijks-stadt van-ouds heft gehad, ende als nog competeert,
om hareMagistraat, ende vrye keure van dien by haar selfs te doen (etc.),
i.e. ‘Justification of the right that the town council, as well as the guilds
and common council of the town of Nijmegen, as an Imperial City, used
to have and still has to freely elect its own magistrate’. Its argument was
entirely historical. The seventy-one pages of the text, as well as the fifty-
five pages of addenda, consisted of an enumeration of old documents,
going back to the thirteenth century, that confirmed this right of the
community. These documents, it was claimed, demonstrated that
Nijmegen had been an autonomous community, and in effect an imperial
city, for many centuries and was entitled as such to govern itself. The
proper form of government in Nijmegen was, moreover, one in which
elites (the town council) and the citizens (guilds and common council)
collaborated. Although the parties might disagree at times about the
distribution of power between them, they agreed on the fundamental
principles underpinning Nijmegen’s form of government.95

This emphasis on historical trajectories, and more specifically
local historical trajectories, was simultaneously the strength and weak-
ness of urban republicanism. On one hand it created a strong sense of
local identity; becoming a citizen implied an inclusion in this powerful
history of rights gathered in the documents stored in local archives.
Indeed, access to those documents was a recurring demand of urban
protest movements.96 By implication, the emphasis on local history
provided a sense of place: each town was unique, due to its particular
historical trajectory. The other side of the coin, however, was a lack of
common ground. Urban republicanism consisted of a set of general
principles that implied local specificities. The upshot of this was that
urban republicanism resisted the sort of generalisations necessary for
a successful political theory. The point of urban republicanism was
precisely that it was not generally applicable, but only validated by the
specific, i.e. historically determined, trajectory of a particular town –

and nowhere else. The strength of urban republicanism was therefore
not its theoretical sophistication, nor its applicability in numerous
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locations, but its powerful social profile: urban republicanism appealed
to elites as well as ordinary citizens.

Because urban republicanism was a practical, rather than a the-
oretical philosophy, its discourse is found primarily in the sort of papers
produced by urban institutions and citizens themselves, such as pamph-
lets and petitions, or urban constitutions and instructions for public
officials.97 The latter routinely referred to ethical standards perfectly
compatible with the republican framework that was shaping the political
ideals of broad strata of premodern urban populations in Europe. Far
into the sixteenth century ‘republic’ was synonymous with ‘common-
wealth’, and the preservation of the ‘bonum commune’, or common
good, was a key concept in such urban documents.98 The Nuremberg
constitution of 1461, for example, insisted that local government had
been entrusted to the council by the kings and emperors of the Holy
Roman Empire ‘for the values [wirden] and honour and the common
good of the city’.99 Froma survey of some twenty-fiveGerman andDutch
texts, ranging from the late fourteenth century to the early sixteenth,
offering counsel to urban officeholders, it appears that keeping the com-
mon good always in mind was a central concern in this type of docu-
ments. One such work, Johann von Soest’sWymen wol eyn statt regyrn
soll (How to Properly Govern a Town), from 1495, argued: ‘The officer
should obey the subject; this is self-evident, and he is [in office] for the
common good’.100 Under their 1713 constitution, the Zürich mayors
promised to rule in the interest of rich and poor alike, and the document
itself stated that ‘with good laws our city will experience happy days’.101

Urban rebels justified their protest with arguments of ‘liberty’
and ‘justice’, precisely because they knew that the local authorities
would find these difficult to refute.102 A similar type of argument was
employed in relation to taxation. In 1748, during amajor uprising in the
towns of Holland, it was argued in an anonymous pamphlet published
in Leiden that local rulers were spending the citizens’ money, ‘emanat-
ing from their properties and possessions, or from their profits and
labour’. Because it was their money, the citizens should themselves
take charge of how it was to be spent. However, given the size of the
population – Leiden had some 40,000 inhabitants at the time – this
would have been impractical. The town councillors were therefore
selected from the midst of the citizens to act ‘as trustees and stewards’
of the public funds. For this reason, the citizens were entitled to annual
public accounting of public expenditures.103
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Following an argument developed by Jonathan Barry, one could
also say that urban citizenship followed not somuch a coherent ideology,
but a code of conduct, reflecting a set of values. These values encom-
passed three basic elements: ‘charity and mutual benefit’, ‘antiquity,
honour and precedence’ and, finally, ‘freedom and independence’.104

Conclusion

Urban privileges created formalised urban communities.
Membership of these communities was of various kinds, but two cate-
gories were ubiquitous: full citizenship and mere resident status.
Residents, designated as Beisasse, Einwohner, inwoner, habitant and
so on, were people who resided in the town but had few formal rights.
Nevertheless, these people could hope to get a fair trial, could securely
own property, could do their jobs, had access to public welfare, and so
on. They were usually barred from higher – but not necessarily lower –
public offices, and might not participate in policy consultations or
elections. In most towns they would be excluded from joining a guild
and hence from opening a shop or operating a workshop at their own
expense. They were nonetheless required to pay taxes at the same rates
as citizens. Citizens had greater political and economic opportunities
and were sometimes treated better than mere inhabitants by the local
welfare institutions. The contrast looked stark on paper, but in practice
the distinctions were blurred in many areas. Although it is probably fair
to say that in general most heads of households in the upper classes held
formal citizenship and that the inhabitants more likely belonged to the
lower classes, this social distinction was cross-cut by a great many
exceptions, ranging from resident international merchants without citi-
zen status to paupers who, simply by having been born locally, had
automatically acquired formal citizen status.

Precisely because that formal citizenship was not directly con-
nected to social status, the percentage of households headed by a citizen
was usually substantial, and may generally be reckoned as between one
half and two-thirds, sometimes even higher. Nonetheless, a significant
proportion of urban populations, and in one in six towns even a clear
majority, consisted of non-citizens. For many of them, not possessing
citizenship status reinforced other mechanisms of social exclusion, such
as irregular employment, low wages and a lack of opportunities to
participate in public and political life. It is not so clear, however, that
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those other mechanisms were the result of their exclusion from formal
citizenship; it was equally possible that the chain of causality ran in the
opposite direction. This also applied to women, next to the working
classes the most obvious group in society to be negatively affected by
formal citizenship. In most towns women were not excluded from
citizenship as such, but in practice their citizenship was circumscribed
in a variety of ways, excluding them from politics and also from the
guilds. This had already been true in the Middle Ages, but in many
towns the number of women independently registered as citizens further
declined from the sixteenth century.

Perhaps just as important as its formal implications were the
ideological consequences of citizenship. Citizens presented themselves
as the core of the community, promoted by an urban republican ideol-
ogy as the best of all worlds. Urban republicanism was a grassroots
ideology with very few intellectual advocates, but it was very popular in
urban civic society. It was, moreover, an ideology shared by urban elites
and the middle classes who, under the umbrella of citizenship, could
agree on a number of crucial features of their local societies: the impor-
tance of local autonomy, the fundamental equality between citizens,
some form of political representation. All this provided a common
foundation for, and coherence to, sociopolitical interactions that made
urban communities formidable actors in Europe’s medieval and early
modern societies, often punching well above their population number’s
weight.
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2 URBAN GOVERNANCE
Citizens and Their Authorities

In 1712 Zürich became involved in the Toggenburg War, a
domestic conflict between the Catholic and Protestant members of the
Swiss Confederation. Zürich’s participation had been decided by the
town council without consultation with the guilds, even though this was
required by the local constitution. It was just one of the political issues
dividing Zürich society. Structurally, the guilds, and their middle-class
membership, had much reason to feel aggrieved. No artisan had been
elected mayor of Zürich since 1601. In 1713, the 212-member Grosse
Rat (Common Council) had only thirty-four artisan members, while
60 per cent of Zürich’s citizens were artisans. Instead, merchants and
officials dominated the council. During the 1713 Zunftbott, the general
meeting of the guilds, members insisted on the maintenance of the
original privileges of the town, dating from 1245, and the constitution
that had been introduced after a guild revolution in 1336. On
2 September 1713, 600 citizens were mobilised, demanding a ‘hochst
nöthiger Reformation’, a very necessary reform. A committee of guild
deputies was set up to collect the demands from the guilds’ members.
Ultimately, 115 points were culled from petitions submitted to the
committee. In November the committee negotiated with deputies from
the council and on 4 December the council accepted a general reform
document. Some demands weremet, others were rejected, but that is not
the point here. What the 1713 events in Zürich demonstrate is how
citizens in premodern Europe could invoke a set of political rights to
insist on a say in local politics, and how they could, if necessary, use
civic organisations like guilds to mobilise support for these demands.
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The Zürich events also show a typical mixture of routine and emergency
politics.1

This type of civic politics has been systematically sidelined in the
traditional narrative of European political history. That narrative has
a very simple shape, consisting of two stages, separated by the events of
the summer of 1789: the Bad Old Days before the French Revolution,
and the modern, democratic era that the revolution initiated.2 The Bad
Old Days were the time of oligarchy and corruption; the French
Revolution introduced Europe to popular elections, parliamentary con-
trol and so on. Almost inevitably, the British version of this story looks
slightly different; its own watershed occurred exactly 100 years earlier,
in 1689, with the Glorious Revolution and the introduction of parlia-
mentary rule. However, the Bill of Rights was followed by the Age of
Oligarchy, which was only overcome with the Reform legislation of the
1830s. At this point, therefore, one need not be unduly concerned about
these differences in chronology.

This picture of the division of European political history, cre-
ated, of course, by the revolutionaries themselves, was reinforced by
historical research from the 1960s. Inspired by the work of Lewis
Namier, and immortalised as ‘prosopography’, or more generally the
social history of ruling classes, the main gist of this research was to
confirm that these ruling classes were self-perpetuating, through the
mechanisms of patronage and co-option. Many books and articles
were written outlining and detailing the impact of family and wider
social networks on the operation of the political system.3

Alongside this research on the ruling classes, another line of
work developed in the 1960s, which was concerned with the role of
ordinary people in politics before the French Revolution. This devel-
oped out of a leftist interest in protest movements, kindled by the mass
protests of the era itself. Due to its origins in the 1960s, this type of
research was mainly preoccupied with ‘revel, riot, and rebellion’, as
the title of David Underdown’s celebrated book from 1985 calls it.4

The least one can say about the achievements of this type of work, is that
by now it has become impossible to discuss predemocratic European
politics without reference to the role of non-elites. It is today widely
accepted that European politics before the French Revolution was much
more volatile and variegated than the steady progress from feudalism to
absolutism to democracy would suggest. The rise of the modern state
was accompanied by the religious wars of the sixteenth century, the civil
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wars of the seventeenth century and the revolutions of the eighteenth
century, and in all those events ordinary people – or, more neutrally,
non-elites – were significant participants.5 Nonetheless, the place of
these non-elites in routine political processes is still poorly defined and
poorly understood. This is because much of the literature on state
formation concentrates on national institutions, in spite of the fact
that the issues which would be of importance for the non-elites were
mostly local, or at best regional in nature.6 As a result, the contrast
between before and after 1789 continues to be misrepresented. But if we
want to evaluate non-elite participation in politics, we need to refocus
from the national to these local and regional arenas.

The argument about the importance of participatory institu-
tions has been reinforced by recent interpretations of the effectiveness of
early modern states. The traditional narrative assumes that centralisa-
tion meant greater effectiveness. Decentralised states, like the Holy
Roman Empire, the Dutch Republic and the Swiss Confederacy, were
seen as either backward, compared to centralisers like France and
England, or exceptional – or simply ignored. The positive evaluation
of centralisation was, however, supported by precious little evidence.
Historians have for too long taken for granted that more intendants in
the French provinces was proof in itself of a greater grip of central
government on regional politics. This view of absolutism is no longer
accepted.7 Data on interest rates, for example, demonstrate that, until
the end of the seventeenth century at least, the ‘republican’ type of state
could borrow more cheaply than absolutist regimes.8 In other words,
these states seem to have commanded greater trust from their citizens
than the centralised states.

All of this suggests that we need to rethink fundamentally our
ideas of the process of state formation. This chapter proposes that much
can be gained by combining the two research traditions of local elite
studies and the investigation of ordinary people to see how non-elites,
i.e. citizens, were routinely involved in urban politics. What I do in
this chapter more particularly is to look at the ways in which urban
constitutions left room for the involvement of citizens in day-to-day
politics. In other words, we are going to mostly disregard the extraor-
dinary situations of ‘revels, riots, and rebellions’, and investigate how
urban government was organised in quieter times.9 The purpose is to
find out to what extent and in what ways, in the era before democratic
rights were formally established, citizens (in the broad definition used in
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this book) were already participating in local and, more specifically,
urban government.

The Origins of Urban Government

Seen from a global perspective, premodern European towns
were equipped with a unique feature: a council that was in charge of
local affairs. The establishment of this local council was a standard
aspect of urban privileges as they were granted by European sovereigns
and amounted to a form of power-sharing to the extent that sovereigns
allowed local communities a certain amount of autonomy, but always
within the confines of the wider set of rules and authority as it applied
within the state as such. In this sense, urban privileges were a specific
application of feudal principles, with its fragmented authority. Only in
a small number of regions, most notably the Italian Peninsula, would
urban autonomy move beyond that.10 Some Italian towns at least
achieved sovereign status for themselves, and thus became city-states.
In most of Europe, however, urban autonomy was by definition con-
strained by the presence of a higher authority, which in a variety of ways
would monitor, control and interfere with local governance. How these
interactions between towns and sovereigns were shaped is discussed in
Part II of this book; at this point it is important to keep in mind that
sovereigns were almost always lurking somewhere in the background.

In much of Europe the post-Roman urban revival began in the
eleventh century.11 In Italy it was quite a bit earlier, but also in other
regions some towns achieved prominence well before 1000 CE.
Barcelona was conquered from the Muslims in the spring of 801 by
the Frankish armies, to become part of the Spanish March, ruled by
a Count. The local bishop evolved into a second power centre, but only
seldom was he able to challenge the Count. For several centuries,
Barcelona was dominated by nobles. A bailiff acted as the Count’s
local representative. Citizens were involved in the governance of the
municipal domain, but always under the authority of the Count. Only in
the second half of the twelfth century did municipal institutions gradu-
ally emerge. The bailiff was instrumental in this development, but it was
also carried by changes in the composition of local elites. A new group of
merchants and bankers was emerging. We might call them ‘patricians’,
but in the sources they are ‘prohoms’. In 1183 the first consuls appeared
as representatives of the community, only to make way in the early
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thirteenth century for other institutions. By 1231 a document referring
to ‘probi homines, cives, et habitatores Barchinone’, or prohoms, citi-
zens and inhabitants of Barcelona, suggests that the local institutions
had consolidated and created three distinct categories: mere inhabitants,
citizens with formal membership of the community and the prohoms
who were in charge. Note that the urban constitution was not created
at one particular moment, but was the result of a series of minor steps
extending over almost a century.12

Such a long gestation of municipal institutions was very com-
mon. Take Toulouse, in southern France, for example. Once an impor-
tant Roman settlement and subsequently a Carolingian centre, Toulouse
began another cycle of expansion and development in the eleventh and
early twelfth centuries. At the time, the Count was the dominant source
of authority, having successfully sidetracked the bishop. The Count
supervised trade and industry, the judiciary and public finances including
feudal services. He was advised by a court, consisting of GoodMen who
were simultaneously taking care of local affairs and military defence. By
the mid-twelfth century the Good Men were known as the ‘Common
Council of the City and Bourg’, i.e. the two elements that together made
up the city. This Common Council was subject to the Count, but steadily
managed to increase its autonomy. In 1147 the Count devolved his
authority over taxation to the Council, and also accepted that the
Toulouse civic militia would no longer accompany him on campaigns.13

In 1189 the Count lost much of his influence after a rebellion by
the city’s elites andmiddling sort. The latter had been encouraged by the
Count to organise themselves into guilds; now these same organisations
turned against their sovereign. Initially, the elites dominated local pol-
itics, but from 1202merchants and artisans became much more promi-
nent. It was precisely in the decades after 1189 that urban institutions
were consolidated and reinforced. Until 1189 the local courts had been
mainly concerned with enforcing the Count’s ban and maintaining civil
order; they offered very little to sort out disputes over property, con-
tracts and so on. Ecclesiastical courts were no help either, so the business
community had to rely on informal types of adjudication, by ‘friends’,
‘neighbours’ or indeed the GoodMen who were now known as consuls.
After 1189, and especially after the triumph of the popular party in
1202, much of this informal adjudication was codified and made more
transparent. The consuls became an appeals court for those who felt
that informal mediation had produced false results.
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Representation of the civic community was similarly institutio-
nalised in Toulouse after 1202. In theory the Common Council had
been representing all citizens, but in practice it had been the preserve of
a relatively small group of families who combined the exploitation of
urban and rural real estate with regional and long-distance trade. After
1202 the commercial and industrial sectors of Toulouse society came to
power, and they broadened and reinforced the representative character
of local government by creating a second council, the General Council.
Moreover, for important decisions they called a meeting of all citizens,
a universitas or public parliament. As this was the time of the
Albigensian Crusade, in which Toulouse was heavily implicated, such
meetings had to be convened quite often.14

The central Middle Ages thus bequeathed a set of urban institu-
tions to subsequent centuries. Even though the number of composite
elements was limited, they were cobbled together in endless variety, and
both citizens and elites would often attachmuch value to the specificities
of the local assemblage of institutions.

Urban Government – How It Worked

Apart from the way that local government in Europe was estab-
lished by charters (considered local constitutions), its other special
feature was its collective nature. Some of the Italian city-states were
transformed into principalities with a single ruler –most notoriously in
Florence under the Medici – but this was an exceptional development.
By far the most common situation was that in which a council with one
or several dozen members acted as the highest local authority. Such
councils would normally emerge during the Middle Ages as the con-
solidated form of a more informal type of meeting, where the local
executive sought advice and legitimacy from a group of representatives
of the local community. By implication, such town governments had to
be accountable, not only to the sovereign, but at the same time also to
their own citizens.

So who was the executive, who were these representatives and
how did their institutions evolve? The constitutional arrangements in
a handful of towns across Europe can help us get a sense of how urban
government worked. These arrangements evolved over time, but in
many places they were remarkably resilient during the centuries covered
in this book.
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One example of such continuity can be found in northern
England. York became a ‘county corporate’ in 1396 and until 1835 its
governance structure remainedmore or less the same. As a county, York
was represented in Parliament and was not subject to any regional
authorities, simply because it had that same status. In 1603 another
fifteen provincial towns in England also had county status. York was
ruled by its Lord Mayor, twelve aldermen, two sheriffs and a council of
twenty-four. The twenty-four were also known as the Privy Council, to
distinguish them from the Common Council. The Lord Mayor and
the aldermen were together the Justices of the Peace, i.e. the judicial
authority in the town. This combination of executive and judicial
authority was an almost universal phenomenon in Europe’s late medie-
val and early modern towns. The Lord Mayor was elected for one year
and usually came from the ranks of the recently appointed aldermen.
The great majority of former aldermen became members of the Privy
Council after their term in office had expired. York’s Common Council
represented the town’s crafts and by implication its civic community.15

For several centuries, Utrecht too had a local government domi-
nated by the guilds. In 1304, while so-called guild revolutions were
sweeping through the southern territories of the Netherlands, Utrecht
also had its taste of revolution when the local guilds removed the
patrician-dominated council and installed one whose members were
selected by the guild deans. However, in 1528Charles V, after becoming
the new overlord of Utrecht and its territories, overturned the constitu-
tion, expressly forbade guild politics and created a council with the right
to co-opt new members without any consultation of the guilds or
citizens. This council, copied after the Holland model, would remain
in power until the arrival of French revolutionaries in January 1795.16

In Münster, the guilds had managed to fight their way into the
local structures of governance. Münster’s constitution was codified in
the early thirteenth century, but it continued to evolve. In collaboration
with the bishop, who was also the territorial lord of Westphalia, the
town managed to increase its political autonomy. Its core institution
was the council, or Rat, whose membership was shared between twelve
patricians and twelve citizens who were elected indirectly by the citi-
zens. The patrician families were known as Erbmänner, a socially
ambiguous group that combined noble and bourgeois characteristics.
The electors also belonged to the local elite. The city lost its urban
privileges after the Anabaptist takeover, in 1535, but the bishop was
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forced to restore them in 1541. At the time the guilds were still officially
banned, because of their support of the Anabaptists, but after several
petitions they too regained their former position. The seventeen guilds
coordinated their policies in theGesamtgilde, or CommonGuild, which
acted as a shadow council.17

In sixteenth-century Toulouse the town council (capitoulat)
was self-selective, but it was assisted or controlled, depending on one’s
point of view, by no fewer than three other councils, the Conseil
Général, the Conseil de Bourgeoisie and the Conseil des Seize. The
first of these comprised about eighty men from the upper echelons of
society, including former capitouls, but also merchants and solicitors.
It met about four times a year. The Conseil de Bourgeoisie met more
frequently and comprised a somewhat different subset of notables.
The Seize were the previous year’s capitouls together with the sitting
capitouls.18All three councils were in the hands of the elite, but together
they still provided some checks and balances.

In eighteenth-century Angers, the local government, or corps de
ville, consisted of twelve councillors, appointed for life; four aldermen
appointed for two years; a mayor and an assistant mayor, both
appointed for four years with the possibility of a new appointment.
They were supported by three officers: a treasurer, a procureur or legal
advisor and a secretary, who were all appointed indefinitely. In 1732

and 1737 themerchants of Angers petitioned the French king to demand
four permanent representatives on the council. The members of the
corps de ville were, however, elected by representatives of the general
assemblies of the inhabitants, organised in the sixteen parishes of the
city. Each parish had the right to send two from its midst to the electoral
meeting.19

Medieval Siena had a more complex structure because it was at
one and the same time a city and a state. The combination required
special efforts to coordinate the various elements of the governance
structure and this coordination was entrusted to a single individual,
the podestà, who was an outside administrator and military leader.
Siena – and other Italian city-states that employed a similar official –
went to great lengths to ensure that the podestà would not become an
independent force capable of taking power into his own hands and
becoming an individual ruler. Despite such safeguards, this is precisely
what happened in Urbino, where theMontefeltro dynasty evolved from
servants of the community into its rulers.
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Siena, however, managed to avoid this sort of development.
In foreign affairs the podestà had a double role as the commander-in-
chief of the Sienese army, and the representative of the Sienese state vis-
à-vis other states. As military commander his position was reinforced by
the fact that upon his appointment the podestà would bring along
a trained band of professional soldiers, who would act as the core of
an army that was otherwise made up of citizen-soldiers. Domestically,
he acted as chairman of the legislative Council of the Bell, and was
expected to initiate new legislation. However, his role in domestic
politics was constrained in various ways. First of all, his appointment
was restricted to six months, later one year. After his term in office he
could not be reappointed for a further year, to prevent him from creat-
ing a local following. He was, moreover, expressly ordered to remain
aloof from local factional politics. The Sienese podestà would be
recruited from Umbria and the Marche, or from Bologna, almost
never from neighbouring Tuscany, which was also the most important
military threat to Siena.20

However, the preservation of Siena’s republican regime
depended less on the podestà’s personal profile and job description
than on the dense web of collective local institutions that took care of
the community’s affairs. Take the selection of the podestà. Besides the
town council, this involved consultations with the merchant guild, the
consuls of the nobility and twenty specially appointed representatives
from each of the three districts of the city.21 From the late thirteenth to
themiddle of the fourteenth century the executive consisted of ninemen,
known as theNove, or Nine. These members were active for a mere two
months, and during that period had to leave their businesses and
families to live with colleagues.22 The Nove initiated new legislation,
but required two-thirds of the Council of the Bell to support it, before
it could be written into the statute book.23 The membership of the
core institutions was always a multiple of three, reflecting the crucial
importance of the three districts of Siena.24

The Nove, who had been in charge since 1271, were over-
thrown in 1355, after Charles IV had conquered the city. A coalition
of nobles and artisans took over, but the nobles lost power within a few
months. For thirteen years, the government of Siena was in the hands of
the Dodici, the Twelve. Whereas the Nove had been overwhelmingly
merchants, theDodici were mainly entrepreneurs and artisans. In 1368

they were succeeded by what we might call a coalition government,
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consisting of representatives of the working classes, the artisans and the
merchants. Throughout these regime changes, however, military and
financial policies remained remarkably stable.25

Local government in all of these towns thus shared a number of
common features. They were always composed of multiple institutions,
providing checks and balances. Most of those institutions had a sub-
stantial membership, allowing a variety of opinions. Some offices might
be for life, but many local government officials had to step down after
a short period of time – one, maybe two years – preventing a monopoly
of power in the hands of a single individual. For most of the time the
towns we have discussed had a council that in one way or another
represented either the corporate civic subcommunities, usually guilds,
or the geographic subcommunities in the form of wards, neighbour-
hoods and so on. On paper, there was room for the participation of
common citizens in civic governance, but was this also true in practice?

The Class Dimension of Urban Government

Almost everywhere, town councils recruited their members
among a relatively small, usually elevated group of families.26 Family
relationships among councillors were numerous, with brothers-in-law,
fathers-in-law, cousins and so on all seated simultaneously. One would,
perhaps, not expect to find a cross-section of urban populations filling
the seats of urban governments. For one thing, council membership
usually did not carry a salary beyond a small reward for participating
in the meetings, even though it could be time-consuming. As one finds
repeatedly in towns across Europe, in Siena the members of the Nine
were required to suspend their business commitments during their time
in office.27 Secondly, contemporaries were of the opinion that it was
better to have wealthy politicians, because these would be less likely to
succumb to the temptations of corruption. Whether this was true is not
the point here, because social historians have concentrated on another
dimension of class rule: the rise of oligarchy.

The argument in a nutshell is that most urban governments
of the premodern era were subject to Robert Michels’ Iron Law of
Oligarchy, first formulated in 1911, which asserts that all organisations
will sooner or later find themselves dominated by a small in-crowd of
people who have an advantage over the average membership in terms
of information and network.28 Complaints about oligarchy, or ‘family
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government’ as contemporaries preferred to call it, were rampant in late
medieval and early modern Europe, and an accurate description of the
situation in many towns.

It nonetheless bears looking into, as the social background of
politicians and administrators might give us a better understanding of
the type of interests represented in these institutions. However, we have
to keep in mind that our picture may be somewhat unbalanced because
most of the collective biographies (or prosopographies) of local politi-
cians have concentrated heavily on the core institutions at the expense
of, for example, the advisory Common Councils, simply because their
membership was too numerous to cover. In this section I want to
establish whether oligarchy was indeed a defining feature of town
councils, and if it got worse as time progressed.

For the Holland town of Leiden we have an unusually extensive
series of studies tackling the social composition of the local council,
beginning in the late thirteenth century and going all the way up to the
end of the eighteenth.29 Never during this period were members of the
council genuine professionals, for the simple reason that such member-
ship was only remunerated with a small attendance fee, while the paid
positions, of sheriff, mayor or alderman, for example, were mainly
temporary appointments for three years at most. Data concerning the
earliest generations of Leiden councillors suggest that some of them
originated as ministeriales, or servants of the Count of Holland, who
maintained a court in Leiden. Noble families mixed with this group and
the result was a set of families dominating local politics, often desig-
nated as a ‘patriciate’. These people owned rural estates, but were at the
same time active in trade and industry, especially local textiles.30

Their influence diminished somewhat after 1400, even though
during the fifteenth century one still finds that a third of the families
represented in the council had noble backgrounds. The merchants and
industrialists were, however, in the ascendant.31 By the second half of
the sixteenth century, the latter had clearly won out. Nobles did not
disappear altogether from the Leiden council, but they became a rarity.
Instead, council members were active entrepreneurs in textiles and food
production.32

During the seventeenth century a new type of councillor
emerged who had no such ties with trade and industry; the councillor
had gone to university and trained as a lawyer.33 During the eighteenth
century this trend was consolidated. University degrees had become the
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norm, and most councillors had no day job in addition to their admin-
istrative duties.34

The Leiden data suggest that the social history of urban govern-
ment in premodern continental Europe can be subdivided into three
eras. The first, from the eleventh century to the fourteenth, was the era
of the (semi-)nobles, families whose economic power derived from
urban and rural real estate. The second, which ran from the fifteenth
century to the seventeenth, was the era of the merchants, in many places
challenged by the artisans and their guilds. The third era, during the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, was dominated by lawyers, people
whose qualifications were academic and whose training prepared them
specially for the legal dimension of government.

These three eras are not found everywhere in quite the same
way. During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the town council
of Gloucester, England, included between 25 and 40 per centmerchants,
while over time, the percentage of ‘professionals’ increased from
10 per cent to 25 per cent.35 In early eighteenth-century Gdansk, more
than 80 per cent of councillors were ‘learned men’, whereas in previous
ages the merchants had predominated.36 In French towns the displace-
ment of the merchants by gens du loi had already begun in the sixteenth
century.37 In Barcelona the merchants were never a significant factor on
the council.38 Some towns did not experience any major shifts in the
social composition of their councils. In Cologne, merchants were still
five times more numerous than lawyers during the second half of the
eighteenth century.39 However, at a general level the Leiden pattern
seems applicable to many places in Europe.40

This sequence of social classes might suggest a fixed separation,
but this was not in fact the case. Take for example the ambiguity
embodied in the Münster Erbmänner. In 1597 they launched a legal
campaign before the High Court of the Holy Roman Empire, the
Reichskammergericht, to obtain formal recognition as an imperial
estate. The Erbmänner had dominated local politics in Münster for
much of the Middle Ages, and over time had consolidated as a coherent
social group that combined an aristocratic lifestyle with a civic legal
status. They described themselves as ‘adligen Patricier Bürger und
Abkömmlinge der alten Geslechter’, or noble patrician citizens and
descendants of the ancient lineages. In another document they presented
themselves as the ‘Adlige der Stadt Münster’, the nobles of the City
of Münster. They had coats of arms, owned manors and refrained from
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‘modest occupations’, i.e. trade and industry, although some of them
had been active as merchants well into the sixteenth century. The court
case went on for no less than eighty-eight years, and produced twelve fat
volumes of legal papers before the Erbmänner won their case in 1685.
However, their recognition as a ‘genuinely ancient, noble and knightly
estate’ was short-lived. Already in 1709 the emperor decided to take it
away from them and they were once again reduced to members of the
commoners’ estate.41 As the Erbmänner demonstrate, membership of
the council set one apart from the rest of urban society, without produ-
cing a complete separation from the other citizens.

Next to the council in charge of the daily management of urban
affairs, many towns had broader councils that allowed greater partici-
pation. In fifteenth-century Berne, for example, the Inner Council
(Kleine Rat) had twenty-seven members in 1470, but on Easter Day
another 293were elected as members of the Common Council (Grossen
Rat). The latter came from at least 225 families, perhaps more.
Members of the Common Council should be able to afford a full arma-
ment, those on the Inner Council also a horse for military purposes.
Eight members of the Inner Council and seven on the Common Council
were nobles, while many others tried to imitate these leading families by
acquiring rural estates and patents of nobility.42 In Marseille 771 indi-
viduals sat on the town council between 1559 and 1597, drawn from
466 different families, which at least suggests that it did not constitute
a segregated class. Of these, some 20 per cent belonged to the untitled
nobility (gentilshommes and équyers), a third worked in commerce and
20 per cent in industry, while only 5 per cent were professionals.43These
figures suggest that oligarchy was not the norm everywhere.

Two conclusions seem inevitable. The first is that membership
of urban councils and related offices in local government was not some-
thing the ordinary citizen could aspire to. Such jobs were time-
consuming and often unreliable in terms of the income they generated.
More importantly, elite families tried to make this their own preserve
and installed mechanisms to ensure limited access. More often than not
they succeeded. The second is that, despite the sometimes poor financial
reward, elite families found the prestige and power of these urban
positions, and surely also the opportunities for corruption, immensely
appealing. Oligarchy was the rule.Whether or not it increased over time
is less obvious, if only because it had been a feature of these institutions
for as long as we can observe them. The ‘democratic’ origins that the
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citizen opposition often invoked existed on paper in the urban constitu-
tions and in the mythology of local history, but seldom in the reality
documented in the records.

Popular Politics: Elections and Common Councils

Even though throughout the Middle Ages and early modern
period their membership was drawn from a restricted set of families,
all municipal governments claimed to be representative in one way or
another. They had two core arguments to bolster that claim. First, and
perhaps most importantly, they were themselves citizens, and therefore
‘mirrored’ the citizen community, as Lieven de Beaufort, a Dutch muni-
cipal administrator in the eighteenth century, argued. In principle – if
not in practice – every virtuous citizen could be selected to participate in
local politics. Moreover, the short terms of appointment for many local
offices meant that local politicians would be regularly reduced to the
status of ordinary citizens. As another Dutch author claimed, this served
as a reminder that they were ultimately the same as everybody else.44

Secondly, they had sworn an oath on the occasion of their accession to
office to serve the community as a whole.

Despite these arguments, the representative character of muni-
cipal government was regularly contested by the rest of the citizenry,
and as a result of such protests, three additional forms of representation
emerged. One was the creation of a second-level council that repre-
sented the urban community and that had to consent in important
decisions, even though it was not in charge of daily operations. A second
was the inclusion of citizen representatives, usually guild deans, in
the core institutions of municipal government. The third consisted of
elections – either direct or indirect – for municipal office. These forms
of citizen participation in the political and administrative processes of
medieval and early modern towns were much more common than is
usually acknowledged by textbook political histories of this so-called
predemocratic era. Because guilds and politics are discussed in the next
section, I concentrate here on the Common Councils and on municipal
elections.

London is an interesting case to start with, because not only did
it become the largest city in premodern Europe, it also combined ele-
ments of all three forms of citizen participation. London freemen parti-
cipated in local politics to a degree that immediately belies the idea that
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political life was the exclusive domain of oligarchic elites.45The govern-
ment of the City of London consisted of the Lord Mayor, elected
annually, and the Court of Aldermen, twenty-six men chosen for life
as representatives of the wards of the city. In the case of a vacancy, the
aldermen chose their new colleague from among candidates elected by
the resident heads of households in the ward. The city’s executive was
assisted by a legislature of no fewer than 234 representatives of the
wards, called the Common Council and elected annually. The Lord
Mayor was elected from the ranks of the aldermen, by the aldermen,
but nomination was limited to two names selected in CommonHall, the
electoral assembly of the liverymen of the City.46

The liverymen constituted the upper tier of the guilds; next to
the wards the guilds were, politically speaking, the most important civic
institutions in London.47 Around 1700 the City numbered an estimated
8,000 liverymen, who were ‘the most zealous guardians of the historic
liberties of the London citizenry’, according to Gary de Krey.48 Besides
nominating the Lord Mayor, the liverymen elected (in the Common
Hall) the sheriffs and other high officials of the Corporation, as well as
the City’s representatives in Parliament. The lower ranks of the guilds,
who were all ordinary freemen of the City of London, together with the
liverymen were entitled to elect the members of the Common Council
during the so-called wardmotes, district meetings that took place
annually on St Thomas’s Day. Even the non-citizens, or mere inhabi-
tants, of London, were included in the political process, as they had the
right to participate in the selection of petty officers of their precincts and
wards; they were excluded, however, from participation in the politics
of the City as a whole.49

Paris, as a royal town, did not have any such mechanisms of
participation, but Nantes, France’s sixth largest city, did. In seven-
teenth-centuryNantes the populace was involved in the political process
in two ways: through annual elections and through consultations.50

The elections concerned first and foremost the mayor and aldermen.
On 30 April the electoral meeting took place in the Grande Salle of the
Nantes town hall. Members of the grand corps were invited to these
meetings, including royal officers, the former mayors and aldermen of
the town, who together constituted the Grand Bureau, as well as the
representatives of urban institutions and private citizens. Looking at
their numbers, the urban community was definitely not a minority
participant in these proceedings. On the contrary, in a list from 1685
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there are 450 names, but ‘plusieurs autres bourgeois et habitants’ (many
other citizens and inhabitants) had also been present.51 These numbers,
as well as other indicators, testify to the important role of the non-office-
holding part of the civic community.

In Nantes local policies were drawn up by the corps de ville in
consultation with the local population. During theWars of Religion the
records of themunicipality are full of references to assemblées générales,
in which the officers of the civic militias were prominent participants,
but where individual inhabitants of the city also attended.52 Apart from
such general assemblées there were also consultative meetings between
the corps de ville and representatives of various corporative interests,
especially the civic militias and the craft guilds. The main topic –

discussed at almost half of the meetings – was the preservation and
maintenance of local privileges. In French towns, such assemblées
remained a common feature of civic life, even in the eighteenth century.53

In the medieval towns of northern Spain, although urban gov-
ernment had increasingly become the exclusive domain of local elites
and elections were suppressed in the process, general assemblies were
still held from time to time.54 Elections were also found in Central
Europe at that time. Hungarian royal towns, for example, acquired
the right to elect their own town councils during the first half of the
fourteenth century. Municipal councillors were often elected in general
meetings open to all citizens. These were still active in the late seven-
teenth century.55 In 1514 the citizens of Prague’s Old and New Towns
obtained the right to elect their municipal administrators through
a complex system that was clearly designed to create at one and the
same time a balanced outcome and to prevent corruption. Every year,
three bodies would meet in common session on election day: the depart-
ing council, a council of elders and representatives of the commune.
The councillors selected eight persons from the elders, the elders selected
twelve persons from the commune and the commune selected four
persons from the council. These twenty-four would draw lots; eight
lots would have the word ‘elector’ written on them. These eight were
then locked into a room, and had to elect the eighteen members of the
next council. Their names would then be read out loud to the commu-
nity by the royal chancellor.56

London citizens not only elected local officeholders, but also had
their Common Hall, a sort of local parliament. In other towns similar
institutions were known as Broad Council, or Common Council, or
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under some other name, but with the same political function. In Siena the
Common Council consisted of the thrice 100 citizens representing the
three districts of the city, plus the consuls of themerchants’ and the cloth-
finishers’ guilds. The members, who were elected for one year, had to be
residents and taxpayers of Siena during the previous ten years. The
Council could meet several times per week.57 These numbers suggest
substantial civic involvement in local politics.

In York, the Common Council slowly emerged from incidental
consultations of craft representatives in the late fourteenth century.
These consultations were only transformed into a permanent institution
in 1516–17, during a period of crisis when support from the community
was especially important. Initially, the thirteen most important guilds
were allowed to send two representatives to the meetings, fifteen smaller
guilds only one. The original forty-one members gradually expanded to
forty-eight, but this number too was more a guideline than a precise
indication of the membership, which in practice could fluctuate. From
1632, York’s CommonCouncil was elected by the four wards, changing
the mode of representation from an occupational to a geographical
model, but retaining the underlying principle of representation of the
citizen community.58

In the Habsburg Low Countries, Antwerp had the Brede Raad
(Broad Council) with representatives of the twenty-four to twenty-six
‘privileged’ guilds. On another council, the thirteen districts each had two
representatives. In Brussels, the Wijde Raad (literally Wide Council) con-
sisted of former aldermen and the deans of the powerful ClothGuild, but in
the Nine Nations council, all other guild deans were represented. These
councils had to be consulted on financial and other important issues.59

In the eastern provinces of the Dutch Republic, Common Councils had
similar prerogatives and also acted as electoral colleges.60

This discussion of individual towns demonstrates that through-
out the period covered in this book various towns and cities had
mechanisms that allowed citizens to participate on a regular basis in
the political process. It would, however, be helpful to establish a quan-
titative benchmark to see how widely distributed such representation
was. To gauge the relative importance of Common Councils, guild
participation and elections we can employ a data set collected by
Fabian Wahl, which also allows a measurement of the timing and the
quantitative and geographical distribution of local representative
institutions.61 His data set covers 104 towns and cities in Austria
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(seven), Belgium (ten), Germany (sixty-seven), France (three), the
Netherlands (thirteen) and Switzerland (four). With Germany covering
two-thirds of the data, France represented by a mere three towns on the
French–German border and Southern Europe and the UK completely
missing, this data set cannot claim to be even remotely representative,
but it is the best we have at the moment. Two observations follow from
the data, one about the relative importance of each form of representa-
tion, and one about developments over time. Elections were relatively
unusual, found at any time in thirty-one towns in the data set. Guild
representation was more common and present in forty-nine, or almost
half the towns. It was heavily concentrated in the southern half
of Germany, including towns that switched between France and
Germany, and in the southern Low Countries. In northern Germany
and the northern Low Countries, guild representation was unusual,
perhaps due to the prevalence of merchants in this region, once domi-
nated by the Hanseatic League. Common Councils were found in forty-
eight towns, all over the area covered by the Wahl data set, without an
obvious geographical pattern.

I have supplemented and systematisedWahl’s data by collecting
similar data about the five largest cities in England, the Netherlands,
Belgium, France, Germany, Switzerland and Italy, in 1500 and 1700

(Appendix 1). Three of these countries (England, France and Italy) and
half of the total of thirty-five towns in my set were not represented in
Wahl’s data.

Our own results confirm the Wahl data set in showing that
representative institutions were more numerous in 1500 than they
would be in 1700. In fact, Wahl’s data suggest that 1500was the zenith
of urban representative institutions, which took off in the thirteenth
century, reached a peak in 1500 and then started to slowly decline (guild
participation, elections in the sixteenth century) or stabilised (Common
Councils, elections after 1600). From our own data, it becomes clear
that in 1500 almost two-thirds (twenty-two out of thirty-five) of
Europe’s largest towns had formal institutions for citizen representa-
tion. In 1700 this was the case in half (seventeen out of thirty-five) of
them. Despite a decline, civic participation in local governance still was
a relevant factor in many towns around Europe at the beginning of the
eighteenth century.

Critics have suggested that these premodern elections were
superficial and ultimately futile because they tended to produce results
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that were socially very similar to the alternative procedures where
councils selected their own successors.62 In both cases, it is alleged, the
membership of the councils consisted overwhelmingly of individuals
from the wealthier parts of urban society. Such criticism implies a
peculiar understanding of modern democracy. Clearly, the profile of
modern-day politicians is not identical with their electorate in terms of
income, education, gender or social background. If that were so, we
would have had more female prime ministers and fewer academics in
parliaments around the world. The point about democracy is the man-
date that politicians receive from the electorate, not whether they
resemble the average voter in all respects.63

Organisations of Popular Politics: Guilds and
Neighbourhoods

Elections and representation were but two of the mechanisms
allowing citizens a say in local politics. Behind these formal procedures,
much more was going on. Popular politics could flourish in premodern
towns because citizens were organised.64 There is more to say on the
political activities of civic militias in Chapter 5; here I concentrate on the
role of guilds and neighbourhoods in local politics.

Gdansk experienced its first guild rebellion in 1378. In 1416 the
guilds dismissed the city council during another rebellion, but failed to
consolidate their gains. On the contrary, a new constitution gave the
council extensive powers to meddle in the guilds’ business. In the middle
of the sixteenth century the guilds, in collaboration with local mer-
chants, rebelled once more. In 1651–52 more protests erupted from
the guilds and in 1659, when the Polish king visited Gdansk, the guilds
filed a twenty-nine-point petition. Similar events occurred in 1677–78.
The guilds of Gdansk failed to overthrow the local government, but
maintained a vocal political presence in the town. Their demands were
self-serving, but also related to general issues concerning the governance
of Gdansk.65

In Gdansk, the local council was and remained immune to
claims for guild participation. In other towns, guild participation was
written into the local constitution. Particularly during the fourteenth
century, such towns increased rapidly in number. The inclusion of
guilds in local government happened especially in Germany and in the
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southern territories of the Low Countries. There are examples from
other areas, but those were more isolated (London) or temporary.
Already in the late thirteenth century the Florentine guilds had made
their mark by creating a new office that was to become one of the most
important in the city: the triumvirate called priores artium, or priors.
One chronicler noted shortly afterwards:

The ordinary citizens were exceedingly encouraged by the elec-
tion of these three, . . . ; and the frank words of those citizens
who spoke of their liberty and of injuries suffered in the past so
enflamed and emboldened the priors that they promulgated new
ordinances and decrees, which would prove very difficult to
abrogate. . . . And they were called the priors of the guilds.

The priors oversaw the communal finances and ensured equal justice for
all and the protection of the ‘piccoli e impotenti’ against the ‘grandi
e potenti’.66 However, in the course of the fourteenth century, after
swings in favour of, as well as against, their participation in politics, the
Florentine guilds ultimately lost much of their influence after 1382.67

In Flanders, thanks to their sheer numbers but also as the major
armed force in the towns, guilds rapidly gained political prominence.
The importance of these two dimensions was forcefully brought home
when, following a string of revolts in the previous months, the guild
infantry managed to defeat a French army on horseback in the Battle of
the Spurs on 11 July 1302. This resulted in a wave of guild revolutions,
overturning elite-dominated councils, replacing them with guild deans
and consolidating their influence by changing local constitutions.
As a result, next to their primary economic functions, craft guilds
became political organisations in at least seven major, as well as several
middle-sized, towns in the Low Countries.68 This was also true in many
regions of the Holy Roman Empire.69

It has been argued that guild politics was simply elite politics in
disguise. Those representing the guilds in town councils were recruited
from the same elevated social backgrounds as the other councillors. This
is a doubtful argument for two reasons. Even though there is plenty of
evidence of elite members joining guilds to gain access to municipal
office, this did not prevent ordinary guildsmen from accessing high
office in many places. More importantly, to represent one’s guild one
usually had to be elected: candidates, in other words, had to curry
favour with ordinary guildsmen in order to obtain their votes. Even if
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guildsmen often preferred well-to-do and well-connected representa-
tives, they could still hold them to account.70

Neighbourhoods were another urban institution with represen-
tative potential. During the early modern period, the city of Ghent, with
some 40,000 inhabitants, had around 200 neighbourhoods. When on
11 November 1638 Bartholomeus Dekistmaker was elected by the
common inhabitants of the Burgstraat neighbourhood to be their new
dean, in a meeting held in the neighbourhood chapel, he was the thirty-
first to serve in that office for this particular neighbourhood since 1540.
Dekistmaker was a lawyer, and by accepting his nomination he took
on a series of important – and probably time-consuming – tasks. For
example, neighbourhoods in Ghent were responsible for the registration
of new arrivals, for the billeting of soldiers and for collecting funds to
maintain the roads and pavements. They also had to organise the gen-
eral oversight of their own area of the town. If anything, the job of
neighbourhood dean, which seems to have been without financial com-
pensation, became more demanding as time progressed. The reason for
this was that the Ghent council, whilst trying to get a greater grip on
neighbourhood issues, was simultaneously loading the neighbourhoods
with an increasing number of duties. As a result, the neighbourhood
dean increasingly became the intermediary between the town hall and
its constituents, instead of simply the neighbourhood’s representative;
more and more time must have been spent on coordinating neighbour-
hood expectations with council regulation.71 We see similar processes
happening everywhere in seventeenth-century North-Western Europe,
with neighbourhoods becomingmore important and yet more regulated
at the same time.72 Nonetheless, they remained an important channel
for inhabitants to raise their voices and their involvement in public
affairs.

Neighbourhoods were equally important in Mediterranean
Europe. In 1343 Florence was administratively reorganised and subdi-
vided into four quarters, which were each subdivided into four districts
or gonfaloni. The basis for the division was the organisation of the local
citizen militia (compagnie del popolo). One of these gonfaloni was the
Lion Rosso, or Red Lion. This particular district comprised some 530

households in 1427, and was centred on the Via Vigna Nuova. Like the
other gonfaloni, the Lion Rosso was charged with assessing and taxing
its households, as I discuss later in this chapter. At the same time it
oversaw public order and the general business of the area, and to this
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end irregular meetings were held once or twice a year in the local parish
church devoted to San Pancrazio, often on Sundays. The most impor-
tant purpose of these meetings was to entrust the gonfalone’s adminis-
tration to a group of syndics for the next six or twelve months. These
syndics also had to make sure that the district’s financial records were in
order, to avoid problems with the town hall. From the minutes of the
district meetings we know that they were usually attended by between
twenty-five and thirty inhabitants, most of them representing the well-
off section of the district. They would include members of the Rucellai
clan, the most powerful of the Lion Rosso. For them and other patrician
families, a solid power base in the gonfalonewas an important stepping
stone for their ambitions in Florentine state politics. Despite the dom-
inance of the upper echelons of society, however, artisans were always
present at the Lion Rosso meetings, and although no formal guidelines
have been found, the pattern suggests a deliberate policy to include all
social classes apart from the paupers, i.e. those sections of society that
would be included in direct taxation.73

Neighbourhoods have been treated in the literature so far as
mechanisms of social integration. They were, however, just as impor-
tant as vehicles for popular politics as the guilds and civic militias,
whose political roles historians have recognised more readily.74 All
three types of organisations shared two features. Firstly, they were
often democratic to the extent that their membership came from
broad sections of the middle class, and those members usually had a
say in the selection of officers and the decisions those officers took.
Secondly, the organisations were not only recognised by local autho-
rities, but also employed by those same authorities, to collect informa-
tion, discharge certain public functions and maintain public order.
The organisations of popular politics, in other words, were an integral
part of urban governance.

Instruments of Popular Politics: Consultations, Petitioning,
Lobbying, Rebellion

In many premodern European towns, citizens had constitu-
tional ways of voicing their opinions about policies and politicians.
In other towns, where such means might be absent or very restricted,
local authorities used a range of different instruments to exchange views
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about their policies with various sections of the local communities, not
necessarily all of them formally organised. In this section four such
instruments are discussed: consultations, usually initiated by the autho-
rities themselves, petitions, lobbying and riots, which were almost
always initiated by citizens themselves. Apart from the riot, they were
considered part of normal political life in premodern towns.

In fifteenth-century Italy, especially the smaller towns held reg-
ular assemblies where all heads of households could voice their opinion.
In the larger towns, assemblies were much less a routine aspect of local
politics, but summoned on special occasions. In Turin, for example, such
a meeting was held when the Duke of Savoy had ordered an overhaul of
the local government in 1433. It is possible that this was necessitated by
exceptional circumstances, but in 1447 the death of the Visconti duke
brought about a revival of the Council of Nine Hundred, composed of
150 representatives of each of the city’s six districts.75

In Angers, besides the annual elections on 1 May, regular
assemblées générales were held where the parish representatives con-
sulted. Between 1657 and 1789, 338 such general assemblies took place,
about three each year on average. Behind the general meetings, more-
over, lurked countless meetings of the inhabitants of individual parishes
in Angers, where both parish and general city issues were discussed.
These meetings were sometimes even attended by servants (domes-
tiques), but usually dominated by merchants and artisans. The general
assemblies discussed royal taxation, the preservation of local privileges,
as well as day-to-day issues such as poor relief, health care, public works
and so on. One of Angers’ aldermen claimed there was no inhabitant
whose opinion was not assessed. One need not necessarily accept that
this was literally true, but neither should we overlook the important role
of ordinary citizens in the political life of the town.76

To judge from the documents preserved in the Amsterdam
archives, the most common line of communication between citizens
and local authorities in that town was through petitions, many of
them filed by the guilds. Hundreds of these guild petitions survive, and
many more have been lost, because petitions that were turned down
were immediately destroyed.77Many of these petitions request a change
in the guilds’ regulations, usually because new circumstances demand
adaptation. In their petitions, significantly, the guilds tried to build
a case based on the civic community that included both the authorities
and themselves. In 1751, the Amsterdam carriage makers, for example,
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were of the opinion that ‘they were paying their scot and lot, and
thereforewere helping to carry the burdens of the town and their guilds’.
Other guilds objected that taxation in Amsterdam was substantially
higher than in the countryside, or reminded the authorities of their
members’ contributions to the civic militias,78 which, according to the
wallpaper painters in 1786, entitled them to the ‘advantages, that are
due to them as inhabitants of this town, and members of their guilds, . . .
with the exclusion of others, particularly aliens’.79

It seems that, indeed, the Amsterdam government generally
looked favourably upon these guild petitions. A survey of Amsterdam
local legislation – very important in the absence of any significant
national legislation – has demonstrated that much of it was created on
the initiative of sections of the population directly involved. More than
40 per cent of surviving petitions led to the introduction of a by-law.
Evenmore telling, many by-laws copied the text of the petition verbatim
into the Amsterdam statute book. To be sure, guilds were the single
most important group of petitioners in Amsterdam; almost half the
petitions preserved from the eighteenth century were signed in the
name of a guild.80

Petitions were, of course, a common phenomenon throughout
premodern Europe, and not at all limited to urban environments.81 All
social classes employed them to articulate grievances and demand redress.
Local governments considered them an integral part of their governance
procedures.82 The Nine in medieval Siena, for example, were required by
law to hold office hours during which citizens could submit and discuss
petitions, as well as raise issues in otherways.83 Sometimes petitionswere
even solicited by the authorities, as happened famously with the cahiers
de doléances in France in 1789.84 Frequently petitioners were individuals
and their problems were practical. However, petitions could also be
submitted collectively, as in Amsterdam, and address more principled
issues, such as the right to gain access to the town’s accounts, the regula-
tion of the local economy and so on.85Clearly, petitions had the potential
to turn into an instrument of popular politics.86

To be effective, petitions had to be backed up by lobbying,
either by the petitioners themselves or by more or less professional
lobbyists.87 Petitions could also be, and at times were indeed, supported
by mass mobilisation. Conversely, petitions could be used to mobilise
the population for political causes, for example during the English
Revolution.88
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Possibly the most rebellious era between 1000 CE and the
French Revolution was the sixteenth century, when the Reformation
was a cause and catalyst of major unrest, not least in towns and cities all
over Europe.89 It has been recognised since 1962, when Bernd Moeller
published a small book focusing exclusively on the imperial cities, that
in Germany at least, the Reformation was to an important extent an
urban phenomenon. In Wittenberg, Luther’s home town, Protestantism
was introduced without much popular upheaval, but in dozens of other
towns, citizen committees used the religious conflict to push through
religious as well as political and sometimes social reforms.90 In the Low
Countries the Reformation led to outright revolution and civil war,
viz. the Dutch Revolt. In numerous towns, including major centres
like Antwerp and Ghent in the south, Utrecht and, ultimately, also
Amsterdam in the north, the Reformation was accompanied by major
political upheavals, carried by substantial sections of the local
citizenry.91 In England, where the Reformation was first introduced by
the king and his government, urbanites were both active participants
and opponents of these changes.92 In 1562, Protestants temporarily
seized control of the city of Rouen, starting with a wave of iconoclastic
destruction on 3 and 4May, events for which the ‘Ministers and Elders
of the Reformed Church in the City of Rouen’ swiftly published an
apology. The city was duly sacked a second time when it was retaken by
government troops, with special attention paid to the homes of the
Huguenots.93 In Paris, the civic militias and the heads of the city’s
sixteen districts were some of the most prominent activists among the
local Catholic radicals known as the Ligue.94

Perhaps the most famous of these urban revolts of the
Reformation era was the Anabaptist seizure of Münster. In 1525,
while the Peasants’War was raging, the guilds of Münster had wrestled
various concessions from the ruling bishop, concessions that were
immediately repealed as soon as the unrest subsided. In February 1532

the Lamberti parish elected the reformed priest Bernhard Rothmann as
its new vicar. As we saw earlier, the Münster guilds had a coordinating
Gesamtgilde, and its leaders, theOlderlute, would emerge in the follow-
ing months as the main actors of a revolutionary movement. By
Christmas 1532, the clash between the urban community and the bishop
had developed into an armed conflict involving civic militias as well as
professional troops. During the next thirty months, Münster would
become a laboratory for radical theology as well as social experiments,
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including the abolition of private property.95 Those experiments were
supported by foreign Anabaptists, especially from the Netherlands, but
sustained throughout by a cross-section of the local population.96 As in
other Reformation upheavals, Münster’s citizens were actively shaping
their society.

This emphasis on the sixteenth century is not to imply that
urban revolts were unknown before the Reformation.97 Indeed, one
need only to think of the Revolt of the Ciompi in Florence in the
summer of 1378, a revolt against a guild regime the Ciompi them-
selves had helped to establish.98 The Dutch Revolt had deep roots in
the tradition of urban revolts from the Middle Ages, in Brabant and
Flanders in particular.99 In Münster itself, the Anabaptist revolution
had been preceded by earlier revolts, which looked remarkably like
that of the 1530s.100 A recent study of late medieval urban revolts in
Italy and the Low Countries concluded that in these regions ‘an entire
repertoire of discourses, practices, and forms of association crystal-
ised around the conduct of conflict in ways which varied from city to
city, but constituted an essential feature of political life in all of
them’.101 Likewise, the easing off of religious conflict in the first
half of the seventeenth century did not bring about a let-up of urban
political conflict. Another study, this time of French urban conflict,
concluded that ‘the French Revolution was preceded by a long tradi-
tion of urban revolts that contained many of its familiar elements
and that links the seventeenth century to earlier and later popular
traditions’.102

Urban rebellions were directed against two opponents. Locally,
citizens were taking on urban elites. They were not necessarily opposed
to elite rule as such, but demanded transparency and accountability, and
more generally an administration that operated in the interest of the
community as a whole, rather than for some sectional interest.
Externally, urban citizens insisted on the autonomy of their community
vis-à-vis regional and national authorities. In these struggles they often
collaborated with local elites, who subscribed to the same programme
of urban autonomy.103 Such conflicts could easily intersect, creating
tensions within the citizen–elite coalition.104 However, from the citi-
zens’ point of view, both types of conflicts were essentially about the
same issue: creating a political space where they, as citizens, could have
an effective voice and agency. In a remarkable number of towns, they
managed to achieve this.
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Citizenship and the Politics of Taxation

One area where relations between authorities and citizens were
at their most delicate was taxation.105 Here again, citizens’ agency was
key. Taxation implies that citizens will part with some of their earnings
in return for services to be delivered by the authorities. Listening to
modern politicians, one might be forgiven for assuming that the major-
ity of their constituents have no other priority than to reduce the amount
of taxes they pay to the lowest amount possible. And of course most
people dislike having to pay taxes, but they also tend to appreciate what
they get in return for doing so: public services such as education,
hospital coverage and public transportation, not to mention police
protection, street lighting and so on. This paradox, that people want
to enjoy the services provided by government but dislike having to pay
for them, is one of the problems that governments have to overcome.
In view of recent political discourse on taxation there is another para-
dox that we need to note: economically successful societies tend to have
high levels of taxation. This is counter-intuitive in that most politicians
favouring tax cuts argue that these will not only satisfy voters, but also
provide a boost to the economy – a double benefit, in other words.

However, the two paradoxes are predicated on false assump-
tions, as is demonstrated by the modern literature on tax compliance,
which suggests that wherever citizenship is organised transparently, tax
morale will be high.106 This is important because it seems that, especially
in the early modern period, authorities were obsessed with finances, and
would try every trick in the book to increase revenues.107 So first of all we
want to know more about how they did this. But secondly, levels of
taxation and the state of public finances in general might help us to
understand better the ‘quality’ of citizenship in various European states.
I return to this topic in Part II of this book.

On 7 April 1748, commissioners in the Dutch provincial town
of Zwolle were appointed to collect the Liberal Gift, a new tax intro-
duced to cope with a French invasion that was threatening the
Republic’s southern border. In the eighteenth century the Dutch
Republic was operating at the very limits of its fiscal possibilities, mak-
ing it all the more urgent to involve citizens in the process of raising
taxes.108 In Zwolle the Common Council, representing the inhabitants
of the four wards, was crucial for the introduction of new taxes, as
became evident in 1748, when attempts were made to create a whole set
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of emergency excises on coffee and tea and on tobacco, as well as a new
register for the Liberal Gift personal tax. With great patriotic fervour
the provincial authorities urged their local colleagues in mid-January to
supply the cash necessary to thwart any French attack. In Zwolle the
‘friends of the Common Council’ approved some of the proposals, but
refused to accept an excise on coffee and tea, which was seen as bad
for local trade, because the excise was to be levied as an import duty.
Only after five rounds of negotiation with the provincial authorities
did Zwolle’s Common Council finally acquiesce on 11 February, when
a compromise proposal was introduced. Instead of the import duty, the
excise would be levied through an assessment of Zwolle’s households.109

The commissioners charged with the assessment were
appointed locally. First, eight magistrates, two for each ward or ‘street’,
were appointed who then selected two Common Councillors from the
twelve representing each ‘street’. Thus a total of sixteen individuals,
four for each ward, was commissioned to collect the tax.110 The Liberal
Gift relied completely on voluntary contributions. It nonetheless pro-
duced 187,333 guilders in cash and another 60,232 guilders in precious
metals contributed by the local population.111 The overall amount,
raised from a population of 12,000, means that each household volun-
tarily contributed an average of about seventeen guilders, or the equiva-
lent of almost one month in wages for a day labourer.

This example suggests that the Zwolle authorities were relying
on several mechanisms to boost tax morale. First of all, citizen repre-
sentatives were involved in the decision to introduce (or not, as the case
might be) new taxes in Zwolle. Secondly, these citizen representatives
were involved in the assessment of rate payers. As they lived locally,
their involvement also helped guarantee a fair distribution of the tax
burden. And thirdly, procedures were put in place to rectify mistakes.
Together, these mechanisms provided legitimacy and a degree of trans-
parency to the process of taxation.112

The mechanisms Dutch urban authorities applied were by no
means unique or even new, as is demonstrated by the assessment pro-
cedures in thirteenth- and fourteenth-century Siena. In Siena, the sub-
division of the town into three districts, or terzi, was used as a basic
structure. Each terzo had about twenty assessors, appointed by the city
council from among the inhabitants of that district. In November 1287
there were twenty-one such assessors (or alliratori) in Città, twenty in
SanMartino and nineteen in Camellia. It was their task to produce a tax
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register, or lira. They were paid a small daily allowance of two soldi for
the job, which was expected to last several months. The alliratori were
supported in their work by notaries and clerics, who acted as secretaries.

The intensity of the job was a result of the scrupulous procedure
that the alliratori had to observe. All households were first classified on
a rough-and-ready basis as either lira maggiore, consisting of magnates,
mediocre, mainly merchants, or minore, like artisans and shopkeepers.
Subsequently, each household was assessed by all twenty alliratori.
The six highest and the six lowest assessments were ignored. The final
amount of taxation due from the household was arrived at by taking the
average of the remaining eight assessments. The alliratori were often
former members of the town council, but we also find magnates, mer-
chants and artisans appointed to the job. In other words, the authorities
made sure that tax assessments could not be portrayed as an attempt by
one social class to exploit another.113 On top of this, public finances
were controlled by a committee of four Provveditori who again repre-
sented the three districts: one from each terzo, and the fourth rotating
between the terzi. Those who had served on the committee were
excluded for the next eighteen months from its membership.114

In fifteenth-century Florence there were two alternative sys-
tems. It is not entirely clear what made the government decide in favour
of one or the other, but we must assume that a cost-benefit analysis was
part of it.115 The catasto was a major bureaucratic operation, requiring
a detailed registration and assessment of all households and their prop-
erty. Under its predecessors, i.e. before 1427, extraordinary levies had
been divided between the town’s sixteen districts or gonfaloni. The
gonfaloni were thus made responsible for the assessment of their inha-
bitants. As in Siena, this was done by a committee of citizens, seven or
nine who would all assess every household. The results would then be
handed over to the friars of the Cameldolese order, who would proceed,
as in Siena, by excluding the highest and lowest assessments for each
household, and calculate the average of the rest.116 For the catasto, a
committee of ten was selected with the help of the complex mixture of
lotteries and elections that the Florentines used for other high offices as
well. Eight of the ten came from the sevenMajor Guilds, but in terms of
wealth they had the same background as the councillors. After twelve
months they were replaced by a new committee of a similar social
profile. As on earlier occasions, the committee began with declarations
of wealth by the citizens themselves, which seem to have come in very
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quickly. These were then checked by the officials, and adapted where
necessary.117

The exact procedures urban authorities utilised to raise taxes
have not been studied much so far, as financial historians have concen-
trated on other aspects of the fiscal system. Our three examples, how-
ever, would seem to suggest that the mechanisms identified in the
modern tax compliance literature were exploited to full effect by
urban authorities, in order to optimise revenues. These mechanisms
were designed to actively involve citizens both in the decision about
the introduction of new taxes, and in the actual process of collecting
them.

Conclusion

Most of the time, urban office was the preserve of local elites.
Although their dominance, measured in numerical terms, fluctuated
over time, as such it was a permanent feature of urban governance.
In the past, historians have seen this as an indication of the exclusion of
ordinary citizens from politics. Only in times of crisis, it was assumed,
could the latter get a foot in the door, by turning out in large numbers, or
even physically intimidating the council members. This chapter has
argued that the impact of citizens on urban rulers has been systemically
underestimated, because historians have overlooked, or only studied in
isolation, the many channels and instruments available to citizens to
influence the political process. In some towns, council members were
selected through an election procedure among citizens, while in other
towns designated seats on the council were in the hands of citizen
representatives, often the guilds. Still other towns had a second council,
with dozens or even hundreds of members recruited from outside the
elite. In other words, many towns had systems of government that
formally incorporated their citizens.

In addition, citizens were actively involved in the production
and execution of rules and regulations. Petitions were routinely sub-
mitted to the local government and routinely converted into legislation.
In times of crisis, crowds and committees pressured the council to adopt
new policies. The organisation of the citizens in guilds, militias and
other civic institutions created a permanent forum for political debates,
and an awareness among the elites that their citizens did not take every-
thing for granted.
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Urban elites often prided themselves on their own citizen status.
On numerous occasions they subscribed to the core values of urban
republicanism, as we saw in the previous chapter. Among other civic
processes, citizens and their organisations were made an integral part of
tax collection. The purpose of that inclusion was, no doubt, to enhance
the legitimacy of taxation, but at the same time it was a recognition that
urban authorities were powerless without the active involvement of
their citizens.

Our data suggest that formal citizen participation reached
its zenith sometime around 1500. During the sixteenth century,
Reformation struggles led to a reduction of formal participation, as
did the consolidation of centralised rule in many countries. This, how-
ever, was not a uniform development, and in many places local consti-
tutions continued to provide a place for citizens until the end of the Old
Regime. Moreover, informal participation, resulting from civic institu-
tions like guilds, neighbourhoods and civic militias, as well as popular
politics instruments like lobbying and petitioning, not to mention rebel-
lion, remained in force and continued to remind local ruling families of
the need to keep the citizens’ interests in mind – even when at the same
time thinking about their own.

APPENDIX 1

Urban representative institutions in 1500 and 1700 in the
largest towns and cities of seven European countries

I used De Vries 1984, appendix 1 (269–87), to establish which
five118 towns were the most populous in 1500 and 1700 in each of the
countries covered by this survey. Institutional data sources are listed
below for each town. The presence of a common council, guild partici-
pation or elections (or a combination of these) is indicated by 1; their
absence is indicated by 0; unknowns are indicated as ‘nd’, no data.119

Belgium 1500 1700 source

Antwerp 1 1 Wahl 2015a, appendix
Bruges 1 1 Wahl 2015a, appendix
Brussels 1 1 Wahl 2015a, appendix
Ghent 1 0 Wahl 2015a, appendix
Liège 1 1 Wahl 2015a, appendix
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England 1500 1700 source

London (City) 1 1 Barron 2004, 131–32; Krey 1985, 10
Bristol 0 0 Sacks 1991, 161, 167, 173
Exeter 0 1 MacCaffrey 1958, 33; Sweet 1998, 91n15
Newcastle 1 1 Fraser 2009; Wilson 1995, 292
Norwich 1 1 Pound 1974, 101–03; Evans 1979, 28, 39

France 1500 1700 source

Paris 1 0 Descimon 1994; Garrioch 2002, 130
Bordeaux 0 0 Boutruche 1966, 295
Lyon 1 1 Babeau 1884 vol. 1:86
Marseille 0 0 Kaiser 1992, 138–39; Guiral and Amargier

1983, 155
Rouen 1 1 Benedict 1981, 36; Bardet 1983, 100
Toulouse 0 0 Schneider 1989a, 62; Taillefer 2000, 61–62

Germany 1500 1700 source

Berlin 1 0 Wahl 2015a, appendix
Cologne 1 1 Wahl 2015a, appendix
Dresden 1 1 Wahl 2015a, appendix
Hamburg 0 1 Wahl 2015a, appendix
Nuremberg 1 1 Wahl 2015a, appendix

Italy 1500 1700 source

Florence 1 0 Najemy 2006, 389; Litchfield 1986, 67–68
Milan 0 0 Arcangeli 2006, 171; D’Amico 2015, 55
Naples 1 1 Sodano 2013, 112–13
Rome 0 0 Canepari 2017; Nussdorfer 1992, 81
Venice 0 0 Viggiano 2013

Netherlands 1500 1700 source

Amsterdam 0 0 Verkerk 2004, 183; Hell 2004, 247
Den Bosch 1 0 Wahl 2015a, appendix
Utrecht 1 0 Wahl 2015a, appendix
Haarlem 0 0 Ree-Scholtens 1995, 45, 148
Leiden 0 0 Brand 1996, 59; Prak 1985, 39
Rotterdam 0 0 Engelbrecht 1973, ‘Inleiding’
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Switzerland 1500 1700 source

Basel 1 1 Wahl 2015a, appendix
Berne 1 0 Wahl 2015a, appendix
Geneva 1 1 Wahl 2015a, appendix
Zürich 1 1 Wahl 2015a, appendix

Europe, totals 1500 1700

pop. particip. 22 17

no particip. 13 18
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3 ECONOMIC CITIZENSHIP THROUGH
THE GUILDS

Thomas Gent was born in Ireland, probably in 1693. He started
an apprenticeship as a printer in Dublin, but ran away to England in
1710. The published version of his autobiography actually begins with
Gent being seasick on the ship that took him across. Finding no printing
press in Chester, his first port of call, he then travelled on to London,
where he continued to learn his trade. By 1713 Gent had completed the
seven years of training that were required under English law from every
master artisan. During his apprenticeship he had been badly treated, he
felt – ‘as a servant’ – but his master Midwinter assured him that this
treatment was only meant to encourage his skill and ambition. And
indeed, at the end of his term of apprenticeship,Midwinter offered Gent
hospitality and protection: ‘I do not prefer my interest to your good; and
though you came [as] an almost stranger tome, God forbid that I should
send you as such abroad’. He helped secure Gent some odd jobs and
finally a place as a journeyman printer in York. Subsequently, Gent
returned to London and his former master, where there was more work
and more adventures. However:1

In the year 1717 I had the great happiness of being made
a freeman of the Stationers, and on 9 Oct, commenced citizen
at guildhall notwithstanding the false objection raised against
me in the court, by one Cornish, that I had been married in my
apprenticeship;2 but my master, Midwinter, proved him
a notorious liar, and he was reprehended by the warden and
others. . . . Thus I became absolutely free, both in England and
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Ireland, which made me give sincere thanks to the Almighty
from the inward recesses of my soul.

Gent had gone through a process that was very common in England,
albeit not on the continent: by becoming a master of the Stationers’
Company (or guild), he could also become a citizen of the City of
London.

The guild that Gent joined was not one of London’s most
significant: it ranked forty-seventh during urban ceremonies in the
seventeenth century, far behind the Twelve Great Livery Companies of
the City.3 In 1403, the ‘text-writers’ and ‘limners’ (illustrators) had
received a privilege from the city authorities; from 1441 they called
themselves the ‘Company of Stationers’. The trade had benefitted enor-
mously from Johannes Gutenberg’s invention of moveable type and the
subsequent expansion of book sales and other printed materials.4

In 1557, moreover, the London Stationers received from the crown
a national monopoly for the production of printed material.5

The Stationers’ Company was in various respects an ordinary
guild in a city where guilds were at the time hugely important, not
merely for regulating the local economy, but also as social and political
organisations – capacities in which they remain active into the twenty-
first century.6 It was at the same time unusual in its national scope.
On the continent it was practically unheard of, and even in England
quite rare, to find guilds with jurisdiction outside their own town and
perhaps its immediate hinterland.7 In this respect, the Stationers were
an extreme example of a trait that was common to the guild system as
a whole: the monopoly. In their charters, guilds would receive the
right, reserved for their members, to produce and trade in specific
products; in the case of the Stationers ‘impressing or printing any
book’. They could search premises where they suspected illicit printed
works were to be found, i.e. produced by printers who were not
members of the Company. The charter of 1557 gave the Stationers’
Company also the right to assemble, to elect its own officials and to
make its own rules.8

The history of the Stationers’ Company and of Thomas Gent’s
progression to the mastership in that company, and subsequent citizen-
ship status in the City of London, serves to highlight several themes of
this chapter. What was the role of guilds in the towns of premodern
Europe?And howdifficult was it to join them? The case of the Stationers
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suggests two contrasting narratives: they held an unusually strong
‘monopoly’, but an ‘almost stranger’ found it relatively easy to join
this London guild, even though he was from Ireland. And last, but not
least of course, it shows how citizenship and guild membership were
intimately related in premodern Europe. In many towns, candidates had
to be formal citizens before they could join a guild. In some places, all
citizens were required to join a guild. And in still other places, guild
membership automatically conferred citizenship status.9To contempor-
aries, the connection seemed almost inalienable. Incorporated trades
were also known as the ‘citizens’ trades’.10 This intimate connection
was articulated, for example, in many guild petitions, insisting that
members were entitled to support from the council – as citizens and
taxpayers.11

For the argument of this book, there is an additional reason to
look closely at the guilds. If citizenship was to have a positive effect on
society, including its economic performance, then obviously the guilds
would be a channel through which this effect might be accomplished.
As it is, this is precisely the topic of a fierce debate among economic
historians. The argument over guilds and economy has been constructed
in two distinct ways. As discussed in the Introduction, the idea of
‘transaction costs’ is fundamental to Douglass North’s influential
work. Whereas most economic theory assumes that the exchange of
goods and services between two parties is free under perfect market
conditions, North claims that such conditions do not exist in the real
world and that there are therefore always costs; moreover, most of the
time these costs are substantial. Transaction costs come in two types.
One has to do with information. How do I know that the product I’m
buying is the same as what is advertised? Is there an equivalent on the
market that will satisfy my needs more cheaply? The other has to do
with contract enforcement. If I pay for this product, will it actually be
delivered? And will the producer stand by the warranty? To guarantee
contract enforcement, advanced economies use a so-called third party,
and for reasons of efficiency that third party is usually a public authority
that can handle many conflicts over contracts in an even-handed way.
At the beginning of the period covered by this book, by and large there
was no such authority. As a result, the economy underperformed,
simply because merchants could not trust their trading partners.
According to Avner Greif, it was precisely this sort of institutional
framework that the merchant guilds provided in the Middle Ages.12
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There was also, however, another way in which the guilds could
impact the economy. Since Adam Smith, in his Wealth of Nations in
1776, condemned guilds as ‘a conspiracy against the public’, genera-
tions of economists and historians have lined up to repeat the accusa-
tion. In recent years, revisionist scholars have tried to explain the
emergence of guilds, and their persistence for more than half a millen-
nium, in a more positive vein. This revisionist literature has distin-
guished between merchant and craft guilds, because of the different
problems for which these organisations provided a solution. The
problem of long-distance trade is one of information and contract
enforcement. For craft guilds too, insecurity was an issue, but on top
of that there were questions of technology and the training of the skilled
workforce. Guilds contributed in all three areas, it has been claimed.
They addressed issues of insecurity for their members by helping to
create a stable economic environment, and for their customers through
various instruments that helped establish quality standards; they
clustered technological information, especially of the micro-invention
type; and they set up an administrative system for the training of
apprentices who would eventually carry on the industry in the next
generation.13

This revisionism has not been universally accepted. Sheilagh
Ogilvie has published two books and a string of articles, all arguing
that merchant and craft guilds were rent-seeking organisations which
sought to redistribute economic wealth to the advantage of their mem-
bers and against the interest of migrants, women and other disenfran-
chised groups.14 They did so through collusion with the authorities,
who were receiving taxes and loans from the guilds’ membership in
exchange for permission to continue their rent-seeking behaviour. This
is probably correct, but seems to measure their behaviour against the
benchmark of perfect markets, or to elevate their impact to absolute
levels.15 The question is not whether guilds were the best solution for
market failures but whether, under imperfect circumstances, they could
help overcome the economic problems created by rent-seeking states,
or alternatively by the absence of any state control over economic
processes. One of Ogilvie’s criticisms of ‘institutionalists’ like North
andGreif is that they fail to produce empirical evidence for the beneficial
effects of organisations like guilds. This is definitely a valid point.
Unfortunately, it has proved equally impossible to establish the levels
of rent-seeking that are the linchpin of Ogilvie’s own argument.
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In this area the debate must therefore remain unresolved. The
point to take away from these exchanges, however, seems to be that
although merchant and craft guilds were capable of supporting eco-
nomic development, they did not always work their positive magic; or
phrased the other way around, they were a burden on the economy, but
not always and everywhere.16 It is therefore important, in the following
discussion of the citizenship aspects of these organisations, to be alert
to historically variable circumstances that allowed or prevented rent-
seeking.

The debate about the ‘good’ or ‘bad’ of guilds is relevant for the
history of premodern citizenship in a number of ways, which mostly
have to do with access to the incorporated trades, captured by the word
‘monopoly’. It is usually taken for granted that guilds used their ‘mono-
poly’ power to limit access to markets to their own members, and to
keep that membership as small as possible. As a result, immigrants,
women, religious minorities and even the sons and daughters of local
inhabitants were prevented from entering the guild, or so it is alleged.
Thomas Gent’s experience was remarkably different, however, as was
the attitude of his master. Other issues have to do with the guilds’
presumed conservatism: as rent-seekers they tried to prevent innova-
tions that would eat away their profits. In this chapter I argue that many
examples can be found to support these claims, but that as broad
generalisations they are nonetheless incorrect.

The Rise and Decline of Merchant and Craft Guilds

In the nineteenth century, two rival theories were developed,
particularly in Germany, about the origins of the guilds.17 One por-
trayed guilds as the medieval successors of the Roman collegia, which
originally functioned as platforms for the transmission of citizenship to
urban inhabitants who did not own land. These collegia could be
organised on an occupational basis, and they helped develop public
services and public order in Roman urban society. The Codex
Theodosianus (438 CE) mentions them explicitly in that role. With the
collapse of the Roman Empire in the sixth century, however, the collegia
disappeared as well, and there is no evidence of any continuity across the
half millennium or so that elapsed before the guilds emerged. Likewise,
the resemblance between Germanic tribal meetings and guild organisa-
tions has turned out to be nothing more than that: a similarity of form,
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but without any direct connection. One has to conclude that Europeans
of the central Middle Ages reinvented an organisational form that had
been invented in previous times by other societies, but only gradually
discovered those similarities, subsequently used to dignify the guilds’
pedigree.18

The first to emerge were merchant guilds. Merchant guilds were
organisations whose members were involved in long-distance trade.19

They were designed to overcome problems inherent in business deals
where the two parties do not meet in person, but have to exchange
through intermediaries and accept a time lag between delivery of the
goods and their payment. These two distances, of time and space,
created insecurities that were enhanced by the political fragmentation
of post-Roman Europe, and again after the collapse of the Carolingian
Empire. Where political institutions proved unhelpful, merchants were
forced to resort to private-order solutions. The family was the most
obvious of these, but by their very nature, family networks have a
limited coverage in space, and are also subject to the vagaries of demo-
graphic fate. Guilds, it is argued, proved an ultimately more stable and
therefore successful private-order solution, on one hand by enforcing
rules among their own members, and on the other by threatening sanc-
tions against foreign parties and their partners (e.g. other merchants
from the same town as the cheater). Through the development of such
collective mechanisms, Avner Greif has claimed, merchant guilds were
not so much monopolising trade to limit supply and drive up the price,
but on the contrary creating a secure environment that helped to expand
long-distance exchange.20

One of the reasons why merchant guilds turned out to be a
successful solution to such problems of commitment is because from
the beginning merchants sought, and obtained, government sanction.21

Merchants guilds worked in close cooperation with public authorities,
and were able to pressure the authorities for more effective protection
of merchant interests. No doubt the guilds’ primary goal was to ensure
that the benefit of their efforts accrued to their members. There is
debate about whether this happened at the cost of competitors, and
ultimately suppressed fresh initiatives, or whether it turned out to be
also beneficial to society as a whole, because thanks to this protection
merchants could invest in more daring commercial enterprises.22

The most likely verdict is that both were true, albeit in different ways
in different places.
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Bruges was the most significant port in fourteenth-century
Northern Europe and inevitably a focus of merchants from Germany
and other regions around the Baltic, who were united in the German
Hanse, or Hanseatic League. Strictly speaking, the Hanse was not a
guild, but a collaboration of merchant guilds in dozens of towns.23

Abroad, however, it acted as a single merchant organisation to protect
and further the interests of its members, i.e. the towns and their mer-
chants. In 1358 the Hanse submitted a document to the Bruges autho-
rities, complaining about English and Spanish privateers, local tolls,
deficient weighing facilities and the confiscation of German ships to
fight Antwerp. In their Claghe der Oosterlingen, or Complaint of the
Easterners, the Hanse demanded compensation for the damages suf-
fered by its members, and when the Bruges council proved uncoopera-
tive, the Hanse moved itsKontor to Dordrecht, a much smaller harbour
quite a distance away from Bruges. Only when Bruges offered extra
privileges and a hefty 24,600 guilders was the Kontor moved back to
Bruges in 1360. In 1392 the Hanse managed to extract an even larger
compensation for losses suffered by its members due to confiscations, as
well as a promise from the collective Flemish towns about future com-
pensations. On still other occasions it obtained smaller reparations.
These actions demonstrate how collective action by merchants could
protect them against the insecurities of long-distance trade, at a time
when local and regional authorities were routinely attempting to short-
change poorly protected merchants.24

The heyday ofmerchant guilds was the period from the eleventh
century to the sixteenth. After that, several factors made international
trade a more routine business. The number of transactions had
increased, and instruments for payment improved. Merchants now
had agents to look after their interests on their behalf. The ‘feudal
anarchy’ of the Middle Ages had been reduced as a result of the con-
solidation of larger states. Gelderblom and Grafe conclude from the rise
and decline of merchant guilds in Amsterdam, Antwerp, Bilbao and
Bruges that in the early days of the revival of international trade
merchant guilds were one of a set of institutions that supported ‘thin’
markets. From the mid-seventeenth century they observe a notable
decline in the number of institutional instruments supporting interna-
tional trade in all four commercial centres. By then state institutions
were providing the sort of framework that was previously supplied by
the guild.25 This may not have been true in East-Central Europe, and it
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certainly was not true for the trade with non-European regions, which
remained a domain of regulated trade, albeit not along the lines of the
guild model because it was precisely in this trade that the first experi-
ments with the modern company form, financed through permanent
shares, were conducted.26

Craft guilds emerged significantly later than the merchant
guilds, in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, i.e. in the middle of a
period of rapid economic expansion.27Clearly, craft guilds cannot have
been the cause of that expansion, which predates their emergence. They
may, however, have acted as a dynamic element, sustaining the growth
phase of the economy. Alternatively, they may have been a sign of
consolidation, and in the long run a cause of stagnation. Some examples
can illustrate the point.

Clock making was already known in the Middle Ages, but with
the emergence of domestic-size products, it had become a genuine
industry by 1500.28 It expanded rapidly in the following decades and
by the eighteenth century observers commented on the ubiquity of
watches – 70 per cent of Parisian servants owned a watch by the
1780s, and even sailors were seen carrying them.29 This expansion
was accompanied by an incorporation of the trade: clock makers’ guilds
were established in Paris in 1544, Geneva in 1601, Rouen in 1617,
London in 1631, Lyon in 1658 and so on. In many other towns, clock
makers and watchmakers joined with the blacksmiths and other metal-
working trades. The most important invention in the industry, the
pendulum clock, was developed by Dutch astronomer and mathemati-
cian Christiaan Huygens, but so quickly was the innovation copied by
clock maker guild masters that Huygens had to drop plans to patent his
invention.30

A similar story of guilds and innovation can be told about the
silk ribbon engine loom. This invention, introduced in Leiden in 1604,
permitted the production of multiple silk ribbons by a single weaver.
The industry was found in many European towns, but the engine loom
was adopted in only some of them.Where guilds were politically power-
ful, they were less inclined to accept this sort of labour-saving technol-
ogy, and were able to persuade the authorities to introduce tariffs to
restrain foreign competition. In other places, such as London and many
Dutch towns, the authorities were more likely to take consumers’ inter-
ests into account as well and force ribbon makers to adapt. However,
the guilds’membership also made a difference. Where this was made up
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of small masters only, conservatism was more likely to prevail, while
a variegated membership was more conducive to innovation.31

Whereas merchant guilds had already begun to decline in the
sixteenth century, craft guilds actually continued until the end of the
eighteenth century – and beyond. Their disappearance has often been
associated with the Industrial Revolution, but in actual fact these two
developments were not at all closely connected. The first industries to
mechanise – coal mining, weaving and spinning – were already located
in the countryside long before the invention of the steam engine.
In England the guilds were never formally abolished.32 On the conti-
nent, guilds were first abolished in countries that were actually late to
industrialise, like France and the Netherlands. The chronological fit
between the abolishment of the guilds and the emergence of modern
industry is too poor to provide an explanation. In fact, craft guilds were
abolished for political, not economic reasons.33

Guilds and the Economy

Critics of the guilds have concentrated their objections on what
is usually called the ‘monopoly’ under which guilds operated. This was
the article, found in the regulations of really every guild, stipulating that
only members could produce or sell the products specified in those same
regulations. In other words, guilds were operating a closed shop. One of
the ways to find how ‘closed’ in fact, is to establish what percentage of
households were actually involved in the corporate system.

Asking the question is unfortunately much easier than answer-
ing it. This has to do with the state of the sources available to provide an
answer. Very few sources survive that allow us to count directly the
number of guildmasters in a city or town in a given year, and then divide
that by the number of that town’s inhabitants. Almost everywhere the
guild records are so incomplete that an estimate of the total number
of guild masters is hazardous. For Utrecht, a reconstruction of guild
membership around 1650 suggests that half of all households had at
least one guild member in their midst.34 For ’s-Hertogenbosch I was
able, with the help of a census from 1775 and membership lists from
fourteen guilds for 1750–75, to calculate that about 25 per cent of heads
of households must have beenmembers of a guild in that year.35Despite
the uncertainty, it has nonetheless proved possible to convert similar
sets of data on guild membership into reasonably reliable estimates
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about the percentage of households headed by a guild member for
a small number of towns in England, the Habsburg Netherlands and
France. It makes less sense to take the whole population as a basis for
estimation, because usually guild masters set up their own households;
in many German towns this was even compulsory.36 The estimates are
shown in Table 3.1, and display a range from 14 per cent to 30 per cent,
with outliers on both sides. Another way of saying this is that about one
in four to five households was directly involved in the guild system.
There is no obvious trend from the sixteenth to eighteenth century.

These figures actually underestimate the number of people
indirectly connected to the corporate system, since they do not include
apprentices and journeymen. Together these might add another 10 to
20 per cent of the population involved in the corporate system, albeit
without the rights that mastership entailed.

Any guild career would have to start with an apprenticeship.
Initially, these were unregulated, that is to say, the rules of early guilds
make no mention of training. From around 1400, however, substantial
legislation concerning apprenticeship began to emerge. In London the
earliest regulations go back to the mid- and late thirteenth century. Two
hundred years later a full set of regulations had formed. Halfway
through the fourteenth century, for example, the length of an appren-
ticeship had been established at seven years – extraordinarily long by
continental standards.37 On the continent, guild regulations in Utrecht
and ’s-Hertogenbosch suggest a similar pattern.38The first regulation to
be introduced concerned fees, beginning shortly after 1300; the next

Table 3.1 Percentage of masters’ households in selected European towns,
1550–1800

1550–1599 1600–1649 1650–1699 1700–1749 1750–1799

London 17 21 16 9

Antwerp 23

Ghent 43

Utrecht 31 57 32

’s-Hertogenbosch 25

Dijon 21 14

Lyon 21–30

Rouen 28–43

Source: Minns et al. 2014
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placed limits on the number of apprentices that a single master could
take on, first mentioned in 1421–22. The latter rules have often been
interpreted as an attempt to limit access to the craft, but as far as we
know most masters only had one or two apprentices throughout their
whole career, so capacity was hardly an issue. Limiting numbers could
also serve the interest of the apprentice: it guaranteed attention from the
master and opportunities to actually practise the craft. In the fifteenth
century, registration dues were introduced. In themselves these were
modest, but registration might entail other payments that were not.
From then on, apprenticeship was documented by the guild and, at
least implicitly, certified. With the help of these registers, craftsmen
would be able to prove that they had completed their apprenticeship
and could be expected to have mastered the craft. We have seen how
Thomas Gent felt he was ready to terminate his apprenticeship after
seven years; he was clearly aware of the rules that applied.

The variation in the length of an apprenticeship and the incon-
sistent pattern of examination – why tailors and not painters? – have
raised suspicions that these were again instruments to make life miser-
able for apprentices and discourage youngsters from seeking a career in
the crafts. Such suspicions are deepened by the fact that guild regula-
tions paid very little, or no attention at all, to the contents of the
training.39 Contrary to the popular image, we now know that it was
unusual for boys (or girls) to be apprenticed to their parents;40 rather,
youngsters were supposed to leave the family circle to be trained under
a master, who was responsible for the contents of that training.
The guilds’ contribution was to provide a framework of regulation
and standards, rather than the training itself; that was left to individual
masters. For that reason, guild registration was often supplemented by
private contracts between a master and his pupil’s parents or guardians.
In fact, those contracts also contained little about the contents of the
training, usually stating merely that the master was to share ‘all’ his
knowledge about the trade with his apprentice, before going on to
details about room and board.41

The most likely reason for this silence about craft training is
that much of it was (and remains) difficult to articulate in writing. Craft
skills are learned on the job, in personal interactions between expert
and novice.42 During the sixteenth, seventeenth and eighteenth centu-
ries such practical training was increasingly supplemented by classroom
training, by printed manuals and by theoretical instruction.43However,
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none of that could replace the practical instructions supplied by those
working in the crafts.

Despite all these caveats, the sheer numbers of apprentices coming
through the guild system testify to their significance. In mid-sixteenth-
century London there were an estimated 7,250 serving an apprenticeship
out of a total population of about 70,000.44 In 1700, 3,800 youngsters
started an apprenticeship in London. In Bristol, a city of 20,000, between
1686 and1696 on average 250newapprenticeswere enrolled every year,45

whichwould create a constant pool of about1,500 apprentices. A survey in
1738 counted 2,089 apprentices in Ghent, in an estimated population of
40,000.46 In Amsterdam and other towns in Holland, civic orphanages,
which took the children of deceased citizens under their wings, proved very
keen to place their wards with guild masters, and not just any craft
practitioners.47

The combined effect of personal training and a migration of
trained craftsmen was a circulation of technical knowledge. Again,
guilds provided an important framework. In the German lands it was
required of aspiring masters that they spend a considerable time on the
road, working in various other towns to broaden their skills. Dietrich
Meyer, a native of Zürich, where he trained as a goldsmith, started his
travels in 1669. He worked in Basel, Augsburg, possibly Amsterdam
and Basel again, before returning to Zürich in 1674 with a sketchbook
full of designs that he had picked up along the way.48 Technically,
Meyer had completed his apprenticeship and was a journeyman; at the
same time, his travels were clearly part of his education.49 Some guilds
explicitly required prospective masters to gain several years of experi-
ence before they could set up shop independently.50 In other guilds this
was the norm in practice. This was the reason why Rembrandt, for
example, could contract aspiring painters who were technically no
longer apprentices, but still paid him a fee to improve their skills.51

Formalised training and an institutionally embedded circulation
of knowledge helped to improve European industrial production mas-
sively during the centuries of the guilds.52 From the Renaissance, but
especially during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, an increas-
ingly wide range of consumer goods became available to a widening
range of consumers. These ‘populuxe’ goods and the rise of fashionwere
two indicators that Europeans were offered more choice at competitive
prices.53 The book trade – a highly skilled craft – is just one among
many examples of craft inventions with a massive direct impact on
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consumption, but also with unintended cultural and indeed economic
side effects.54 Apprenticeship was an important and almost universal
element in the educational background of British inventors of the
Industrial Revolution.55 There is no indication that apprenticeships
were becoming overall less important as time progressed, either in
England or elsewhere.56

Craft guilds claimed to maintain quality standards through
a variety of mechanisms. Many guilds required the aspiring master to
demonstrate his skill by making specified products in the presence of
a committee of masters. The effectiveness of this practice has been
disputed, and with some reason, for it seems to have been often more
of a ritual than a serious examination.57 Tests remained the same, for
example, even though the products were changing.Marking products (a
trademark) to allow the identification of the producer was probably
more effective, a strategy used with precious metals (especially to check
the silver or gold content), in the leather industry and in stone-cutting,
for example. Textile guilds also certified their products with local seals
or trademarks.58 In Amsterdam, the Silversmiths’ Guild destroyed all
products that were of substandard quality. In the same town, the Guild
of St Luke arbitrated between members and dissatisfied customers – for
example, when one Diego d’Andrade was dissatisfied with the portrait
Rembrandt had made of his daughter.59

Guilds certainly were compatible with economic growth.
During the Italian Renaissance, or during the Dutch golden age, the
number of guilds increased dramatically.60 Industrial output in England
increased substantially between 1500 and 1700, two centuries during
which the guilds were still influential.61 This era witnessed dramatic
growth in the population of London, where the guilds were important
both economically and politically.62 Another way of saying this is that
early modern capitalism emerged in an environment where markets
were supported by socio-economic organisations that allowed indivi-
duals to produce collective goods.63

This does not in any way prove that guilds were responsible for
industrial expansion, but neither can one say that they were obviously
inhibiting such developments. The same mixed picture arises from an
analysis of the coincidence between the expansion of the corporate
system and the increase in rates of urbanisation in Italy and the Low
Countries, the two regions that provide the best quantitative data.
The figures show that phases of urbanisation or economic expansion,
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and of de-urbanisation or stagnation and decline, were both accompa-
nied by high guild densities.64

Inclusion in and Exclusion from the Guilds

In 1632 Brigitta Müller from Memmingen submitted a com-
plaint to the local council. She was a hosier who had learned the craft
of knitting from her father. Now her brother, of all people, who had
received the same education, was trying to prevent her from exercising
her trade. Müller argued that, because she was working in an unin-
corporated trade, her brother’s objections were out of order. The
Memmingen council agreed. Thirty years later, however, the Hosiers’
Guild had been set up in Memmingen, and the male masters of that
guild attempted to exclude Müller from their industry because she did
not have the proper – i.e. guild-sanctioned – training. Müller
responded by saying that the guild documents only spoke of male
training, which did not apply to her as a female, and that anyway, as
a widow, she had to care for her children. The guild dismissed her
objections as ‘meaningless female waffle, . . . mere air and dust’, and
persisted in its demand to have her banned. In her case, the
Memmingen council took pity and allowed her to sell her stockings
from her own house, but not in the market where the guild masters had
their stalls.65

The exclusion of Brigitta Müller from the hosiery trade seems
a typical example of the way in which guilds routinely excluded compe-
titors from their industries. It is generally assumed that restricted access
to urban trades constrained the premodern economy.66 Restricted
access was part of a wider set of regulations that imposed political
constraints on economic development – ‘feudalism’. Guilds, of course,
were established by documents that laid down the ground rules for their
role in society. One constant element was the granting of the exclusive
right to members of a guild, as a privilege of their membership, to
produce and sell a specific range of products, to the exclusion of all non-
members. This privilege is usually called the guild ‘monopoly’. In recent
years, questions have been raised as to the effectiveness of the mono-
poly: could guilds reallymonitor and enforce this ‘monopoly’, especially
in large urban centres?Orwere they undercut all the time by interlopers,
illicit producers and others who sought to enjoy the benefits of the trade
while avoiding the burdens of guild membership?
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These questions are still very difficult to answer with any cer-
tainty. However, we can say something about a related issue that is
closely connected to the alleged ‘monopoly’: how accessible actually
were urban guilds to those whom we might term ‘outsiders’, i.e. people
without a previous connection to the trade, or indeed to the urban
community of which the guild claimed to be an integral part? If it can
be shown that access to the ‘monopoly’ was open to basically anyone
whose ambition it was to join, then that ‘monopoly’ could not so easily
have led to the types of disastrous outcomes that many critics of the
guilds claim they had.

Although some guilds had obtained permission to formally
restrict access to their ranks and so limit the membership, this was
probably exceptional.67 Nevertheless, to acquire membership of a
guild required from candidates everywhere that he – only rarely she –

overcome several hurdles.
One glaring obstacle was gender; the exclusion of women is

discussed separately in the next section. Two other types of hurdles in
the way of the prospective guild member were skills and money. In some
regions a test ofmorals was added as still another obstacle. As far as skills
were concerned, the great majority of craft guilds imposed at least one,
and often two, sorts of requirement. The first was in fact apprenticeship.
A minimum number of years was almost always prescribed before
a craftsman could practise as an independent master. These apprentice-
ship terms varied significantly by region and by craft. England had an
exceptional regime: its Statute of Artificers, from 1563, created a national
framework for apprenticeships, and the Statute imposed a minimum
seven-year apprenticeship for all trades. On the continent, the terms of
apprenticeship were set locally, and varied for each trade. In the Low
Countries the standard term was two years, in France five.68

Besides the period of apprenticeship, some guilds also required
their prospective members to first demonstrate proficiency in the trade
by producing a masterpiece. In some parts of Europe, most notoriously
in the Holy Roman Empire, guild membership and trade were often
affected by issues of ‘legitimacy’ and ‘honour’, which could practically
restrict membership and economic rights on the basis of parentage,
moral behaviour or occupation.69 Such rules were also in force in
Dijon, situated quite close to German-speaking territories, and in late
fifteenth- and sixteenth-century London. New masters in sixteenth-
century Dijon moreover had to be ‘good Catholics’.70 In the eastern
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parts of the Dutch Republic rules were introduced during the seven-
teenth century, restricting access to local citizenship to Calvinists only.
By implication, only Calvinist immigrants were admissible to the guilds.
Such limitations would probably have been introduced under pressure
from the guild masters who dominated local representative institutions.
Similar institutions were lacking in the seaboard provinces of the
Republic, where such restrictions were never introduced.71 It is quite
possible that in other places affiliation to the dominant (or state) religion
was so much taken for granted that it was not even stated explicitly.

Both the apprenticeship and the acquisition of master status
required the aspiring craftsman to fork out various sums of money,
sometimes very substantial sums. In London, apprenticeship premiums
could rise to several hundreds of pounds in the more prosperous guilds.
In many craft guilds, however, masters charged far more modest pre-
miums. In the London food, clothing, footwear, textiles, woodwork,
iron and building industries average premiums were between five and
ten pounds.72

Masterships could be cheap, but this was unusual. Moreover,
many guilds distinguished between masters’ sons, local residents and
immigrants, with the first category paying substantially less than
the second, which in turn received preferential treatment over the
third. A pattern is, once again, difficult to establish. We also have to
remember that membership dues were only part of the total cost of
setting up one’s own workshop – and for most aspiring craftsmen not
the most important. Almost everywhere, the opportunity costs of train-
ing, as well as the investment necessary to start one’s own business,
dwarfed the obstacles created by guilds.73

Newly collected evidence allows us to see whether these various
arrangements did indeed lead to a structural exclusion of certain social
groups, and more specifically, if they created a privileged position for
the relatives of the established masters of the trade. The data for masters
relate to sixty-five individual guilds in eighteen different towns, plus
data on a mixture of guilds for eight towns. Together, they cover more
than 100,000 masters. For apprentices our sample covers a much larger
number of individuals: more than 450,000. However, they come from
fewer guilds and places: fourteen guilds from six towns, plus eleven towns
where we can observe amixture of various guilds. The observations cover
a range of towns from Bristol to Vienna and from Gdansk (Danzig) to
Madrid. Much of the data relates to England and the Low Countries,
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where some of the most active guild research has been concentrated, but
there is sufficient evidence for France, Germany and Central Europe, and
for Italy and Spain, to claim that the picture presented here is valid for
Europe as awhole, rather than for a small – and possibly atypical – part of
it. To overcome the dominance of the number of observations from
London or Paris, the volumes have been ignored; instead, unweighted
observations have been calculated. The results from tinyWildberg (fewer
than 1,500 inhabitants) therefore count for as much as those from huge
London and Paris (both more than half a million), because we assume
that Wildberg is potentially representative of a whole class of small
towns.74

For both apprentices and guild masters, entry barriers did not
give rise to very strong restrictions on entry based on social or geogra-
phical backgrounds. No doubt all kinds of obstacles stood in the way of
those joining the guilds, but such obstacles proved surmountable for
large numbers of ‘outsiders’. In many places, the so-called guild mono-
polies were accessible to such a wide range of people that the term loses
its explanatory value. This confirms earlier observations. As Shephard
found in Dijon: ‘During the eighteenth century the guilds of Dijon were
remarkably open to non-Dijonnais’. Ehmer reached a similar conclusion
for Vienna in 1997.75 There was regional variation, but not of the sort
predicted in the literature, where a distinction is often made between the
‘progressive’ Low Countries and England, versus the ‘conservative’
German lands and Mediterranean Europe. This distinction does not
emerge from Table 3.2.

We nonetheless have to acknowledge that over these two cen-
turies there were substantial differences between guilds. One reason
why the picture is mixed must be that guilds themselves had conflicting
interests. Exclusionary policies on the parts of guilds encouraged ‘illicit’
entrepreneurs to set up business outside the control of the guild, for
example in the suburbs or the adjacent countryside.76 In the eighteenth
century, guilds in the Habsburg, subsequently Austrian Netherlands, at
one and the same time substantially increased their fees, making it much
more difficult to join their ranks, but also encouraged people to join,
because this was the only way guilds could reduce their debt burden.
High fees thus were not always instruments for excluding applicants,
but in this case used to raise funds for the activities of the guilds at the
expense of new members who were ‘buying into’ the services provided
by the guild.77 All of this raises questions about the freedom that guilds
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might or might not have had to set their own admission policies.
In sixteenth-century Ghent, guilds closed their ranks when the local
political constellation permitted them to do so.78 In the Wildberg dis-
trict in southern Germany the authorities were willing to give the guilds
what they wanted: exclusive admission policies.79 In London, however,
where guilds were always an important political force, this did not
automatically lead to a closing of ranks.80

The authorities were equally ambivalent: they wanted strong
guilds to help them impose political and social control, but they also
feared the guilds as potential platforms for revolutionary activities.81

Urban communities found it very difficult, or even impossible, to repro-
duce themselves demographically.82 To maintain the size of the local
population, not to mention ambitions of growth, an influx of immi-
grants was simply necessary. Moreover, all urban communities, but
especially the larger ones, found it difficult to consistently monitor
complex policies such as those selecting migrants.83

Overall – and this is the big point – the available data do not
support the claim that guilds prevented outsiders on a large scale from
joining their ranks. Their ‘monopoly’ was undermined by a steady
influx of new members from outside the circle of the established mas-
ters. Exclusion is more visible when it comes to apprentices, but this
could be explained by the tendency of parents to seek instructors in their

Table 3.2 Openness of European guild masterships and apprenticeships to
migrants and non-kin, 1600–1799, by region

Open (> 2/3
outsiders)

Neutral (1/3 to
2/3 outsiders)

Closed (< 1/3
outsiders) N=

Masters
German Europe 20 35 6 61

Low Countries 13 3 5 21

England 9 21 6 36

Mediterranean Europe 11 5 0 16

Europe 53 64 17 134

Apprentices
Europe 22 19 9 50

Note: Figures show the number of guilds (and towns) that are open, neutral or closed, based on
the share of new masters who did not originate in the town and city in question, or were sons/
daughters of masters in the same guild. Where both types of data are available, only the
percentage of migrants was used.
Source: Prak et al. 2018, data appendix
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own locality, rather than in faraway places. Guild masters, on the other
hand, were socially and geographically mobile.

Gendered Guilds

If guilds were less exclusive than is often assumed when it came
to migrants or non-family members, this was less obviously true for
women.84 Whereas females were described as at least potentially equal
to male masters in the Middle Ages, clauses explicitly excluding women
from the guilds’ ranks gradually began appearing in their statutes.
Changing religious attitudes may have been one of the reasons this
happened, and the Reformation seems to have accelerated this
development,85 but the changes are better documented than explained.
Paradoxically, womenwere in someways also increasing their impact in
the corporate world during the early modern period.

Many medieval guild statutes routinely assumed that a candi-
date-member could be of either sex. The statutes of the Tailors’Guild in
The Hague, for example, stated as late as 1505 that the aspiring master
had to demonstrate his skill ‘as a man or woman’ before the guild’s
examiners; the masterpiece could be either a man’s or a woman’s
garment.86 Two centuries earlier, in 1304, a general ordinance concern-
ing the trades in Utrecht ordered that ‘those who want to exercise
an incorporated trade, be they man or woman, have to become
members’.87 Where gendered clauses are found in the regulations of
medieval guilds, they tended to be inclusive. It is nevertheless difficult to
assess the role of women in medieval guilds on the basis of this evidence
alone. Most guild statutes remain completely silent on the subject.
The fact that women were acceptable as members does not mean that
they were numerous or influential within the guild.88 It was highly
unusual, for instance, for women to take up guild offices.

It does look, however, as if things were taking a turn for the
worse during the sixteenth century. Thus, in 1524, the Tailors’Guild of
Haarlem introduced a prohibition against women cutting new cloth,
effectively barring them from the trade. The female members of the
guild were allowed to continue, but ‘they will die out, and no new
female members shall be accepted into the guild’.89 The same happened
in London, where the Weavers’ Company stipulated in 1578 that ‘no
manner of person or persons exercising [their trade] shall keep, teach,
instruct, or bring up in the use, exercise, or knowledge of [weaving] any
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maid, damsel, or other woman whatsoever’.90 Around the same time,
the Nuremberg Ringmakers decided that ‘from now on, nomaid is to be
used for any kind of work in this craft’.91 It was a trend observed all over
Europe, and it continued into later centuries.92 The regulations of the
Genevan Watchmakers’ Guild, set up in 1601, had been silent on the
issue of gender, but in 1690 they introduced rules that forbade women,
including masters’ wives and daughters, to be involved in any other
aspect of the trade than the production of chains and other elements
separate from the watch itself, the production of which became the sole
preserve of men.93

The dramatic deterioration in women’s positions in the corpo-
rate world has been explained in various ways.94 Martha Howell sees
the marginalisation of women as a consequence of shifts in the economy
and the political role of guilds. Women’s economic positions, she
argues, had always been defined in the family sphere, as additional to
their husbands’ role, and was never seen as the mainstay of the house-
hold. As artisanal production moved away from household production
into a more commercial mode, women lost their traditional foothold in
the corporate world. Because they had never gained political influence
within the guilds, they were now unable to counter this development by
an appeal to the urban authorities.95MerryWiesner has likewise argued
that the guilds were a key factor in engineering these changes, but she
blames the journeymen. During the sixteenth century they found it more
difficult to set up shop as independent masters. Instead, journeymen
were forced to live in hostels much longer, sometimes all their lives.
The hostels were all-male communities, where the symbolism of male
honour became much more important than it had been. These values
were transferred to the guilds, as journeymen’s associations clamoured
for the exclusion of women from the trade, or brought their gendered
identities into the guild when journeymen finally managed to win
membership.96

According to another explanation, the guilds’ negative attitude
towards women was primarily defensive: threatened by shrinking mar-
kets, male masters sought to break the weaker links in the chain of the
trade. Thus, in the course of the eighteenth century, when rural proto-
industry was making headway in Prussia, urban guilds there tried to
redefine ‘real’ work as a male preserve, while the sloppy products of
rural industry were thrown together with women’s work, as the bottom
end of the trade.97 In the process, women’s roles in relation to work
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were recast in much more narrow ways. One telling example is the
Berlin Tailors’ Guild’s proclamation, in 1803, that98

[M]arried women must be maintained by their husbands, know
housekeeping, and care for and educate their children.
The unmarried may work as domestics . . . or engage in other
feminine occupations outside regular manufacture.

This opinion reflects a long tradition of discourse that was not necessa-
rily new even in the sixteenth century, but much reinforced during that
age.99

The exclusion of women did not remain a matter of guild
discourse and ideology; it also translated into practice. Females were
still apprenticed in large numbers in eighteenth-century England, but the
great majority were trained either in husbandry, or in ‘housewifery’.100

Already in the first half of the sixteenth century, two-thirds of female
apprentices in Bristol were destined for specifically female occupations,
such as seamstress and, again, housewife. Even though their social
backgrounds were similar to those of male apprentices, they found it
increasingly difficult to establish themselves as independent producers.
By 1600 it was all but impossible for women to enter Bristol’s incorpo-
rated trades.101 In Germany, commentators in the eighteenth century
saw it as self-evident that girls could not be apprenticed, because ‘mas-
culine sex is one of the indispensable basic preconditions for admission
to a guild’.102

In the eyes of the guilds, the exclusion of women from the
incorporated trades may have rid them of some serious competition,
but at the same time it created new problems. One was that under
certain circumstances cheap female labour could also be profitable for
the guild masters. According to regulations going back to the mid-
sixteenth century, female silk weavers in Lyon could work in the indus-
try alongside their husbands. During the 1730s, when more and more
master silk weavers were in danger of losing their independence at the
hands of the merchants, they clamoured for a right to allow their wives
to go and work in another master’s workshop.103 Another problem
resulted from the creation of competition from outside the guilds’ own
jurisdiction. This was recognised by the London Weavers’ Company,
which had so emphatically excluded all females, and also foreigners,
from its ranks in 1578. In 1630 the guild’s bailiffs, wardens and assis-
tants pleadedwith the City’s aldermen to allow them to admit foreigners
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again into the guild, because only then would they be able to control
the trade in the sprawling metropolis that was seventeenth-century
London.104 For the very same reason, if for no other, the guilds found
it impossible to completely suppress female labour.

Guilds’ anti-female policies did not prevent women from
working in incorporated trades.105 A survey of guild membership in
Gouda showed how in 1788–89 no less than 84 per cent of the members
of the large Tailors’ Guild were female, while among the much smaller
weavers it was still 61 per cent. Another seven guilds, including the
locally important Clay-Pipemakers, had at least 10 per cent female
members.106 In some trades women actually acquired more indepen-
dence after 1600. All-female guilds were not completely unknown
before the seventeenth century,107 but they acquired a new meaning
after two centuries of guilds’ attempts to force female labour into the
framework of the artisanal family. Significantly, the new seamstresses’
guilds, established almost simultaneously in Paris and in Rouen in 1675,
swiftly developed a new language and social ideal that was diametrically
opposed to the patriarchy of the traditional corporations. Whereas
the tailors proposed a world view which emphasised family values,
and women subject to male authority, the seamstresses underlined the
individuality of the members. During the 1776 crisis, when Turgot
abolished the guilds, the tailors depicted the future as one of total
anarchy, now that both guilds and families were threatened, whereas
the seamstresses pictured themselves as individuals who needed a guild
of their own to protect them against undesired contacts with men.108

Even for women, the guild system could work in opposing
directions. In most places and trades it reduced women to second-class
citizens or even non-citizens, without rights to exercise their occupation
of choice. It is possible, and even likely, that the guilds’ negative impact
on female economic citizenship became worse, especially during the
sixteenth century. However, in selected guilds we see large numbers of
female members, even in the eighteenth century. French seamstresses,
moreover, were empowered by the establishment of their own guilds.

Governing the Guilds

When the Cloth Merchants of Dordrecht met on 14 January
1784, the day of their patron saint Pontianus, all members had to take
their designated seats in the meeting room, state their name, hear the
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report on the previous year’s finances and the board’s activities ‘con-
cerning the maintenance and protection . . . of our rights and privileges’,
approve the accounts and select the guild officials for the new year. After
the meeting, a meal was served in theMilitia Hall which would continue
until midnight. Members were expressly instructed to behave and not
‘insult their fellow members’ during the festivities.109 Such events took
place routinely across premodern Europe.

Guilds received their privileges from some higher authority,
usually the town council, and were also supervised by that authority,
but in many respects they regulated themselves. Guilds had their own
sources of income, members selected the guild officials and regular
plenary meetings allowed ordinary members a say in the administration
of their guild. Guilds could also have jurisdiction over trade conflicts.
Because public functions, such as tax collection, local security, political
representation and welfare, devolved upon guilds, participation in the
guilds’ affairs was almost a form of citizenship in its own right.

Although it was compulsory for anyone wanting to work inde-
pendently in an incorporated trade to join the guild, contemporaries
considered joining the guild as essentially a voluntary act. Joining a
guild implied that one subjected oneself to the guild’s jurisdiction over
the trade, as well as the financial contributions demanded from the
members.110 At the same time it implied that masters had a say in the
guild’s affairs, and might be called upon to serve the guild in a variety of
offices. The Bakers’ Guild of Paris was governed by six jurés, who were
assisted by forty members. These were selected by lot; twenty from
among those who had acquired the mastership less than ten years
before, and the other twenty from among the older members.111 In
Dijon too, the guilds were governed by jurés, while guild members met
in assemblies. The jurés, or deans, were usually recruited from among
the better-off members.112 The same was true for the Tailors’ Guild of
eighteenth-century Amsterdam.

However, this was not always and everywhere the case. In
’s-Hertogenbosch the wealth profile of the membership and adminis-
trators of the Tailors’ and the Haberdashers’ Guilds (whose member-
ships partially overlapped) was almost identical. The reason for this
was a much greater participation of their membership in the guilds’
administration. Whereas in the latter city 288mandates were shared by
ninety-seven individuals (1760–75), the Amsterdam Tailors filled 300

mandates with only thirty-five individuals (1734–94), even though the
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Amsterdam guild was at least three times larger than the two combined
guilds in ’s-Hertogenbosch. One of the reasons for the difference was,
no doubt, that in Amsterdam the board was self-selective, while in
’s-Hertogenbosch the administrators were elected in a plenary meeting
by the guild’s membership.113 In Ghent, the Tailors’ Guild reduced the
number of offices after the sixteenth century, but the number of indivi-
duals participating in the guild’s administration declined even more,
so that the average administrator held about four mandates across his
career. The same was true in eighteenth-century Brussels, where the
Tailors’ Guild administrators on average held five mandates.114

In Elizabethan London, some guilds were dominated by wealthy mer-
chants, but others, like the Coopers or Plasterers, counted many ordin-
ary artisans among their officials.115

The all-female guild of the New Drapers of Linen Clothes
(lingères en neuf) in Rouen selected their officials in a general meeting
on the Friday after Christmas. According to a (male) witness these
meetings were enlivened by a ‘plurality of voices [and] storms of
debate’.116 During the sixteenth century, many London companies
met every quarter for a meal, at one of which they elected their
officers.117 Sometimes these elections were indirect, as for example in
the Cloth-Makers’ Guild of Cologne, where from 1397 twenty-nine
delegates elected the deans.118 There was a worry that such guild meet-
ings might turn political. InmanyGerman towns, a representative of the
local authorities had to be present at, or at least informed about, the
meetings and the discussions that had taken place there.119

Guilds had their own financial resources. In the mid-eighteenth
century, the Bakers and Brewers’ Guild of Arnhem owned two proper-
ties that were rented out, plus claims on two public institutions and
four individuals worth a substantial 1,750 guilders. It maintained one
widowwith a regular allowance, but also spent five times ten guilders on
distributions to the general poor of Arnhem. When the accounts had
been read to the assembledmembership, more money was spent on food
and drink.120 In France, guild finances were not only the concern of the
guilds themselves, but also mattered a great deal to the government.
French public finances used corporations of all sorts, including guilds,
as means of levering taxation or raising loans, or even for what
amounted to financial extortion. The worst example of the latter came
in 1776, when the guilds were first abolished, but then on second
thought allowed to buy back their privileges against the payment of
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a substantial amount of money.121 In fact, by 1776 this policy had
acquired a long pedigree: the French government had for this purpose
developed a strong interest in the health of guild finances. The guilds
themselves in turn had to worry about their indebtedness, and were
forced to introduce substantial fee increases to take care of these.122

The same was true in many towns of the Southern Netherlands, where
guilds were not merely economic, but also political organisations and
felt compelled to underline their political prestige with lavish buildings.
Perhaps the most famous example is Brussels, where guilds built expen-
sive premises on the Grand Place, facing the town hall. Unfortunately,
the square was destroyed in 1695 by a French bombardment – forcing
the guilds into the further expense of rebuilding. In Brussels and other
towns in Brabant and Flanders fees were increased substantially, both
for insiders and outsiders, to help cover such costs.123

The guilds used a governance model that was also applied out-
side the world of the merchants and crafts. Actually, the word ‘guild’
also applied beyond the economic domain, in the worlds of charities,
religious confraternities and civic militias, to name but a few. All these
organisations usually had financial autonomy, elected officials and gen-
eral meetings of the members. They used the vocabulary of ‘brothers
and sisters’ when referring to the membership, thus constituting them-
selves as ‘artificial families’.124 Guilds were in many ways the miniature
versions of the urban community; ideally, and quite often in reality,
their governance model reflected the prescriptions of ‘urban republican-
ism’: open recruitment of the governors, rotation of officers, democratic
influence of the membership and transparency of the organisation’s
finances.125

Guilds and the Civic Community

Members of merchant and craft guilds shared a common occu-
pational background. Nonetheless, guilds did much more than regulate
the economy or lobby for the members’ economic interests. They were
made responsible for fire service, tax collections or jury duties.126 Four
areas where guilds as organisations made a particularly significant con-
tribution to the community were politics, security, religion and welfare.
Perhaps with the exception of religion before the Reformation, they
were not uniformly active in these areas: in some towns guilds were
involved in local government, in others they were not; some guilds
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doubled as civic militias, others did not; only a minority of guilds
provided formalised welfare schemes for their members. Still, guilds
generally claimed, with some justification, that they were a mainstay
of the urban community and hence of citizenship.127 In all these areas
guilds therefore provided a framework for practical citizenship.
We have already discussed guilds and politics in the previous chapter,
and there is more on guilds and welfare and on guilds and civic militias
in the next two, so these topics can be dealt with relatively briefly here.

Guilds in Politics

The fourteenth century was such a significant turning point
for the political involvement of guilds in Northern Europe that some
historians have called it the era of ‘guild revolutions’.128 In Flanders, the
victory of an artisan army on foot over French mounted aristocrats in
the 1302 Battle of the Spurs was the overture heralding a reshuffling of
town governments. In Ghent, however, it merely meant a consolidation
of a privilege granted in November 1301, giving the all-important
Weavers’ Guild, together with the deans of fifty-three ‘minor’ guilds,
a direct representation in the local government.129 In France, these
events inspired guilds to make similar demands – but to no avail.130

In the German lands, guilds did achieve political influence, especially in
the southern regions. In Oberschwaben, for example, guild rebellions in
the middle of the century led to a ‘Zunft lieplichen und freuntlichen
úberein komen’ inMemmingen – an agreement popular with the guilds.
In Lindau, Ravensburg and Überlingen too, new constitutions gave the
guilds a commanding voice in local politics.131

Inclusion in local constitutions had the unintended consequence
of increasing government interest and interference in the guilds’ internal
affairs.132 In some towns, moreover, guilds lost their political positions
in subsequent centuries. On the continent, Charles V was particularly
active in suppressing guild participation in politics during the first half
of the sixteenth century.133 Nevertheless, in London and Cologne, to
name two major towns, guild constitutions remained in place until the
end of the Old Regime. As we saw in Chapter 2, the number of towns
with popular representation declined during the early modern period,
but not dramatically, and as cities with guild regimes, London and
Cologne were still joined by many other minor and major towns and
cities.
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Guilds as Defence Associations

The citizens of fourteenth-century Basel were divided into fif-
teen guilds or companies of very unequal size, which took care of the
night watch and defence against outside attack.134 Only the elite guilds
were also required to participate in campaigns beyond the city.
Participation in Basel’s defence was one of three duties assumed by
any Basel citizen when swearing the citizen’s oath; the other two were
loyalty to the magistrate and paying taxes. During wartime, immigrants
willing to participate in military services could even acquire citizenship
for free.135 In Osnabrück, everyone protected by the town’s defences
was required to lend a hand: mere inhabitants were called up for duty
alongside the members of the guilds. All guild members were, however,
supposed to have their own weapon. During the sixteenth century,
recruitment temporarily shifted to a neighbourhood model, but under
the threat of war the more familiar guild recruitment returned. Each
company marched under its own guild banner.136

Especially in towns where guilds were also directly involved in
local governance, they became the basis of the defence organisation.
This happened in many towns and cities of the Holy Roman Empire.
One problem was the uneven size of guilds, ranging from a handful to
sometimes hundreds of members. In Cologne it was therefore decided
that only the seventeen largest guilds would constitute their own com-
panies, while the others were assembled in five combined Gaffel.137

In the sixteenth century this problem of unequal size, or perhaps simply
Charles V’s policy of reducing the guilds’ political impact, also led to
a reduction of the military role of guilds in many towns. Instead,
recruitment became territorialised. This process may have been rein-
forced by the rise of professional soldiering, a process that accelerated
precisely during the sixteenth century. In general, it would therefore
seem that guilds in the early modern period lost much of their military
significance.

Guilds and Religion

Invariably, guilds had patron saints. The metalworkers wor-
shipped St Eloy; the shoemakers venerated St Crispin, while St Luke
was the role model for the painters and other artists. The Haarlem
Guild of St Luke had been the proud owner of a piece of the saint’s

109 / Economic Citizenship through the Guilds

Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316219027.005
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. Access paid by the UC Berkeley Library, on 26 Jul 2018 at 17:43:33, subject to the

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316219027.005
https://www.cambridge.org/core


skeleton which, since Protestantism was about to take over in the
province of Holland, they handed over to a priest from the Southern
Netherlands during the Dutch Revolt. After the religious dust had
settled, the guild went to considerable lengths to repossess its relic,
despite the fact that Haarlem had officially become a Protestant town,
only to find that the relic had been split into tiny pieces. The guild
managed to locate one bit of its former prize possession and brought it
back to Haarlem, where it was safely stored together with the guild’s
charters and accounts and inspected annually. Haarlem’s Guild of St
Luke had Catholic as well as Reformed members, but it would appear
that the latter were just as satisfied as the former with the return of
their relic.138 We see the same pattern in ’s-Hertogenbosch, a nomin-
ally Protestant town where three-quarters of the population were
nonetheless Catholic. On the patron saint’s day, members of a guild
would go to their own church before commencing the common
celebrations.139

Craft organisation and religion had been closely related from
the very start. In Venice, many guilds emerged out of religious brother-
hoods, rather than vice versa.140We find the same in medieval England,
France, Germany and the Low Countries.141 In many places the broth-
erhood and guild would ultimately merge, but sometimes they contin-
ued to exist side by side. Whatever the case, in Catholic Europe artisans
in the same trade would worship at an altar they themselves had helped
to decorate, usually displaying a picture of their patron saint, and where
they paid for the masses read at what they considered as their own
altar.142 The Reformation, averse as it was to saints and colourful
church decorations, suppressed many of these practices, and in the
Dutch Republic forced the guilds to shift their spending from religious
to charitable causes. Religion nonetheless remained a feature of guild
life in Protestant regions. In Catholic areas, the Counter-Reformation
may even have resulted in an intensification of religious elements in
guild expenditures.143

The Reformation forced organisations like the guilds to take
sides, accommodate different views or break up. There are very few
examples of the latter, but the other two alternatives are seen even
within the same territory. In sixteenth-century Augsburg, the Weavers’
Guild saw the Reformation as an opportunity to reinforce communal
policies, which they hoped would restrain capitalist entrepreneurs from
dominating the textile industry. The local butchers, on the other hand,
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who were doing business in a wide area beyond the town’s perimeter,
preferred the relaxed attitudes of the Roman Catholic authorities.144

In Dijon Protestantism was also popular among artisans, who formed
the backbone of the opposition to the Catholic town council, and
inevitably the guilds were affected by the conflict. However, very few
Dijon guilds committed themselves to one side or other; instead, they
dealt with opposed views within their own ranks. In fact, religious
affiliations seem to have been determined by personal networks that
were in turn determined by a combination of work and neighbourhood
solidarities.145

The role of religion in the corporate world changed as a result of
the Reformation. However, this did not terminate the ancient connec-
tion between guilds and religion. Guilds’ identities continued to be
shaped by religious symbols and rites, in Protestant as well as Catholic
towns.

Guilds and Welfare

When theDutchNational Assembly, the parliament created after
the French invasion and parallel revolution in the Netherlands, first met
in 1796, the future of the guilds was one of the important items on the
agenda. Critics of the guilds berated their negative impact on the econ-
omy. Among the guilds’most prominent and vocal supporters, however,
were the governors of the city of Amsterdam and they had every reason to
be concerned about the consequences of the guilds’ disappearance.
According to a modern study, 22 per cent of Amsterdam households
were covered by some sort of guild insurance,while inUtrecht andLeiden
the figure was twice that.146

Guilds in many places maintained a range of schemes to assist
members in times of adversity.147 In sixteenth-century London, wealthy
guild members left some of their estate to be distributed among the less
fortunate. Robert Dowe was a successful tailor who also served as dean
of his guild. Over his lifetime, Dowe donated some £3,500 for this
purpose. In 1589, for example, he gave £400 to purchase some real
estate in the vicinity of the Merchant Taylor’s Hall. The rents of those
properties were ‘for the relief of the decayed state of the poor handicraft
of tailory’. Six members would be provided with an annual pension of
£4.148 Such charitable activities had a long history; a survey in the late
fourteenth century already established that London guilds spent
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substantial amounts on charitable causes.149 In York, the Carpenters’
Guild ordinance from 1482 stipulated ‘that if any of the said fraternity
fall to poverty, so that they may not work, . . . then the foresaid brother-
hood [will] give them 4d every week, as long as they live, by way of
alms’.150 In seventeenth-century Ghent the bakers, carpenters, brewers,
stonemasons, skippers and mattress-cover weavers all provided weekly
payments to poor members of their guilds. The Tailors in Ghent owned
six houses whose rents went to six poor guild masters.151 In Naples the
Gild-Spinners’ Guild set up a charitable endowment of 16,000 ducats
in 1632. The local Gold-Beaters’ Guild had created a similar fund in
1627 to provide assistance to members incapacitated through illness
or old age. The same guild also helped to settle debts and provided
marriage dowries for the eldest daughters of impoverished members.152

In Seville, Strasbourg, Paris, Lille, Antwerp, Brussels, Mechelen
(Malines), Augsburg and no doubt many more towns guilds maintained
special buildings for members who were too old to work or otherwise
incapacitated.153

The hospital of the Utrecht Metalworkers’ Guild is first
recorded in a document from the mid-fifteenth century: in 1450 permis-
sion was given to expand the premises. In the sixteenth century Saint
Eligius (Eloy) Hospital was home to eight men and women, but by 1798
their number had shrunk to three due to budget reductions.154 A guild
hospital was highly unusual in the northern Netherlands, however. Also
unusual, though slightly less so, was the possibility to be buried in
a guild grave, together with one’s colleagues. Eleven Utrecht guilds
owned such a common grave, where the burial was free of charge.
These guilds also had a special fund to help members cover the addi-
tional costs of burying the dead; both the master and his wife were
covered by most of these funds. Eight more Utrecht guilds had such
a fund but no grave. Of these nineteen funds, twelve were set up in the
seventeenth century. Thanks to a major endowment from one of its
members, the Guild of St Eloy was also able to support twenty masters
with a weekly allowance of some bread and a very small amount of
money, handed out after the service in the church close to the guild’s
hospital.155

The examples presented in this section – and more can be found
in Chapters 4 and 5 – demonstrate how guilds were much more than
professional organisations looking after their members’ economic
interests.

112 / Dimensions of Citizenship in European Towns

Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316219027.005
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. Access paid by the UC Berkeley Library, on 26 Jul 2018 at 17:43:33, subject to the

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316219027.005
https://www.cambridge.org/core


Conclusion

Membership of guilds implied, often formally but otherwise
informally, membership of the wider urban community. In London
and other English towns, citizenship was accessed through the guilds.
In most continental towns it was the other way around: to join the guild,
one first had to become a citizen. Whatever the order, guild membership
implied joining a club that provided exclusive access to specific markets.
In the case of Thomas Gent, whose story launched this chapter, that
exclusivity was very clear: the London Stationers controlledmuch of the
English book trade, confirming suspicions by contemporaries as well as
later historians. In this chapter we have found these suspicions to be
correct but incomplete. Joining this guild was not always as difficult as
was often assumed. Rather than rejecting this Irish outsider, Gent’s
master had welcomed him into his house, ‘though you came [as] an
almost stranger to me’, and continued to support Gent in subsequent
years.156

Among the various aspects of premodern citizenship discussed
in this book, guilds are the best documented and also the most investi-
gated by historians. Although the guilds were abolished in much of
continental Europe after the French Revolution, their legacy
persists.157 In the City of London the livery companies still are a
major force; the City’s town hall is still called the Guildhall. On the
continent, reformers of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries had their
eyes firmly on the guilds as one possible model to combat major short-
comings of modern society, and their legacy has shaped social relations
inmany countries.158The activities of employers’ organisations inmany
modern European countries look strikingly similar to those of the guilds
and even though membership is not compulsory, they often organise
90 per cent or more of the firms in their line of trade.159 Like the guilds,
these employers’ organisations can be portrayed as rent-seekers, lobby-
ing for their members’ interests, but also as the producers of public
goods, for example through their training programmes.

Caught between these two interpretations – pillars of society
versus naked pursuit of sectional interests – what can we say about
guilds from the perspective of citizenship? Philosophically, perhaps, that
it would have been really surprising if organisations like guilds had not
displayed these two faces. How could individuals have been persuaded
in such vast numbers to join guilds, if there had been nothing in it for
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them? And similarly, why would the authorities have condoned such
organisations on a massive scale, if they had been merely serving the
private interests of their members? Advanced industrial societies all
have labour unions and employers’ organisations; markets with only
unconstrained individual agents may exist in economics textbooks, but
not in the real world. Therefore, the question must not be ‘what’, but
‘how’: how was a balance struck between these two dimensions of the
guild organisations?160

Guilds were governed by rules that gave them legal identity and
thus allowed them to act as a party in political and legal disputes. Their
rules were monitored and enforced by making membership of the guild
compulsory. This was the point of the ‘monopoly’. It was not a mono-
poly at all in the way most economists define the term. Too often, the
impression is given that guilds were somehow comparable to a modern
firm; they were not.161 Guilds were associations of independent produ-
cers who subjected themselves to certain rules. Sometimes those rules
included the setting of prices and wages, but more often those were
imposed by the authorities, as in the case of bread.162 Most branches of
trade and industry had no fixed prices or wages. The ‘monopoly’ could
also be used, or abused, to restrict access to the trade. The discussion in
the third and fourth sections of this chapter has touched on examples
where this was indeed the case. Women and religious minorities were
two broad categories significantly underrepresented or even absent
among the membership of individual guilds. Indeed, the groups most
vulnerable to guild discrimination were usually the same groups that
were discriminated against in other domains of public life. Guilds were
reproducing more general mechanisms of social discrimination – and in
some cases making them worse.

At the same time, this chapter has presented data showing that
some guilds were open to women, and more generally how in a range of
cities all over Europe guilds organised a substantial percentage of urban
households and were open to outsiders. Again, in the light of these data
the term ‘monopoly’ is misleading. Indirectly, the guild system also
covered many journeymen employed by the guild masters. Their agency
wasmuch restricted, because theywere excluded from full membership of
the guild. Journeymen nonetheless participated in many of the activities
undertaken by the guild, such as religious rites or fire services. In many
towns journeymen had their own organisations to protect journeymen’s
rights and interests and negotiate with the masters of the guild.163
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Guilds provided a range of services, to their own members as
well as to the wider urban community of which they considered them-
selves an integral part. It was unusual for a guild to encompass all these
services; most of them combined a selection, including religious services
and welfare provisions for the members, usually at their own expense.
They could also include fire service, maintenance of public spaces and
public order, local defence, tax collection and participation in political
institutions: in other words, services which addressed both the immedi-
ate interests of the guild members and those of the community more
generally.

Perhaps most importantly, guilds provided the framework for
the training of the great majority of the skilled workforce. Clearly,
training the next generation of artisans was primarily in the interest of
the guild masters themselves. These were the people who would assist
them in their workshops and ultimately take over. At the same time,
vocational training benefitted society in general. The relatively low level
of the European skill premium suggests that training was inclusive
rather than exclusive. If we accept the argument of many economists
that human capital is one of the most important stimulants of economic
growth,164 the training provided by guild masters and certified by guilds
had consequences beneficial to society as a whole.

Those consequences were, however, not automatic, or even self-
evident. Ogilvie would seem to be correct in her observation that in
places where guilds were free to set their own conditions unopposed,
they tended to create closed shops. The Wildberg district in German
Württemberg, where she undertook detailed research, was clearly one
such area.165 However, the data presented here for a wide range of
towns suggest that the absence of countervailing powers was excep-
tional, not the rule. In most towns, the local authorities prevented guilds
from introducing such policies. All of this seems to confirm Epstein’s
claim that the ‘key to the different performance by craft guilds in
different European countries lies in the institutional and political frame-
works in which they were embedded’.166Guilds themselves contributed
to those frameworks, by giving ordinary craftsmen a form of economic –
as well as political, social and religious – agency, which they would have
found difficult to achieve single-handedly. Their collective action served
the interests of themembership as well as those of the wider community.
In this sense, guilds were a core feature of urban citizenship.
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4 WELFARE AND THE CIVIC COMMUNITY

One of the most prominent confraternities of medieval Europe
was Orsanmichele in Florence, whose first rules date from 1294. By
1325 it had some 2,000–3,000 members. Orsanmichele was one of
a large number of confraternities that emerged in Florence at the time.
By the middle of the fifteenth century the city boasted an impressive
ninety, about half of which were purely religious; their members were
flagellants who flogged themselves to atone for their sins. All confrater-
nities had some sort of religious purpose, even the four that were mainly
charitable. Orsanmichele was the largest of these four, taking its name
from the Piazza Orsanmichele, the main market for grains, where
a statue of the Madonna attracted one of the most important cults of
late medieval Florence. In 1336 a new shrine was built for worshippers
and in 1348 the confraternity inherited a considerable fortune of
350,000 gold florins. During the 1320s about 85 per cent of the con-
fraternity’s revenues, amounting to the equivalent of almost 34,000
daily wages, was spent on the poor. Some of the poor receiving support
were living in the countryside controlled by Florence, but the majority
were ‘respectable poor’ from the city itself, including members of the
confraternity.1

Orsanmichele is a somewhat surprising variant of the thesis
outlined by economic historian Peter Lindert, who claims that welfare
is essentially a ‘free lunch’.2 That thesis, developed with the help of
much more recent data, starts from the observation that, generally
speaking, the countries with the highest per capita welfare expenditures
also happen to be the richest countries. In the late eighteenth century,
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the most generous countries in terms of welfare expenditure were the
Netherlands and Great Britain, also the two wealthiest European
nations at the time. Amid constant fears of the poor taking a holiday
at the expense of the taxpayer, the fact of the matter seems to be that
welfare expenditure in the long run does not hamper economic growth,
because its cost is offset by productivity gains.

Although Lindert’s data were not available to early modern
urban politicians, it is just possible that they had an intuitive under-
standing of thesemechanisms.We catch a glimpse of this in seventeenth-
century Amsterdam when it was the only town in Holland to refuse to
introduce identity papers for paupers that would allow the authorities
to send them back to the place from which they hailed. The Amsterdam
authorities worried at times about the potential abuse of their relatively
generous welfare system, but in the eyes of the Amsterdam elites the
benefits of poor immigrants outweighed their cost.3 Obviously, they
justified their actions with a very different set of arguments, usually
inspired by religion, or otherwise by references to the ‘common good’,
but in 1826 they actually said in so many words that ‘real harm
would . . . be caused’ if charity were to be withheld from the local
poor, or if these were deported to rural colonies for the poor, as the
national government proposed at the time. A city like Amsterdam
inevitably suffered from seasonal fluctuations in employment and had
to look after its workers in the slack season, according to the local
authorities. ‘Suppose many of [the poor] left the city and settled else-
where, what effect would this have on the city and on society?’4

Even if urban welfare systems underwent periods of serious
tension, they proved remarkably robust over time. The reason for
this has been suggested by Marco van Leeuwen.5 He argued that
social welfare is not a one-way system of the rich supporting the
poor. Rather, Van Leeuwen proposed, it is part of a set of relation-
ships in which the two classes trade favours. The propertied classes
worry, for example, about public order, and welfare is one way of
‘buying’ the compliance of the poor. Or stated in a more positive way:
poor relief helps create a sense of community.6 Moreover, the pre-
modern economy was subject to seasonal patterns and the poor were
a significant part of the workforce. To encourage the poor to stay
around until the following spring, when the demand for their labour
would pick up again, welfare was on offer to help them through the
off-season.

117 / Welfare and the Civic Community

Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316219027.006
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. Access paid by the UC Berkeley Library, on 26 Jul 2018 at 17:45:21, subject to the

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316219027.006
https://www.cambridge.org/core


If only out of self-interest, urban elites were committed to help-
ing the poor. However, this was made much easier if they could encou-
rage the poor to help themselves, as in the Orsanmichele confraternity.
And to a remarkable extent they actually succeeded. An important
reason was that ‘the poor’ were not a separate class in society; many
middle-class households had to brace themselves for hard times as well.
They had a key role in the developing and sustaining of the welfare
system. Social citizenship, in other words, was a key to the maintenance
of welfare systems of premodern urban societies. And at the same time,
welfare systems created communal bonds that reinforced civic relations.

Welfare Institutions

In the spring of 1788, the city of Hamburg, an important trad-
ing hub with some 90,000 inhabitants, introduced a general reform of
its welfare institutions by creating a single organisation to look after the
impoverished inhabitants. The Allgemeine Armenanstalt, or General
Poor Relief, would be led by a council that included five members
recruited from the ranks of the town council, as well as two representa-
tives of the citizens of Hamburg. The composition of the Relief council
was clearly designed to connect welfare to both the political elite and the
rate-paying public. The city was divided into five Armen Bezirke, or
welfare districts, each with two directors. The districts were subdivided
into twelve quarters, each with three relief officers, giving the city a total
of 180 relief officers, also recruited from among the citizens. They were
given the important task to look after the 3,903 poor households
registered the previous year in a comprehensive survey of poverty in
Hamburg, undertaken by the officers of the civic militias.7

This was not the first time that the Hamburg welfare system
had been overhauled. A first centralisation had been introduced in the
mid-sixteenth century, and subsequently a range of new institutions had
been set up during the seventeenth century. In the 1720s the city had
tried to reduce the number of beggars and force the poor to accept
compulsory work in the textile industry. Nor was this latest attempt at
reform out of tune with the rest of the country; similar reforms were
introduced all over the German lands at the time: in Berlin in 1774,
Lüneburg in 1776, Bremen in 1779, Augsburg in 1782–83, Lübeck in
1784, Hanover in 1785 and, finally, Mainz in 1786. In fact, Hamburg
was rather late in joining the ranks of the reformers.

118 / Dimensions of Citizenship in European Towns

Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316219027.006
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. Access paid by the UC Berkeley Library, on 26 Jul 2018 at 17:45:21, subject to the

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316219027.006
https://www.cambridge.org/core


What was unusual was Hamburg’s General Poor Relief evalu-
ating its own performance after a decade. In 1799 the Relief council
wrote a report on what had been achieved, in which the pre-1788
situation was sketched in bleak terms. Beggars had been a plague on
the streets of Hamburg, abusing the citizens’ charity at the expense of
the ‘deserving poor’; destitute children had roamed those same streets,
dirty and idle, making mischief. And most importantly no doubt: the
poor lacked any incentives to go out and look for work. This the Relief
had managed to change, it was claimed. Begging, but also handing out
alms, had been strictly prohibited. The poor were visited by the Relief
officers on a weekly basis in their own homes. The Relief had set up
spinning courses to train the poor, and also several schools to educate
pauper children. The number of paupers on benefits had declined by
40 per cent.

While the reform of 1788 appeared at first sight to be a success,
major problems were lurking in the background. Children who should
have been in school were actually absent on amassive scale. The volume
of flax spun by people on benefits was too much for the local industry to
handle, and moreover of a poor quality. Productivity was falling, and
the wages poor people were receiving for their efforts, inevitably below
market rates, were simply not enough to survive on – even if they
worked from 4:00 AM till 8:00 PM, and even if the Relief subsidised
their rent, clothing and fuel.Worse was to come. Shortly after the report
was completed, Hamburg was hit by an unusually severe winter, the
overture to several years of economic hardship; then in 1806 the city
was occupied by French troops. The General Poor Relief found it
impossible to cope with this series of problems.8 All of this showed,
once again, that there was no golden rule for dealing with the issue of
poverty. Nevertheless, municipal governments would have to deal with
it, one way or another. Many different institutional solutions were
combined in the hope of at least keeping poverty manageable.

Our story must start, however, long before the Hamburg wel-
fare reforms of the 1780s. Insofar as cities of the Roman Empire had
their institutions for dealing with the various calamities that life dishes
out, it is unclear howmany of those survived the collapse of theWestern
Empire, not least because the sources are so thin on the ground.9 There
are indications of the existence of hospitals in several French towns
of the sixth century: Arles, for example, where one was established by
local bishop St Césaire (503–43), but also Clermont, Le Mans, Rouen,
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Amiens, Reims and Metz – all episcopal sees. More hospitals were
created during the Carolingian era (eighth–ninth centuries): Orléans,
Nevers, Paris, but also in Rome (close to the Parthenon), in Cologne
(866) and in Eichstätt (c. 900). Still more were established in German
Europe during the tenth century: Augsburg, Bremen and Aix-la-
Chapelle (Aachen). In Barcelona one hospital is mentioned from this
same century, in England no references have been found before the
Norman Conquest (1066).10

From the twelfth century, and accelerating during the thirteenth
and fourteenth centuries, a ‘revolution in charity’ – the phrase was
coined by André Vauchez – swept across Europe.11 We can follow this
process in detail in Toulouse, thanks to an inventory of the local hospi-
tals dating from 1246, when the city had some 25,000–30,000 inhabi-
tants. By the middle of the thirteenth century, Toulouse had twenty-six
different hospitals, some located outside the walls. Of these, only five
were mentioned for the first time in the 1246 review, and we have no
idea if they were recent foundations or had earlier origins. What we do
know is that of the remaining twenty-one institutions, one was already
mentioned in other sources from the eleventh century; ten more can be
reliably dated to the twelfth century. The remaining ten hospitals were
mentioned in earlier sources from the thirteenth century.12

In England, the much smaller town of Cambridge had a leper
hospital that was first mentioned in a document from 1169–72. A
second hospital, named after St John the Evangelist, can be found in
a document fromOctober 1204. According to later testimony, the latter
hospital was built on a ‘very poor and empty place belonging to the
community of the town of Cambridge’. This charity had been funded by
donations from local citizens, but the bishop of nearby Ely was also
a major sponsor and soon issues emerged over who was in charge, the
town or the bishop. Around 1361 a second leper hospital was built,
named after Sts Anthony and Eligius. In the second half of the fifteenth
century four almshouses were opened. All these institutions had received
the financial and political support of the community of Cambridge and its
citizens.13

Toulouse and Cambridge were typical examples of the sort of
bricks-and-mortar expansion of social welfare that was taking place all
over medieval Europe. A data set of English hospitals and almshouses
shows that at least 1,000 were active between 1350 and 1599, while
another 242 are identified as active before 1350 but ceased to operate by
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the middle of the fourteenth century. Although these numbers include
rural as well as urban establishments, the latter were overrepresented
because market towns had the resources for, and an interest in, provid-
ing such public services.14 The towns of both England and the continent
became sprinkled with small – and sometimes also larger – buildings
where people in need could find support and shelter. Simultaneously,
two other developments were taking place. Towns instituted arrange-
ments for the poor who continued to live in their own accommodation.
Secondly, urbanites set up organisations for mutual support. Germanic
Europe, including the British Isles, had a greater fondness for the first
approach to poor relief, while the second proved more popular in Latin
Europe.

In the medieval towns and cities of Flanders, Brabant and
Holland, the most important institutions providing poor relief were
the Heilige Geesttafels, or Tables of the Holy Spirit. These were often
literally tables, situated in the back of the parish church, where bread
and other forms of support would be handed out.15Although they were
technically Church institutions, the Tables increasingly came under
municipal control.16 In ’s-Hertogenbosch, as in other Brabant towns,
the Table had been set up in the local cathedral – in this case in the
mid-thirteenth century – to hand out food to the poor. It would continue
to do so, although no longer from the church building after the
Reformation, until the early nineteenth century. Almost from the begin-
ning, the local secular authorities had an important say in the adminis-
tration of the Table in ’s-Hertogenbosch, and this was explicitly
confirmed in a privilege from 1458.17

In Lyon the usual plethora of small and medium-sized institu-
tions was supplemented, as of 1534, by anAumône générale, or General
Poor Relief, also called Charité de Lyon. This institution was the per-
manent successor to a temporary provision created in 1531 to deal with
the acute crisis that had emerged from a confluence of famine, plague
and migration from the countryside which threatened to overwhelm the
city’s existing charitable infrastructure. It was modelled on a similar
organisation in Paris. The underlying idea was that the ‘deserving poor’
who would normally be able to work would be supported in their own
homes, once their entitlements had been established. Orphans would
be referred to the orphanages and the sick to the Hôtel-Dieu Hospital,
while alien paupers were to be removed from the city altogether. It was
funded through tax exemptions granted by the king, as well as the
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revenues from the meat excise. The main form of support was the
distribution of bread. Some poor households would also receive small
amounts of money to supplement the family budget.18

In 1614 in the city of Münster, an episcopal see with a popula-
tion of 10,000–11,000, around 400 poor received a weekly distribution
of bread from the municipality. During the Middle Ages poor relief
in Münster had been the responsibility of the (Catholic) Church and
the civic community together. However, the town council oversaw both,
and almost inevitably civic charity began to overshadow that of the
Church. National legislation from 1530 and 1580 laid the foundation
for local poor relief, by ordering ‘dass eine jede Stadt und Commun ihre
Armen selbst ernehren unde unterhalten’ – ‘every town and village
shall feed and look after its own poor’. In 1585 this was formalised in
a by-law that covered the whole range of local provisions. Initially, the
regulations left the existing institutions intact, but another by-law, from
1616, promised the citizens ‘guten Ordinanz’ (proper policing) of the
poor, bymaking the systemmore discriminating. Hence, support would
only be available to the ‘waren bedürftigen Armen’, the genuine poor,
while begging was to be suppressed. Still, Church and town would
continue to operate side by side in the provisioning of welfare. The
system would be funded through voluntary contributions, but the
results were disappointing, so begging was permitted again in 1618,
and in 1624 the attempt at centralisation was entirely abandoned.
Instead, the council decided to create a workhouse, the first of which
was set up in 1645 in the orphanage to instil a proper work ethos in the
orphans. More changes were made to the organisation of local poor
relief in Münster, but the next radical attempt at centralisation had to
wait until the revolutionary decades around 1800.19

Centralisation had already been introduced in Exeter in the
sixteenth century. In April 1560 an ‘Order for the Poore’ was entered
into the Corporate Act Book. The Order consolidated earlier legisla-
tion from 1536 and 1552. ‘Distributors’ were appointed under the
Order with the responsibility of collecting contributions from the
inhabitants and distributing the revenues. The beneficiaries were regis-
tered in the Book of Distribution. A special Accounts of the Poor was
to keep track of the finances. In 1565, 177 paupers received regular
support; two years later their number had decreased to 130. On top of
their weekly contributions, 350–500 individuals made extra donations
to the poor in 1564–65.20 A fair number of Exeter citizens were thus
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involved in sixteenth-century welfare, either as donors or as recipients
of benefits.

During the first half of the sixteenth century awave of initiatives
to reform the organisation of charity swept across Europe. In the two
decades between 1522 and 1545 alone, at least sixty towns are known
to have implemented such reforms.21 In almost all of them, attempts
weremade to discriminate more effectively between the ‘deserving poor’
and those who, by implication, were not deserving of charity. Begging
was restricted everywhere. The authorities also attempted to regulate
and control the activities of local charities more effectively, if possible
by combining foundations into larger organisations. The timing of these
reforms suggests some connection with the Reformation, but this is
unlikely for two reasons: firstly, reforms were introduced in both
Catholic and Protestant regions; secondly, similar reforms had already
been introduced long before the Reformation.22 In some areas, such as
Northern Europe, the Reformation clearly had an impact, but it would
be wrong to see it as the only reason for the reform of charity.23

Alternative explanations refer to the rise of capitalism and the attendant
emergence of a proletarian class. This was certainly a phenomenon of
the late Middle Ages, but it is less clear why precisely the first half of the
sixteenth century should have been the turning point in this process.24

With reforms continuing in the second half of the century and later, two
other factors seem to have been equally important. Urban authorities
were all the time concerned with the potentially explosive rise in the cost
of poor relief. Given the size of the problem, as well as the unpredict-
ability of the seasons and economic fluctuations – premodern economies
had no proper ‘business cycle’ – there was a constant need to be vigilant
about the financial implications. At the same time, this was an area
where local authorities could demonstrate their competence.25 While
dreading the costs of charity, local elites were also proud of their
charitable achievements and built poorhouses ‘like palaces’.26 Towns
were copying each other’s innovations regardless of region or religion.

In several European countries the related ambitions to control
the poor themselves as well as the costs of their maintenance led to
a movement that has been labelled in France the ‘grand renfermement’,
or the great confinement.27 In Lyon the policy was introduced in 1614,
following the example of Paris. Instead of living in their own dwellings,
the poor were to be moved to existing hospital buildings, later a pur-
pose-built environment, where they would be permanently supervised
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by a professional staff. Municipal authorities were driving this policy,
but they were encouraged by the national government and supported by
national legislation.28 The workhouse was the English equivalent of this
‘great lock-up’. It was a Dutch invention from the late sixteenth century
and was quickly copied around the North Sea.29 In England the work-
house became very popular in the years around 1700 when, besides the
City of London, fourteen towns received a parliamentary licence to set
up such institutions which, in combination with a stricter control over
parish relief, were supposed to ‘win [the poor] into civility and love of
their labour’.30

Whereas theMediterranean countries merely expected the insti-
tutions to control the poor, the English and Dutch also hoped to make
paupers’ efforts profitable, or at least sufficient to cover their expenses.
It was, however, an expectation that never came to fruition31 and for
precisely this reason the ‘great lock up’ remained quite limited in terms
of the numbers of people directly affected. It was a hugely expensive
form of poor relief.

Next to workhouses and transfers of money, food and clothes,
mutual support constituted a third strand of poor relief in premodern
European towns. As early as 852 the Synod of Reims proclaimed rules
designed to curb excesses by confraternities. The implication is that
such associations already existed, and in sufficient numbers to merit
the precious time of the Church dignitaries present at the synod.
Nonetheless, we have little detail about those early confraternities: a
date, the name of their patron saint – that is about it. For Spain, some
scattered references suggest that confraternities existed in the Peninsula
during the Frankish period. In Catalonia one has been identified dating
from 986, but a serious increase in numbers only occurred in the
eleventh century. In France one of the first confraternities was set up
in Poitiers in 1109, butmorewere found in the south than in the north of
France. In the Low Countries, Brussels was probably the first town to
have a confraternity, in 1186. In Germany, confraternities were much
less common.32

We have already discussed the Florentine confraternity of
Orsanmichele. Had this been a Venetian organisation, it would have
been called a scuola grande. There were five such scuole in sixteenth-
century Venice, and after 1552 six. Next to these, another 100-plus
scuole piccoli were active.33 The first scuole grandi originated in the
thirteenth century. The poor relief they provided went primarily to their
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own members, who came from all walks of life. In the beginning, all
members had a say in the administration of the scuola, but by the
sixteenth century the right to vote had become increasingly restricted.
The small hospitals the scuole grandi owned were also only accessible to
members. Membership of Venetian scuole was initially restricted by
official limits; 500–600 was reckoned to be the maximum. By 1544,
however, the Scuola di S. Giovanni had already a membership of about
1,000 and by 1576 this had increased to some 1,800, most of whom
obviously came from the less affluent classes in society.34 Although
members of the guilds would routinely join the scuole grandi and
piccoli, some guilds had their own scuola, collectively known as the
scuole delle arti. Among these were organisations of the mercers, the
glass-sellers and the boatmen. Some of them had only devotional pur-
poses, but at least the potters and the bakers explicitly looked after their
impoverished members, while the tailors, painters and silk-throwsters
are known to also have had their own hospital.35

It is generally assumed that confraternities were less common in
Northern Europe and generally appeared there later. In Emden, in north-
ern Germany, the first were set up only in the fifteenth century; by 1500

there were perhaps ten of them. These confraternities supported both
their ownmembers and the general poor. The Confraternity of Our Lady
established a hospital for the poor in 1523. The Emden craft guilds did
the same; technically they were also confraternities. In 1545 they were
ordered to refrain from donations to the Churches and to concentrate
their charitable work on poor relief. The Reformation did not cause the
confraternities to disappear in Emden, at least not immediately, but the
increased activities of the guilds did encourage a shift of pious donations
towards the latter, limiting the scope for confraternities.36

Rosser’s recent research on confraternities and guilds inmedieval
England has turned up large numbers of confraternities.37 On the con-
tinent equally impressive numbers have been found: between 1300 and
1580 in Utrecht alone as many as 101 confraternities have been recorded,
although not all were simultaneously active. Of these, sixteen also ran
a hospital, while eight were connected to one of the craft guilds, which in
Utrecht they dominated the town council until 1528. One dated from the
twelfth century, ten from the thirteenth and thirty-four from the fifteenth.
It has been estimated that every second adult male in Utrecht joined at
least one, but often more, confraternities during their lifetime. Members
were expected to participate once a week in a mass read in front of the
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confraternity altar. Indeed, the accounts of three of the Utrecht confra-
ternities from the decades around 1500 show a predominance of religious
spending, with poor relief constituting only a very small proportion of the
confraternities’ expenses. Nonetheless, every Sunday, after mass, the
Holy Trinity Confraternity distributed alms in nine different locations,
and by 1609 these distributions had become quite substantial.38 In 1615,
when the Utrecht confraternities were dissolved, forty-two were still
active, some accepting both Protestants and Catholics among their mem-
bers, and fifteen of these forty-two confraternities were funding general
poor relief.39 As we saw in Chapter 3, several guilds in Utrecht were also
providing poor relief in various forms to their members, including com-
mon graves where members and their spouses could be buried if they
could not afford a family grave of their own.

The Utrecht data suggest that, even in a city where confrater-
nities were just as numerous as in the towns and cities of Latin Europe,
their role in the provisioning of poor relief, both to their own members
and to the general poor, was not as important as that of their southern
counterparts. Instead, northern towns relied more on communal
organisations, regulated and overseen by the municipal authorities.
Hospitals were a common feature of urban life everywhere in Europe,
with urban authorities and the Church both involved in welfare, but
across the centuries a shift is observable from religious to public
organisations.40 Tellingly, the Parisian authorities stated in 1544 that,
‘following the Edict of the King, the town must humbly accept the
charge of the poor’. In fact, it had accepted that responsibility much
earlier, when reforms were introduced in the second half of the fifteenth
century.41 Moreover, accepting this charge did not mean that the
Church was completely absolved from the care of the poor; the shift
from Church to public welfare remained partial.42 The main point to
take from our survey, however, is that premodern European urban
communities always offered formalised support to their inhabitants,
and that this support came in a bewildering array of institutional
arrangements. Many attempts were made to reduce the complexity of
the system, but these efforts were only partially successful.

Who Benefitted?

It would seem self-evident that social welfare was concerned
with the ‘poor’, but who, exactly, were ‘the poor’? Take the situation in

126 / Dimensions of Citizenship in European Towns

Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316219027.006
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. Access paid by the UC Berkeley Library, on 26 Jul 2018 at 17:45:21, subject to the

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316219027.006
https://www.cambridge.org/core


Berlin. By 1750 the city had 113,000 inhabitants, of whom 1,384, or
one in eighty-two inhabitants, received support from local charities. In
1801 the city had grown by slightly more than 50 per cent to 173,000
inhabitants, but the number of people on benefits had increased almost
tenfold, to 12,254. Now one in every fourteen Berliners was receiving
benefits.43 It is, of course, possible that Berlin was going through a stage
of massive impoverishment; after all, this was the age of revolutionary
warfare, even if Berlin itself would only be occupied by French troops
five years later. The point is, however, that it is equally possible that the
authorities in 1801 counted every individual on benefits, whereas in
1750 only the heads of households, or that in 1801 the figures included
people on long-term benefits as well as those receiving only incidental
support, while the latter were not included in the 1750 figures. In
Venice, in the mid-seventeenth century, 1,945 people or 1.5 per cent
of the population were living in the city’s various hospitals for the poor.
This was a massive increase over the previous half-century, because in
1593 those same hospitals had been home to only 1,290 people or
1 per cent of the city, and in 1550 the percentage had been a mere
0.5 per cent.44 Did poverty increase so vastly, or did Venice simply
lock up more of its paupers? It is also highly unlikely that this was the
whole pauper population of that once prosperous city, now in decline.

These two examples serve to underline the fact that we are not
currently in a position to produce consistent, comparable data for pre-
modern Europe that would allow us to say that some countries had more
paupers than others, or that some eras were worse than others.45 It is
quite possible that the rise of a market economy (or ‘capitalism’) led to
a massive increase of the impoverished class in society, because an
increasing share of the population became dependent on wage labour,
where contracts were very insecure and wages were low.46 Certainly,
connections between labour markets and welfare reform have been
demonstrated on a local level.47 In a similar vein, the rising rate of
urbanisation may well have contributed to larger numbers of poor peo-
ple, but was this because the poor flocked to the towns, with their more
developed welfare systems, or because towns ‘made’ people poorer?48

A related explanation is the increasing inequality as it occurred across the
sixteenth, seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The trend is not very
strong, and the data are so limited that we cannot draw firm conclusions,
but they do suggest that, at least in the economically most dynamic
regions (Italy, the Low Countries, England), inequality was rising.49
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Whatever circumstances made people poor, the figures that
we have do not seem to point to a strong increase over time, or larger
numbers of poor in the centres of capitalism compared to provincial
towns.50 What we can say is that at any point in time, substantial
numbers of poor people were dependent, to a greater or lesser extent,
on material and financial support provided by public organisations in
their home towns. Rather than concentrating on the overall numbers,
however, if we want to get some sense of whom the system was actually
reaching, and in what ways, we need to break down those totals into the
various subcategories of the population at risk.

In 1573 the priests of Toledo were ordered to draw up lists of
the local poor – ‘secretly and quietly, so that negotiations and importu-
nities do not occur’.51 This directive already implies that the definition
of poverty was negotiated by those concerned. Given the material
benefits implied in inclusion on the list, this is hardly surprising. Poor
people also sometimes asked to be removed from the lists, because they
refused to accept the conditions imposed by the authorities. As it was,
the ‘poor’ of Toledo in 1573 displayed a specific gender pattern. In all
six parishes for which the lists survive, the majority of paupers were
female. In fourteenth-century Florence, women were between two-
thirds and three-quarters of the paupers supported by Orsanmichele.
In the Toledo hospitals, however, the majority of inmates were male,
often under twenty-five years of age. These hospitals were primarily
taking care of migrants, and that might explain the specific composition
of their population.52

In 1603 St Martins-in-the-Field, in central London, was home
to 2,950 parishioners, of whom 52 were receiving permanent support,
while another 123 households were helped intermittently.53 If we
count the individuals, 6 per cent of the parish could be qualified as
‘poor’, but if their dependants are included the percentage could easily
be 20 per cent. This group was described by a contemporary as ‘unable
to doe anye worke towards their lyving, as old, decrepit persons, cree-
ples and infantes’. The same commentator observed that ‘the negligent
poore, being otherwise sturdie and able to earne their whole lyving if
they were well sett on worke’, were barred from charity.54 In Zwolle,
a town of 10,000–13,000 inhabitants in one of the less dynamic regions
of the Dutch Republic, on average 248 households were receiving
structural benefits during the latter half of the seventeenth century.
Because the average pauper household was relatively small, this
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amounted to 5 per cent of the population. Two-thirds of these house-
holds were headed by single women or widows. Of the adult paupers,
44 per cent were over sixty. Of 6,227 individuals found in the various
welfare administrations in Zwolle between 1650 and 1700, 987, or
16 per cent, were suffering from health problems, varying from rela-
tively short illnesses to permanent disabilities.55During the same period
in Delft, a town about twice as large and located in the more dynamic
western part of the country, the percentage of permanently supported
households was significantly higher, at 10–15 per cent. In 1645 two-
thirds of the adult pauper population were females.56

There can be little doubt that benefits were pitched in such a
way that they discouraged the poor from becoming dependent on wel-
fare, and instead encouraged them to make themselves available for
work. The allowance that poor families usually received was simply
insufficient to survive on. In 1819, one of Leiden’s overseers of the poor
acknowledged this in so many words: ‘[T]he support exists almost
always . . . as a very sober distribution of money and bread, only
meant to meet their needs but hardly sufficient to sustain an animal
life’.57 This was said in a country that, reputedly, had one of the most
generous welfare systems in the world at the time.Most poor families in
most places therefore had no choice but to go out and find work that
gave them additional income, even if they were very young, very old or
otherwise disadvantaged. As far as one can tell, all the Leiden poor on
benefits in 1750 had a job, the overwhelming majority in the textile
industry that dominated the local economy.58

In Delft in 1645, the occupations of 569 men and sixty-nine
women on benefits demonstrate that these poor people too were
expected to work and could not rely on charity alone. At that time,
more than half of the males and a full two-thirds of the females worked
in industry, with the textile industry again figuring prominently. For
males the army was an equally important employer, whilst the female
poor in Delft were also frequently employed as domestic servants.59

Among almost 6,000 beggars arrested in Paris in the eighteenth century
we see a very similar pattern. These people may have been temporarily
out of work, but the great majority of them could specify either an
industrial trade – half the men and 40 per cent of the women – or
other occupation as their normal source of income.60 In Aix-en-
Provence unskilled workers without fixed contracts and craftsmen
were over-represented among those receiving benefits in the eighteenth
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century, while servants and – remarkably – soldiers were under-
represented.61 In the second half of the 1780s, almost two-thirds of
the poor supported with loaves of bread in Lyon worked in the local
textile industry; another 20 per cent were artisans.62 On the basis of
data from Trier, Augsburg and Antwerp spanning the late sixteenth to
late eighteenth centuries, Jütte concluded that the ‘distribution
of occupational groups among poor relief recipients displays in almost
“classic” fashion the profile of a pre-industrial urban economy’. In
Cologne, he added, 70 per cent of those on relief in 1798were suffering
from illness and old age, the remainder simply from ‘low wages’.63

These examples highlight varieties in gender, age and employ-
ment. In general it seems fair to say that women were more likely to be
on benefits than men, due to the combined burden of low pay and their
responsibility for taking care of children. Likewise, the very young and
the very old were more likely to receive benefits than people in their
twenties through to their fifties, who were more competitive on the
labour market. Another substantial group of people was on incidental
benefits: those for whom seasonal fluctuations and the type of their
employment largely determined when they were at risk. In effect, for
those in work, poor relief was a supplement to wages that were insuffi-
cient to survive on. The profile – women, elderly, physically impaired –

also implies that poverty could potentially hit everyone without savings
or family support – which meant a considerable part of the artisan
population.

Summarising, despite complaints about welfare abuses, people
on benefits were usually genuinely poor because they were, for physical
or psychiatric reasons, unable to work enough to make ends meet.
A second group depended on temporary benefits when they were in
dire straits, whether because of the seasonal factor, an epidemic or some
other misfortune. There was no separate ‘pauper class’; large sections
of the urban population were more or less permanently at risk of
impoverishment.

Funding Welfare

Welfare was funded from a variety of sources, a mixture of
compulsory and voluntary contributions. The situation in the small
town of Emden, halfway through the sixteenth century, was probably
fairly typical. Traditionally, the Emden population had paid a
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Huusdelinge, or household rate, half of which was for the parish and
half for the funding of welfare expenditures. While the surrounding
county of East Frisia became Lutheran, Emden itself emerged as a
northern hotbed of Calvinism. In 1557 Lutheran poor relief was sepa-
rated from the municipal provisions and made voluntary. The Becken
or bowl was administered by their own deacons. Emden’s municipal
administrators of the poor, however, resisted this separation.
Meanwhile, Protestant refugees had been moving into Emden across
the border from the Low Countries and in 1557 special deacons had to
be appointed to take care of these immigrants. In 1562 a lottery was
organised to raise extra funds for the local hospital, or Gasthaus.
The deacons responsible for the refugees also introduced a ‘voluntary
tax’ to fund their increased activities; each ‘nation’ – Hollanders,
Brabanters and so on – was supposed to contribute according to its
number.64 Thus we see the Emden charitable institutions, under pressure
of the changes brought along by Reformation and rebellion, experiment-
ing with a range of instruments to deal with the needs that inevitably
emerged in the wake of these momentous events.

Most medieval and early modern towns used a combination of
public and private funding for their welfare programmes. The two were
mainly distinguished by the way these contributions were collected:
compulsory versus voluntary, but within those two broad categories
a variety of instruments was available to local authorities.65 In Delft, for
example, whenever someone passed away, her or his best piece of
clothing was supposed to go to the poor.66 The classic case of rate-
based funding, however, was England, where national legislation con-
cerning the funding of poor relief was introduced in 1536 requiring
parishes to hold weekly collections for the poor. London had already
introduced such parish collections in 1533, setting an example for the
rest of the country. Repeated national legislation in the following dec-
ades strongly suggests that what looked like decisive action on paper
was not so easily implemented in practice. Only with the Poor Law of
1572, consolidated in 1598 and 1601, was the system set on a secure
footing, with the introduction of a compulsory contribution to welfare,
collected by the parish. Several towns, including Chester, York and
Hull, quickly set up an administration of poor households entitled to
benefit from the scheme, but in other places there was opposition to this
new type of taxation. It required the crisis of the 1590s, and the threat to
public order created by the misery of starving paupers, to win over the
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sceptics and make the poor rate generally acceptable. By the end of the
seventeenth century £40,000 was raised by the poor rate in London
alone, 10 per cent of the national proceeds.67

The introduction of a poor rate was generally unpopular.
In Odense, Denmark in 1632, for example, it was as controversial as it
had been in England.68 In ’s-Hertogenbosch, the citizens were therefore
fortunate not to require such compulsory contributions, at least not in
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Here, the main institutions for
poor relief, i.e. the municipal Table of the Holy Spirit and the nine
district funds, mainly relied on endowments created in the late Middle
Ages. By the early sixteenth century the Table of the Holy Spirit had
accumulated more than forty farms, an endowment that it carefully
managed and preserved over the coming centuries. The produce from
the farms was made into bread in the institution’s own bakery and from
there passed on to the poor.When poverty increased, per capita support
was ruthlessly diminished to protect the investment portfolio.69

Although healthy endowments were the result of wise financial
management by previous generations of charity administrators, they
ultimately originated from voluntary donations to the institutions in
the past. The current income of many charities similarly depended on
the goodwill of various social groups in local society to donate to the
welfare system. Such donations may have been voluntary, but social
pressures were at work to nudge people towards charity. In sixteenth-
century Lyon, for example, notaries were regularly reminded by the
town council of their moral duty to encourage clients to include the poor
in their testaments.70

The modern literature on charitable giving suggests a number
of mechanisms that might have encouraged them to do so. At a very
general level, many people are altruistic and sympathise with the plight
of others, requiring only to be made aware of need to trigger donations.
At the same time, donors see benefits for themselves: charitable giving
enhances one’s reputation, and many people derive satisfaction from
doing ‘good’. Such benefaction may also be stimulated by ideological
or religious encouragement. Certainly, people today give more easily
when solicited for donations, but they also want to know that their gift
makes a difference, and that it will be spent on the poor, rather than
administration or fancy folders.71 It is impossible to put some of these
mechanisms to the test in past situations, but several of them – such as
proximity, solicitation and reputation – are clearly evident in the
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historical record. The fact that most of this charitable giving occurred
within relatively small communities, where the poor were not some
anonymous group but real people whom donors met on their own
doorstep, would have reinforced the power of these mechanisms.

Charitable giving came in sizes.72Most people gave regularly to
church collections, for example, where the individual contributions
were small, but the totals could add up.73 In the Dutch town of Sneek
(4,000 inhabitants during the seventeenth century) about a third of the
money available for poor relief was collected every month in door-to-
door collections where people donated in an open plate. The very con-
sistent revenues suggest that the inhabitants of Sneek gave a standard
sum on these occasions. In the early eighteenth century, the welfare
institutions were nonetheless short of funding, so in 1715 it was decided
to hold an extra annual collection, for which the members of the town
council would go round in person to encourage generous contributions.
Only in 1775 was a poor tax introduced in Sneek.74 In Amsterdam
the reformed deacons also made the rounds on a monthly basis; for
the purpose members of the Reformed Church had a special sign of the
letter L, for lidmaat or member, attached to the front of their house.
Such collections funded more than 40 per cent of the Reformed poor
relief in Amsterdam.75

In Italy, the membership dues for confraternities could be seen
as a similar form of small voluntary contributions. Much of it was spent
on the membership of the confraternity, but substantial amounts also
went to the ‘general’ poor.76 Between 1610 and 1630 the London parish
of All Hallows Lombard Street collected annually £30–40 in poor rates,
but also £17–24 from voluntary contributions. In another London
parish, St Bride Fleet Street, collections and donations were regularly
higher than the revenues of the poor rate, while in a third London
parish, St Dunstan in the West, the rates were higher in some years but
fell behind voluntary contributions in others.77

The London results comprise more than just collections; they
also include a second type of voluntary contributions, i.e. gifts. These
were given both during the donor’s lifetime, and after she or he had
passed away, as a result of a bequest. In late medieval York, Thomas
Bracebrigg ordered 1,000 loaves of bread to be distributed among the
local poor after his death, while Robert de Holme left 100 marks for
cloth for the ‘poor pater familias’ and another 100s for shoes for the
poor. Elena, wife of Adam Milys, in 1387 left all her clothes, while
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Agnes Hustlott, a dyer’s widow, left both clothing and cloth to the
poor.78

In seventeenth-century Amsterdam at some point one adminis-
trator of the Catholic poor reported a gift ‘of five hundred guilders, left
at his house by a donor who wished to remain anonymous, in a brown
envelope with the word “charity” inscribed on it’. Another had received
1,500 guilders – a very substantial amount – that ‘had been thrown into
his house one evening, without him knowing the source of themoney’.79

Much more common, however, were the gifts that people included in
their testaments. In Zwolle, depending on the precise decade, 50–70
per cent of testaments included a – usually small – gift to the poor. This
contrasted markedly with Leiden and Utrecht, where only 5–20 per cent
of testators included the poor as their benefactors; they gave, however,
on average substantially more than their Zwolle counterparts.80 Still,
the Zwolle figures were not completely out of range. In eighteenth-
century Aix-en-Provence, some 70 per cent of testaments contained
a donation to the poor, and some of those donations could be substan-
tial. In 1744, for example, tailor Jean Louis Dorée left 500 livres for this
purpose.81 Finally, unknown amounts were donated by administrators
who were expected to fill gaps in the day-to-day running of the charities
entrusted to them. There were regular complaints about this aspect of
their responsibilities.82

Most voluntary contributions were supplied by ordinary citi-
zens, rather than the elites.83Two precious sources fromZwolle demon-
strate this. In the mid-1660s the inhabitants of Zwolle were asked to
donate to the building of a new orphanage. All households were listed in
a large register, and their future donations were subsequently pencilled
in. A donation was recorded for 82 per cent of households and for those
who declined the invitation a proper excuse was usually provided: they
were too poor, or had passed away in the meantime. The Zwolle City
Poor Chamber kept meticulous records, not just of the amounts of
monthly donations to the citywide collections, but also of the type of
coins people donated. It can therefore be established that on average
1.5 coin was donated per household, 61 per cent in pennies, the smallest
possible amount, strongly suggesting that these were handed in by the
working-class inhabitants. Data from Delft in 1749 demonstrate that
the rich districts of that town donated substantially more to charitable
causes than the poor – but that the poor districts were donating as
well.84
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This contribution by the poor is easily overlooked, perhaps
because the elites did make the most visible contributions – specifically
in the form of private foundations, the third and most substantial form
of voluntary charity. Late medieval York had about twenty almshouses,
set up by individuals during their lifetime. Robert de Holme, prior of
York, had one erected in theMonkgate area during the 1350s.85Almost
every premodern town had several, sometimes dozens, of small hospi-
tals, poorhouses or chambers, created by an individual benefactor, or
a couple. Most Dutch towns had their hofjes, literally courtyards, and
other types of almshouses, named after their generous donors. It would
cost 20,000–30,000 guilders to create such an institution. Very often
they were set up by people expecting to die without any children to
whom they might otherwise have bequeathed their fortune.86 Their
name would instead be preserved for future generations through the
foundation they had helped to create. The importance of this personal
identification of benefactors was also visible in places where they could
not impose their own name on the institution as a whole. The Ospedale
di Carità in Turin accepted busts and memorial tablets of its most
prominent benefactors, to be displayed in the corridors, refectories,
dormitories and courtyards. Not only the poor were reminded of their
generosity, but so were the benefactors’ peers whenever they visited the
hospital.87

Supporting the poor gave rise to much soul-searching on the
part of the donors. Two principles – still very much underpinning the
policies of modern welfare states – underlay all forms of support, but
were particularly pronounced where money and goods changed hands.
On one hand it was felt that the poor were entitled to alms from their
wealthier fellow citizens because they were poor through no fault of
their own. Illness, handicaps, the early death of the head of the house-
hold, numerous offspring, let alone poor harvests or harsh winters –

none of these could be directly blamed on their victims. Poverty, from
this point of view, was a question of bad luck. These were the ‘deserving’
poor. At the same time, donating money, food, clothes and so on might
well create the wrong incentives. Lazy profiteers were bound to prefer
benefits over work. Were all the poor really in need? In the sixteenth
century several popular tracts, most famously one published in Bruges
by the Spanish scholar Juan Luis Vives in 1526 under the title De
subventione pauperum, suggested that generous handouts had created
a class of people who preferred to live as beggars. Vives wanted to
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restrict access to charity to the ‘deserving’ poor. That in itself was not
a novel idea; after all, did anyone propose to give charity to people who
did not need it? What Vives really had in mind was what we would now
call ‘welfare dependence’, that is a class of people so accustomed to
charity that they were unable to fit into a work rhythm. The importance
of his work was not so much in the analysis, but in the remedy he
proposed. Vives called upon welfare institutions to exert greater control
over their charges. He wanted the civic authorities to investigate and
register the poor and establish who among them might be able to work,
and who was genuinely incapable. Vives is often charged with promot-
ing the centralisation of poor relief, and given the numerous institutions
providing poor relief in any single town of premodern Europe, this
might have been a remedy against ‘charity shopping’; but in fact he
merely proposed that the local government would make sure that the
institutions worked properly, that is gave help to those who needed it
and helped the others to find jobs.88

Still, we have to realise that the ‘poor’ were, to an important
extent, also taking care of themselves. Guild and confraternity charity
were funded by, but also for the benefit of, the membership. In Zamora,
Spain, with its population of c. 8,600 in the mid-sixteenth century, 150
confraternities of usually thirty to forty members acted as mutual aid
groups. Most of them were mixed in social terms.89 The members in
many Italian medieval confraternities were primarily artisans. Figures
concerning Perugia and Assisi in the sixteenth century suggest that
between a quarter and a third of the adult population may have joined
at least one confraternity.90 As we saw in the previous chapter, around
1800 one in fiveAmsterdamhouseholds was covered by guild insurance,
while in Utrecht and Leiden the percentage was perhaps twice as high.91

In Amsterdam, Utrecht and Leiden, moreover, the journeymen, who
were normally excluded from guild welfare, had their own mutual
assistance. In Utrecht these were especially numerous: ten are known
to have existed at some point during the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries, of which five were still operating in 1812, when together they
had 1,500 members.92

It has been suggested that voluntary giving was ‘crowded out’
by compulsory rates, and as a result declined over time. In England this
development may have taken place during the seventeenth century,
a period of strong increases in welfare spending. The decline was there-
fore more relative than absolute, as voluntary donations remained
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significant.93 However, it is quite possible that the figures capture only
a part of the total sums donated, and omit substantial parts.94 The
decrease in voluntary contributions in the Dutch Republic during the
eighteenth century may have been due more to the changed fortunes of
the Dutch Republic after its golden age came to an end, than to ‘crowd-
ing out’.95

Bas van Bavel and Auke Rijpma have attempted to estimate the
overall levels of welfare spending in premodern European societies in
relation to the total size of their economies.96Their figures are inevitably
approximations because the evidence is fragmented. Nonetheless, their
figures do suggest some interesting features of welfare spending before
the welfare state. First and foremost, no European society spent even
5 per cent of its total wealth on poor relief, a percentage that should be
compared with modern levels of 20 per cent and more in the affluent
societies of the post-war world. However, we should keep in mind that
most Western countries did not do much better in the first half of the
twentieth century than the best performers – the Low Countries and
England – managed before 1800.97 After those strong performers, the
next group, which included Italy and France, spent between 0.5 and
2 per cent of GDP on poor relief. Central European countries may have
done worse, but we have no way of knowing. There are no indications
that poor relief in German towns was substantially lower than in Italian
or Dutch towns.

Their figures also allow us to make very rough calculations on
the contribution of welfare to the total budget of an average poor
household in premodern Europe. If we assume that, taken together,
the poorest 20 per cent of the population earned 5 per cent of GDP,
then it looks as if welfare added half of that percentage to their total
earnings in the most generous regions, and perhaps a quarter in the less
well-endowed countries. In total, welfare may thus have added between
a fifth and a third to the total budget of the poor. This percentage would
have been higher for those on permanent relief, and lower for indivi-
duals and households who received only temporary benefits.

The scattered data that we have on the funding and spending of
poor relief institutions demonstrate that at least the most generous
societies spent at levels which remained normal throughout the nine-
teenth century and even in the run-up to World War II. Much of the
money raised for the support of people unable to earn their own liveli-
hood through the labour market came from voluntary donations. Like
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modern welfare states, premodern authorities were constantly trying to
make the system more efficient.98 For the towns in the Low Countries,
three major waves of reforms have been identified: one in the early
sixteenth century, discussed earlier; a second in the decades around
1600, when the Dutch Republic emerged as a separate country and
the Reformationwas introduced, and a third at the end of the eighteenth
century, during the revolutionary era.99None of these produced a stable
result. Expedients like forced labourwere repeatedly reintroduced, to be
abandoned again after a few years. Forced labour was recommended by
Vives in the Habsburg Netherlands in the early sixteenth century and
still tried in Hamburg in the late eighteenth. Hamburg, however, was
not the only town to discover that forced labour was so inefficient that
it very quickly proved unsustainable. There was no simple solution to
the problem of poverty, and as long as starving the poor to death was
not an acceptable option, communities and their authorities had to set
aside money to cope with their destitute fellow creatures.

Conclusions

From the point of view of citizenship, several features stand
out in the history of welfare in premodern Europe. Even though, with
very few exceptions, nobody had a legal entitlement to poor relief, all
urban communities in Europe provided elaborate welfare arrange-
ments on which the poor in those communities could exercise at least
a moral claim. There are strong indications that elites were aware of
the fact that they themselves had a real stake in providing poor relief:
public order, health and labour market concerns were all given as
reasons to help the poor. The poor, from their side, could expect
some help, if they behaved properly, and if they were willing to work
when work was available.100

Premodern European towns used a wide range of institutional
arrangements to deliver poor relief. We find those institutions existing
side by side in most communities. Over the centuries many attempts
were made to increase the efficiency of the system, in terms of control
over the poor and financial sustainability, through centralisation, and
the merging of smaller institutions into larger. It is, however, not at all
evident that one solution was markedly better than the rest. As a result,
various set-ups continued to exist, with little convergence towards an
‘optimal’ model.101
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The middle and upper classes reacted to the plight of the poor
by devoting both time and money to poor relief. Under various sorts of
pressure, a remarkable amount of the funds for poor relief was raised
through voluntary contributions. While the poor were not legally
entitled to support, the non-poor could not be legally compelled to
contribute. ‘Proximity’ to the poor, in terms of religious, occupational,
neighbourhood or urban community, nonetheless encouraged large
numbers of urbanites to donate small, but sometimes also very substan-
tial, sums of money for their relief. Poor relief thus contributed, imper-
fectly but nonetheless significantly, to the creation of an urban
community.

139 / Welfare and the Civic Community

Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316219027.006
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. Access paid by the UC Berkeley Library, on 26 Jul 2018 at 17:45:21, subject to the

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316219027.006
https://www.cambridge.org/core


5 CITIZENS, SOLDIERS AND CIVIC MILITIAS

One of the world’s best-known works of art from the early
modern period depicts a group of Amsterdam citizens – in a very specific
role. The subject matter of Rembrandt’sNight Watch, painted between
1640 and 1642, is the civic militia: the figures in the Night Watch are
performing a whole range of military activities, even though it is quite
clear that they are citizens, not professional soldiers. In the painting we
see the officers of an Amsterdam civic militia company on their round,
depicted against the dark shape of a town gate.1 In seventeenth-century
Amsterdam, civic militias patrolled the city at night; one of their duties
was to shut the gates and take the keys to the home of the presiding
burgomaster. In the centre of the picture is the company’s commanding
officer, Frans Banningh Cocq, who, as the son of a German immigrant,
was understandably proud of the status he had achieved in his home
town. He and his fellow officers paid Rembrandt 100 guilders each to
have their portraits included. The painting was to be displayed in the
doelen, or militia hall, where it could be viewed by the members of their
own and other militia companies, as well as ordinary passers-by.2 A
hundred guilders, i.e. the equivalent of sixmonths of a labourer’s wages,
for a portrait that would not become private property, was a substantial
amount of money, suggesting how much importance was attached to
the public presentation of one’s person in a militia context.

In between the officer portraits, Rembrandt painted imaginary
figures busy loading their weapons. These underlined the military role
of the militias, as a civic defence force. Somewhat surprisingly, two little
girls are also included in the picture, one actually caught in a spotlight
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and therefore quite visible. She is the company’s mascot, but her pre-
sence has also been interpreted as symbolising the connection between
the militias and the chambers of rhetoric, the amateur literary societies
for the urban upper middle classes.3 In this interpretation, the girl
invokes a social and cultural context for the militia company, and
immediately puts the military activities of those portrayed into a civic
perspective. To fully appreciate that context, it is important also to
realise that in the towns of the provinces of Holland and Zeeland
alone, 135 such larger-than-life canvases have been preserved from the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.4 Having one’s portrait painted and
displayed in a militia environment was obviously no mean thing. But
then, of course, neither was the tradition that Rembrandt invoked in the
Night Watch merely imaginary.

‘War made the state, and the state made war’, American sociol-
ogist Charles Tilly famously wrote.5 The volume of essays he published
in 1975 argued that European state formation was the result of military
competition and that European states had developed their institutions
in response to the challenges of this military competition. Taxation, and
the bureaucracies necessary to collect those taxes, were portrayed by
various authors in the book as the pivotal instruments in state-making.6

This analysis of the process of state formation dovetailed nicely with
another Big Idea about early modern Europe: the Military Revolution.7

Launched by Michael Roberts in a lecture in 1955, the Military
Revolution thesis captured a number of major changes in European
warfare and its financing. The basic idea, which only caught on in the
1970s, was that in the early modern period, European armies, which
had previously been composed overwhelmingly of temporary citizen-
soldiers, became permanent professional forces, and therefore more
effective, but also hugely more expensive. As a result, states were forced
to increase taxes and raise loans. This in turn caused states to expand
their scale and scope.8

Together, these two master narratives of the early modern
history of Europe have pushed citizens as military actors into the side
wings. One implication of the fiscal-military state thesis is that after the
late Middle Ages citizens were no longer directly involved in the busi-
ness of violence. Through the tax mechanism they presumably left this
to the professional soldiers in full-time employment – oftenmisleadingly
labelled ‘mercenaries’ – and only with the levée en masse, in the wake
of the French Revolution, was the idea of the citizen-soldier revived.9 In
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this chapter I argue that this chronology is wrong. The popularity of the
Military Revolution thesis among historians and historical sociologists
has led to an emphasis on standing armies and a neglect of the mutation
of the role of the militias. Contrary to this currently dominant version of
early modern history, this chapter seeks to demonstrate that both the
idea and practice of the citizen-soldier remained a vital ingredient of
the sociopolitical structures of society.10 Influential political theorists in
the ‘republican’ tradition worried in their writings about the military
dimension of citizenship, a dimension that remains significant even
today in some Western countries, most notably the United States.11

This chapter discusses three key texts from the European tradition of
republican political theory, before turning to the practices of citizen-
soldiering. These are analysed in two sections: one dealing with the
Middle Ages, i.e. the era before the Military Revolution, and another
addressing the role of civic militias after professional soldiering became
the dominant form of interstate violence. I argue that although civic
militias became less important as military forces, they remained signifi-
cant as political forces throughout the early modern period. Citizen-
soldiers, in other words, were not so much made redundant by the
Military Revolution, but forced to shift from one foot to the other.

Debates about Citizens as Soldiers

Armed citizenship and civic militias have an impressive pedigree
in Europe. They go back to the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, and
before that to Greek and Roman antiquity. But as far as the civic militias
are concerned as a political issue, the story really starts with Niccolò
Machiavelli (1469–1527). Machiavelli was, in his works and active life,
very much concerned with the militias.12 The Prince, composed in the
1510s, includes a diatribe against professional troops, which had come
to dominate Italian battlefields (pp. 42–44).13 Machiavelli portrays
mercenaries, and their condottieri leaders, as unreliable forces, unreli-
able because they were only in it for the money. Their military effec-
tiveness, according toMachiavelli’s persuasive logic, wasmainly limited
to peacetime. For themercenaries military service was, after all, a way of
making a living. Moreover, because their interests were exclusively
financial, the enemy could easily buy them off, leaving one’s own state
denuded of protection. To avoid such painful experiences, Machiavelli
strongly recommended the use of civic militias, i.e. troops consisting of
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citizens, people with a real stake in the fighting. Citizens were protecting
their own homes, families and property. In Greek and Roman antiquity
such citizen militias had worked well; Machiavelli cited several exam-
ples of their military effectiveness.

At the same time, Machiavelli was of the opinion that civic
militias were good for the polity: ‘It is impossible to have good laws if
good arms are lacking, and if there are good arms there must also be
good laws’ (pp. 42–43). The reader is left in no doubt that ‘good arms’
means an army composed of citizens (p. 51).14 What is more, a prince
who conquers certain lands and finds his new subjects unarmed should
start arming them: ‘For when you arm them, these weapons become
your own’ (p. 72). On the other hand, ‘if you disarm your subjects, you
begin to offend them, for you show that you do not trust them, either
because you are weak and cowardly or because you are too suspicious.
And both these reasons cause you to become hated’ (pp. 72–73). A wise
prince, in other words, creates loyalty in his subjects by demonstrating
his trust in them, and the best way to achieve this is by giving them arms.

Italian ideas were revived and reshaped during the English Civil
War. It was in particular James Harrington’s Oceana, first published
in 1655, which created this ‘Machiavellian moment’.15 Harrington
found his inspiration among the Classics (as Machiavelli had), as well
as among the Florentines. For Harrington, however, the citizens were
not so much urbanites as rural folk. In Harrington’s ideal state, citizens
were defined by their ownership of property, i.e. land. His citizenship, as
with almost all republican authors, was gendered in the sense that
females did not come into consideration. And all citizens were supposed
to contribute to the defence of the realm. States that relied on ‘servants’
for their defence could only afford to do so if they lay outside the reach
of their enemies, like Venice, and would anyway never be great.16

Harrington’s opinions should be read, obviously, against the
background of England’s recent political history. The Parliamentarians
in the Civil War were convinced that Charles I had abused the army to
eradicate all opposition against his policies. Unfortunately, the New
Model Army that Parliament had employed to prevent Charles from
executing his designs had subsequently evolved into an oppressive force
in its own right. All of this could demonstrate only one point: profes-
sional soldiers were dangerous and better avoided altogether. Hence
the debate over ‘standing armies’, which continued for decades in the
British Isles.17 Scottish author Andrew Fletcher (1653–1716) was a late
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entrant into this debate. His Discourse of Government with Relation
to Militias was first published in 1697, and again in revised form in
1698.18 Fletcher was familiar with Machiavelli’s work, even though he
does not quote Machiavelli in hisDiscourse.19He was a firm believer in
the feudal system, for ‘this constitution of government put the sword
into the hand of the subject’ (p. 3). The feudal barons’ way of life had
been altered fundamentally by the Discoveries, as these bred a demand
for new luxuries among the upper classes. Because their estates did not
produce the cash to buy those luxuries, they converted the military
service of their tenants into monetary rents. The government then used
the money to hire soldiers. Thus the barons lost their monopoly of the
sword. To make matters worse, the rise of gunpowder caused a major
shift in the ways wars were fought. Soldiering became an occupation,
and professional soldiers were in the pay of the sovereign. Thus, ‘the
power of the sword was transferred from the subject to the king’ (p. 7).
And as the barons were now serving in the king’s standing army as
officers – and earning good money in the process – they became the
monarch’s most loyal supporters (p. 7).

Fletcher was convinced that standing armies were completely
unnecessary for the British Isles, protected as they were by the sea. He
argued that they were an innovation, a break, in other words, with a
long militia tradition (p. 12). But what good would it do, he asked, to
prevent the risk of foreign conquest, when ‘standing armies will enslave
us’ (p. 19)? Whilst mercenaries were a pest and a threat, militiamen
‘would always preserve the publick liberty’ (p. 21). To have amilitia was
not merely beneficial from amilitary point of view, but could also create
the best possible society. The Swiss were proof of that, according to
Fletcher, as they were ‘the freest and happiest’ people of Europe (p. 22).

In the 1780s the debate on the relative merits of standing armies
and civic militias also emerged in the Dutch Republic. Fletcher’s
Discourse was published in a Dutch translation in 1774.20 As we will
see in what follows, the Dutch had a long and significant militia tradi-
tion, and it was precisely this tradition that was invoked, in proper
Machiavellian fashion, to demonstrate the desirability of citizens in
arms. A ‘call to arms’ was included in an anonymous treatise that was
distributed in the night of 25 September 1781 in towns throughout the
Dutch Republic. To the People of the Netherlands read the provocative
title of the seventy-page pamphlet.21 Its author was later discovered to
be Joan Derk Baron Van der Capellen tot den Poll (1741–84), who also
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happened to be the translator of Fletcher’s Discourse. He claimed that
the original inhabitants of the Netherlands, the Batavians, had been a
free people who took decisions in general assemblies, ‘where the whole
people met in arms and every Batavian was equally important’ (p. 3).22

By the time of the Dutch Revolt such general assemblies had disap-
peared, mainly for practical reasons. However, the citizens’ representa-
tives in the guilds, civic militias or common councils still made sure their
voice was heard in the council chambers of the towns throughout the
Republic.

Unfortunately, Prince William of Orange, leader of the Revolt,
had already managed to suppress such popular consultations in the pro-
vince ofHolland in 1581, and under his descendants things had gone from
bad toworse. TheOrange stadholderwere notmerely themost important
nobles in the country, as well as its most powerful politicians, but also
commanders-in-chief of the Republic’s army and navy. They had abused
their position by steadily replacing Dutch officers with foreigners, who
would be loyal only to them (pp. 16, 41). Through a constant reposition-
ing of the garrison regiments, Van der Capellen argued, the Oranges had
prevented the soldiers from taking root in the towns where they were
billeted (p. 57). As a result, the army had developed from an instrument to
fight foreign foes into one of domestic oppression.

To the People of the Netherlands also referred to other nations
that had fared badly under princes who were not accountable to any
representative institution. It was therefore an obvious conclusion that
‘a people that wants to behave sensibly and prudently, shouldmake sure
to be the strongest at all times’ (p. 19). Van der Capellen conceded that
professional soldiers are necessary to fight proper wars, also because
citizens have other things on their minds. But in order not to be sup-
pressed by those same troops, citizens must have a rifle at home and
make sure they are trained to use it. Preferably they should exercise
every Sunday, under the command of officers elected by the companies.
This might look far-fetched, but in fact it was not, as the Americans and
also the Swiss did exactly the same, according to Van der Capellen.
It was not even an innovation, as the Union of Utrecht, the Dutch
Republic’s informal constitution from 1579, had already announced
the creation of such a civic militia (pp. 19–20).23 Therefore, To the
People of the Netherlands concludes, arming the citizens and training
them to use their arms would help restore civic freedom and thus the
prosperity of the country as a whole.
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The foregoing discussion has sampled three items from a rich
literature in three different political contexts and from three different
centuries, but it should already have demonstrated a number of things.
First of all, throughout the early modern period, civic militias played a
central role in some of the significant contributions to the debate about
the best possible forms of government. The three authors discussed
here agreed that militias were a vital ingredient of any healthy consti-
tution.Whereas professional armies were likely to become instruments
of oppression in the hands of the government, civic militias would
allow citizens a ‘voice’ in the business of the realm.24This agreement of
opinions is no coincidence, of course. The writings by Machiavelli,
Fletcher and Van der Capellen were all part of the same tradition of
republican theory and discourse.25 At the same time, our authors
differed over who should be armed. Machiavelli seemed to want to
limit this to the propertied classes, but Fletcher and Van der Capellen
were less restrictive; in their system all males could, and indeed should,
serve as militiamen. Machiavelli and Fletcher were also convinced that
militia forces were in fact superior from a military point of view to
professional standing armies. Fletcher seemed to take into account the
extraordinary situation of Great Britain as an island state. Only Van
der Capellen acknowledged, albeit in passing, that amateur soldiers
were probably no match for professional opponents. A third aspect all
three authors agreed on was the low cost of militia forces and the
impact this could have on levels of taxation. Replacing professionals
with militias would strike a blow against this second weapon in the
hands of central government: its cash reserves. Note how, in this
respect as well as in relation to the preservation of the constitution,
the debate on militias was much more a debate concerning domestic
rather than international politics.

In one aspect, however, the authors connected the militia
issue in very different ways to the structure of society as a whole.
For Machiavelli and Van der Capellen militias were typically urban
institutions. They were both at ease with commercial society. Van
der Capellen, in To the People of the Netherlands, actually com-
pared Dutch society to the East India Company, and portrayed the
people of the Netherlands as ‘shareholders’ in their society (p. 21).
Fletcher, on the other hand, was deeply suspicious of commerce. In
his argument militia service would bring back the sobriety of feudal
society.
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Amateur Soldiers in the Middle Ages

During the Middle Ages there was very little debate about
militia forces, for the simple reason that they were ubiquitous. Every
state relied primarily on temporary units composed of amateur soldiers.
Urbanites were expected to serve just as much as rural folk. For medie-
val princes, towns provided three resources for their military advantage.
They were strongholds that could ward off enemies, they were a finan-
cial source to be tapped for military as well as other purposes and they
were a source of manpower.26 Urban populations, or at least the male
part of it, had to organise their own defence, as well as follow their
sovereign into battle. How did they do this?

All medieval European towns had some form of compulsory
military service for able-bodied men. The precise conditions varied
from place to place, but men could expect to be called upon to per-
form their military duty. On one hand, citizens were expected to
defend their own town, by manning the gates and ramparts when
the town was under siege or otherwise threatened. On the other hand,
citizen units were supposed to perform police duties, usually in the
form of a night watch.27 On top of this, and more contentiously,
citizen-soldiers were asked to follow their lord, or their local govern-
ment, on offensive campaigns beyond the perimeter of the town and
its direct hinterland.

Early references to urban militias date from the twelfth century,
even though they must have existed earlier.28 For the towns of Brabant,
Boffa has proposed the following chronology. From the twelfth to the
mid-thirteenth century a levée-en-masse forced all able-bodied men to
rally to the town’s defence whenever there was an emergency. The well-
off would appear on horseback; the rest acted as foot soldiers. From the
mid-thirteenth to the early fifteenth century, the guilds in Brabant’s
towns took over as the framework for recruitment. Citizens marched
under the banner of their guilds; the guilds raised their admission fees to
cover the costs of equipment. The first half of the fifteenth century saw
the introduction of a new phase with the creation of militia guilds, elite
units whose members trained regularly and held shooting competitions.
And finally, in the second half of the fifteenth century the new
Burgundian lords of Brabant introduced the possibility of transforming
personal service into a monetary contribution used to pay permanent,
professional soldiers to do the job.29

147 / Citizens, Soldiers and Civic Militias

Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316219027.007
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. Access paid by the UC Berkeley Library, on 26 Jul 2018 at 17:45:36, subject to the

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316219027.007
https://www.cambridge.org/core


This chronology is not necessarily applicable everywhere else
in Europe, but it helps highlight a number of important elements of
the civic militias of the late Middle Ages. Firstly, there is the context of
recruitment. Two models seem to have dominated: a geographical
model and a corporate model. In the geographical model, the town
would be divided into a number of militia precincts and men would
march under the banner of their precinct.30 This model was applied in
Paris, for example, where in the seventeenth century militia precincts
would be closed off with the help of heavy chains hung across the entry
routes, tomark their boundaries.31 In Utrecht the eight militia precincts,
introduced after 1528, had remarkably romantic names: Turkey, Popish
Standard, Fortune, Blood Pit, Black Journeymen, Orange Trunk, Tar
Pitches, Arbalest. They each had a strong identity to match these names,
much like the urban districts in Siena that were similarly used for the
recruitment of the militiamen – and still compete in the Palio horse race
in the twenty-first century.32

The alternative model used the guild system to bring men
together for military service. In Utrecht until 1528, when Charles V
took over the city and broke their power, twenty-two craft guilds had
not only dominated the political life of the town, but also its military
organisation. They were responsible for raising local troops, as well as
for the maintenance of the ramparts; each guild had been assigned a
specific part of the physical defences.33 There does not seem to have
been a consistent pattern in the application of either the geographical or
guild model, other perhaps than that the guild model was more likely
to be preferred in those towns where the guilds were also politically
influential. It was no coincidence that they became the foundation of
recruitment in Flanders and Brabant exactly during the time of what
has been termed the ‘guild revolutions’ of 1302 and subsequent years.34

The absence of a consistent pattern was reinforced by the fact that
some towns switched between systems. In many German towns, for
example, the geographical systemwas transformed into the corporate.35

In Cologne, however, the corporate system was abandoned again in
1583 in favour of the geographical.36

A second issue is training. How were all these butchers, bakers
and blacksmiths to make a useful contribution on the battlefield? We
have to remember that they were not considered absolutely vital. During
much of the Middle Ages battles were dominated by cavalry. Insofar as
cavalrymen were not recruited from the nobility, they came from the
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circles with more leisure time and hence more opportunity to develop
their riding skills.37 Civilian infantry forces would travel with their
precinct’s wagon, the carroccio, that not only carried the supplies, but
also served as a rallying point on the battlefield. Equally important
for sustaining cohesion in such amateur units was their occupational
or neighbourhood solidarity.38 These factors actually allowed urban
infantry troops to win some notable battles against the regulars
employed by princes. For example, those of Milan, together with mili-
tias from Lodi, Verona, Vercelli, Piacenza and the Marche towns, were
victorious in 1176 against Frederic Barbarossa.39 In 1302, Flemish
urban militias won a similarly remarkable victory against the French
king. This latter victory also marked the emergence of the infantry as a
more permanently significant military force.40

These changes were partly the result of the superior organisa-
tion of citizens, for example in craft guilds, and partly due to technolo-
gical changes such as the emergence of a new type of bow. This gave
infantry troops superior fire power – and caused wars to become much
bloodier in the process.41 It also required citizen-soldiers to become
better trained. Such trainingwas already provided by town governments
in the early fifteenth century, but it was set on a regular footing by the
creation of shooting guilds (schuttersgilden).42 In Northern Europe the
first of these shooting guilds emerged in Flanders and Brabant in the late
thirteenth century.43They quickly spread to adjacent regions, first in the
Low Countries and France. Around 1400 shooting guilds were already
being established in the Rhineland, and from there they spread further,
to the Hansa towns in the Baltic area, as well as the eastern and southern
parts of the Holy Roman Empire. By the end of the fifteenth century
they had reached the Austrian lands and in that same century they
appeared in Burgundy, through its contacts with the Low Countries.
In the sixteenth century English towns finally adopted the same institu-
tions; in 1537–38 the Guild of St George in London was patented by
Henry VIII.44

Shooting guilds were created with a military purpose in mind,
but they were not, in themselves, military entities.45 Their objective was
to train civilians in the use of arms, to prepare them for military service.
Particularly the rise of the arbalest contributed to the dissemination of
the shooting guild, because the foot bow was difficult to handle unless
one was properly trained in its use. Shooting guilds provided training
grounds – those of the London Guild of St George were located at
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St Martin-in-the-Fields – and once a year there was an opportunity for
themembers to demonstrate their skill in a competition, by shooting at a
wooden bird, normally a parrot, raised on a large vertical pole. The man
who managed to hit the parrot would be the guild’s ‘king’ for the next
year. In the Tyrol such competitions are recorded in the fifteenth
century.46

Women were not by definition excluded from shooting guilds,
but they did not, as far as we know, participate in competitions. Female
heads of households were expected to contribute to militia service – but
only financially.47 It is therefore no coincidence that the only female in
Rembrandt’sNight Watch is very much an outsider to the action taking
place around her. Civic militias created a male world, built around arms
and drink, and underlined by specific rituals and gestures. The toasts to
‘friendship’ that were a regular feature of militia meals had a gendered
implication, as did the references of loyalty, which concerned the urban
community as a whole, but especially the male confraternity of the
militia. In the Dutch militia paintings we see males shaking hands and
pledging loyalty with their hands on their hearts. Equally in evidence are
numerous ‘Renaissance elbows’ pointing towards the viewer, a popular
reference to male boldness and control.48

For males, the shooting guilds exercised exclusivity; as in the
craft guilds, only those with full rights of citizenship were accepted as
members.49 This immediately suggests a potential for shooting guilds
to position themselves as representatives of the citizen community.
Shooting guilds had around two dozen members, perhaps 150 at most.
This was small compared to the number of militiamen that major towns
could field at times. Florence raised 1,400 cavalry and circa 4,000 foot
soldiers in 1260 from among its citizens.50Bruges supplied 1,254men for
amilitary campaign in 1303.51Basel could raise around 1,900militiamen
in 1421.52 These were all significant proportions of the male population
in such towns. The members of the shooting guilds would constitute but
a fraction of these forces.

However, citizen troops would almost never fight alone; they
would be accompanied by regulars.53 One of the other things that the
Military Revolution debate has obscured is that professional soldiers
were already a feature of the Middle Ages. Italian towns used profes-
sional units from the earliest recorded instances. Alongside theMilanese
citizens in 1260 fought 200 mounted mercenaries.54 They are recorded
in Venice in the tenth century, while in the north the Duke of Anjou
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employed professionals in 991, as did the German emperor Frederick
Barbarossa during his Italian campaigns of the 1160s.55What happened
over the course of time – relatively early in Italy, later in the rest of
Europe – was that these professional troops became an increasingly
prominent part of a sovereign’s armed forces.56 As a result, the role of
civic militias as an offensive weapon declined.

Citizen-Soldiers after the Military Revolution

Paradoxically, we are much better informed about various
aspects of civic militias of the early modern period, even though it is
usually assumed that by then they had been marginalised as a result of
the rise of professional soldiering. Most great powers of the early
modern period maintained a reserve army, to be called up in times of
war. Louis XIV’s defence minister Louvois created a royal militia of
25,000 men. In the 1740s as many as 80,000 French militiamen served
in the War of the Austrian Succession. Brandenburg-Prussia reformed
its militias in 1693, and Spain revived its militias in the eighteenth
century.57 But only in seventeenth-century Britain and Switzerland
were the militias still the backbone of the military establishment –

even though the British also had a professional army. It is perhaps no
coincidence that both countries were favoured by natural circum-
stances, which provided them with borders that were relatively easy to
protect. In both countries the militias’ role was that of a home guard; it
was not assumed that they would act as offensive forces.

The English militias were a feudal force, reformed under
Elizabeth I in 1558. These reforms were inaugurated by the double
threat emanating from enemies within (Mary Tudor’s supporters) and
from outside (Philip II’s Spain). Their feudal origins are clearly visible in
the conception, in 1558, of the militias as temporary forces, springing
to life in times of military crisis. They recruited on a compulsory basis. It
was soon evident, however, that amateur forces would be useful only if
properly exercised. Hence in 1573 so-called trained bands were set up,
special militia units that received additional training and were rewarded
for their trouble with a small allowance.58 Militia service could be
fulfilled by a replacement and the upper classes seem to have been
eager to let their inferiors do the dirty work for them.

German towns, at least the imperial cities, were in the unique
position that they were more or less independent states in their own
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right. As result, their civic militias were and remained more military in
nature than those of other continental countries.59Augsburg, for exam-
ple, employed its own professional soldiers for the defence of the city,
but citizens were expected tomake a contribution as well. The Augsburg
civic militias performed police duties and paraded on official occasions.
Citizens were required to supply their own arms, but these were kept
in the city’s arsenal, the Zeughaus. Later, a payment to the Zeugamt
made the private ownership of firearms superfluous.60 Militia service
itself could be fulfilled by a replacement, which led increasingly to the
proletarianisation of the militias’ membership.61 Besides companies of
foot soldiers, the civic militias of Augsburg also consisted of artillery
and cavalry companies.62

In 1610 the civic militias of Utrecht received new statutes, which
give a fair idea of what their role in society was supposed to be. Article 5
defined it as: ‘to protect the city of Utrecht, and all its citizens and
inhabitants, against all violence, disturbance and violation from within
and without, everything for the security, quiet and peace of everyone, as
will be commanded by the Colonel, under orders of the sovereign and the
local magistrate’.63 An elucidation of these statutes from 1619 indicated
that there would be eight companies, of 150 men each.64 In the eight
militia districts the officers were involved inmuchmore than just the night
watch, ormilitary defence organisation. Fromprivate notes kept byDavid
JanMartens as commanding officer of Utrecht’s Turkey Company during
the 1780s, we learn that no collections, including tax collections, could be
held in the district without him announcing these to the inhabitants.
Martens was asked to give his opinion on all citizenship applications
from his district. The Turkey district was subdivided into twenty smaller
neighbourhood units, each with its own neighbourhood sheriff. These
sheriffs were required to register newcomers and to check the taverns, as
well as the fire pumps, fire ladders and sewers in their area. They should
alsowarn the neighbours to clear their part of the sidewalk of snowduring
the winter. The sheriffs were responsible for ensuring a sufficient number
of neighbourhood participants in any funerals from their district.65 The
neighbourhood sheriffs executed these (unpaid) chores under the super-
vision of militia officers like Martens.66 These were not mere formalities.
In February 1752, for example, the commanders of all eight districts
advised Utrecht’s burgomasters to continue refusing the right of citizen-
ship to Catholic newcomers, unless the applicant proved vital to the
community.67
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Themilitias in Nantes were called out during riots. Especially in
times of food scarcity, themilitias were notified to be vigilant and in case
of disturbances called upon to restore public order. In 1630, with local
elites divided about political issues, taxes rising and epidemics playing
havoc on the population, the militia was called out to protect the meet-
ings of the town council, while all other inhabitants were expressly
forbidden to carry arms inside the town’s perimeter. In 1675 taxes
were again rising sharply, due to the war against the Dutch Republic
begun in 1672 (the so-called guerre d’Hollande), and in April of that
year the militias had to quell a popular uprising, which at one point saw
the bishop of Nantes taken hostage by disaffected crowds.68

The British equivalent of the urban militias found in Dutch and
French towns was the so-called watch. Watchmen could be called up in
times of military crisis, but they also paraded on festive occasions and
performed the night watch, as their name suggests.69 They were, in
other words, police forces. In Hooker’sHistory of Exeter (late sixteenth
century), for instance, the task of the ‘watchemen and wardesmen’ is
described as: ‘to serve by night and the other by Daye’.70 They operated
from the town hall and were to make sure that the town gates were
properly shut at night, and generally to supervise their respective dis-
tricts ‘that their [sic] be no misrule kept’.71 In Bristol, the watchmen
paraded the streets of the city during a civic ceremony in 1571; London’s
‘marching watch’would do the same on similar occasions.72 The city of
Edinburgh had its town guards, with an identical role to play.73

As military forces the militias’ qualities were not very impress-
ive. This was true even in Britain, where the militias retained more
of their military character than in most continental countries. Lack of
training cannot have been the only cause of this underperforming. In
London, the Guild of St George acted as one of those shooting guilds
that were also found on the continent.74 It was an institution mainly
for militia officers in the London companies. Other towns followed
London’s example and set up similar guilds. All captains of the
London trained bands were enrolled as members in 1614. The Guild,
by then known, after its training grounds, as the Society of the Artillery
Garden, was quick to adopt the Dutch methods of drill and other
innovations pioneered by Maurice of Orange.75 The English militias’
theatre of operations was England itself, and civil conflict hardly ever
amounted to a pitched battle. This was true even during the Civil War.
The London-trained bands were said to have performed honourably in
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the face of professional opponents, and at Turnham Green even sus-
tained casualties, but they never really had to demonstrate that they
were fireproof.76

Civic militias in the Dutch Republic received only limited drill
practice.77 After 1600 Utrecht was safe from Spanish attacks, but in the
spring of 1672 the French overran substantial parts of the country.
The Utrecht militias’ performance was disappointing, to say the least.
The Dutch troops under William III were refused shelter in the city,
while just a few days later Utrecht was handed to the French without a
shot fired! In other Dutch towns the militias proved equally hopeless as
military forces.78 In Paris, a commentator had already observed in 1595:
‘They are just like dogs that only bark and bite on their own doorstep’.79

In Utrecht even that would prove too optimistic a description.
All of this underscores the point: civic militias of the early

modern period were first and foremost police forces. They did, at the
same time, retain elements of their former role as military units. They
were called upon to help defend their own towns, and sometimes even
required to venture outside their own turf. This sustained a self-image
that was supported bymilitary paraphernalia and historical tales of past
bravery, just enough tomaintain the credibility of republican arguments
about citizens-in-arms.

Although technically every able-bodied male was required to
serve in the militia, the Utrecht regulations of 1702 limited participation
to those who could afford to bring their own weapon.80 Moreover, in
practice it was households rather than individuals that were the units of
recruitment: every household was supposed to supply one militiaman.81

In actual fact, the number of men was much smaller than the number of
households. According to a survey in July 1786, the Turkey district of
Utrecht had 539 households, but its militia company came to only 174

in June 1784. In other words, a mere 32 per cent of all households were
involved in the militia. This figure is slightly higher than the percentage
for the city as a whole, which came to 29 per cent; as a percentage of the
total population, the strength of the eight Utrecht militias, 1,793men in
total, amounted to 7.3 per cent.82 The Nantes militia had a membership
of approximately 2,000, i.e. 10 per cent of the population. In the eight-
eenth century, when the population increased, the militias remained at
the same strength, reducing the percentage to about 5 per cent.83 In the
diocese of Albi around 1,800 were on active service in 1694, 2 per cent
from a population of 90,000, but that comprised a substantial rural area
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as well.84 In 1703, fourteen Augsburg militia companies numbered a
total of 2,800men. That was about 10 per cent of the urban population
at the time. However, 1703 was a year of high military alert, due to the
War of the Spanish Succession. In September 1673 a mere 900men had
been drafted into four militia companies.85

In terms of social background, the Utrecht militiamen, at least
at the end of the eighteenth century, belonged overwhelmingly to the
solidmiddle classes. D. J.Martens’TurkeyCompany in 1785 had several
journeymen in its ranks, but most of the members were independent
artisans, practising such trades as bookbinder, sculptor (two), wigmaker,
tailor (five), pharmacist, merchant, hat maker, shoemaker (four), car-
penter (four) and shopkeeper (five).86 Evidence from ’s-Hertogenbosch
suggests the same pattern.87

Social equality was reinforced by rituals and sociability. The
Utrecht regulations of 1619 already stipulated that only those who
actually consumed drink during the night watch would be required to
pay for the company’s alcohol consumption.88 Drinking and eating
were important aspects of militia life.89 After Martens gained his com-
mand in May 1781, he immediately invited his fellow officers to his
home, where toasts were raised ‘with the use of the Company’s
goblet’.90 Many Dutch militia companies owned highly elaborate (and
quite expensive) silver drinking vessels, which were passed round the
table on solemn occasions for all the officers to share, symbolising the
bond of company membership.91 After the annual muster, Martens
received his fellow officers for the ‘captain’s meal’.92 On such occasions
‘harmony’ and ‘friendship’were key words in the speeches and compul-
sory toasts, underlining the unity of the community that the militia
represented andwas bound tomaintain.93TheHaarlem portrait painter
Frans Hals set his famous militia pieces around a table.94 Another
expression of the same intention was the presence of militiamen at the
funeral of their colleagues.95

English militias were organised on a regional basis. Individual
counties, or a combination, were required to raise the number of militia-
men assigned to them and make sure that these troops were properly
trained. The counties were also financially responsible for their own
units. Because those called up could send a replacement, a proletariani-
sation of themilitia units was almost inevitable.96Data from eighteenth-
century Exeter demonstrate this. A town of 11,000 inhabitants in the
late seventeenth century, and 16,000 at the end of the eighteenth, Exeter
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was a county in its own right.97 The BoroughMilitia was recruited from
four precincts within the city, with their prosaic names East Within,
West Within and so on, as well as four precincts extra muros, with the
equally predictable names East Without, West Without etcetera. Each
precinct was supposed to muster ten men. The roll of 1770 was, how-
ever, a depressing fifty-two names short of full strength.98 The majority
of the twenty-eight men actually serving were indeed substitutes, like
Thomas Gall, whose name already appears on the list as substitute for
Thomas Wilson, but two years later took the place of Matthew
Cosseraty the Younger. Most of the Exeter substitutes were unable to
sign their name.99

With many working-class substitutes serving in the English
militias, the urban middle classes had reason to be suspicious of their
loyalty. This may have been why Exeter’s city council, the Chamber,
chose to rely on the city watch, rather than the local militia, during the
troubled times of the CivilWar. On 23 January 1642 the Chambermade
the first moves to prepare the city for whatever was to come. It was
decided that forty inhabitants, ‘men to be confided in’, would be added
to the officers and volunteers who would take turns at the watch.
‘Disaffected persons’, on the other hand, were to be disarmed, while a
muster of men and arms, as well as ‘trayners’, i.e. members of trained
bands, and volunteers would be undertaken.100 In August it was decided
that ‘there shall be 32 persons charged to warde everie day and 32

persons to watch everie night’.101 As these watches turned out to be
on almost permanent duty, the watchmen were temporarily taken into
the pay of the community.102

Civic militias thus continued to recruit substantial numbers
of men throughout the early modern period. At any one time, around
7.5 per cent of the urban population – and by implication a much
higher percentage of the adult males – participated in the militias.
Their social composition varied, without any clear pattern emerging
from the available information. Many towns had a preference for
middle-class militiamen. These acted as the propertied forces keeping
the working classes in check.103 There were, however, other places
where replacements were acceptable and that led to an influx of lower-
class recruits. This served the interests of middle-class men reluctant to
spend a night out patrolling the town, but it also created political
anxiety in those same circles about the loyalty of the force. Such
anxieties were entirely justified.
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Militia Politics

As organisations composed of citizens, of whatever social back-
ground, the civic militias were almost inevitably caught up in local
politics. Machiavelli thought this was one of the main purposes of
having civic militias. It is therefore not surprising to find militiamen
using their organisations as a platform to voice political claims, and
reinforcing those claims by the fact that they were armed. Shooting
guilds were, for example, consulted by Dutch urban governments in
times of crisis, as happened in Amsterdam in 1542.104 Their great
opportunity came with the Dutch Revolt in the second half of the
sixteenth century. Local authorities were desperate to establish legiti-
macy for their decisions, which one way or another were bound to be
controversial. In Leiden this happened on the very first day of the
Revolt, when the support of the militia was required to restore order
after a wave of iconoclastic rioting. Whereas normally the militia would
be ordered out by the burgomasters, it was now considered better to
consult first, not only the officers but also the regular members. In
Haarlem in September 1566, during a technically illegal meeting, mili-
tiamen volunteered their advice on how the most important posts in the
city should be filled. In Delft it was the council who summoned the
militiamen to a meeting on 6October, referring to them as ‘members of
the town’.105 In Amsterdam, where the city council had taken the side of
the Habsburg government up to 1578, it was a coup by the local militias
that finally forced the Catholic council to make way for a Protestant
successor, which was elected by representatives of the militia. One of
its first acts was to organise a huge dinner for the revolutionary militia-
men, ‘to plant and let grow once more the love and unity among the
citizens’.106

During the 1580s, the civic militias in the rebel territories were
completely overhauled. Instead of the former guild structure and volun-
tary participation, William of Orange introduced compulsory service
for all able-bodied men between the ages of eighteen and sixty, recruited
by district. The former ‘shooting guilds’ became ‘burgher companies’,
but in practice they retained their colloquial name of schutterij.107

They thus inherited the shooting guilds’ position of spokesmen for the
community.108 In the 1780s there were complaints about the decline of
the Dutch civic militias.109 These complaints concerning the militias’
military capabilities – or rather the lack of them – should be read in
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conjunction with Van der Capellen’s appeal to revive the militias as
military units, capable of substituting for, or at least providing a coun-
terweight against, the professional troops commanded by the Orange
stadholder. As Van der Capellen had recommended, military exercise
societies were set up to drill militiamen several times a week. The
participation in these exercise societies was voluntary, and a demonstra-
tion of one’s adherence to the anti-Orange camp. Utrecht was one of
the towns where the militia companies set up such exercise societies.
Those of the Turkey Company were looking for training grounds in
early 1783.110 During the following four years the militias, and more
particularly the exercise society Pro Patria et Libertate, recruited from
the ranks of the militias, were the backbone of the revolutionary Patriot
movement in Utrecht.111 Once again they claimed to be the spokesmen
of the civic community. In a Draft Constitution, published in 1784, the
militias were even put in charge of organising local elections.112

In Paris, during the summer of 1648, militias barricaded their
districts with the help of the chains provided to defend these districts.113

Apart from their police duties and contribution to local defence, the
Parisian milices bourgeoises were generally seen as institutions repre-
senting the community as a whole.114 The militias of Paris had been
reorganised in 1562, exchanging an essentially corporative for a terri-
torial model. The reorganisation did not, however, fundamentally alter
the militias’ social composition, which remainedmiddle class, and more
specifically dominated by craftsmen – at least insofar as the rank and file
were concerned.115 As in other towns, in France and elsewhere, the
militias of Paris were inspired by egalitarian ideals so dear to early
modern citizens. (These ideals notwithstanding, the Parisian militias as
elsewhere were of course exclusively male institutions.) The citizens,
however, found militia service more attractive to support in theory than
to sustain in practice, and as a result there were innumerable conflicts
over absenteeism, and a permanent pressure to permit replacement by
social inferiors who would be financially rewarded for their trouble.116

In mid-seventeenth century London, trained bands played a
decisive role in swinging the support of the City to the Parliamentary
side. In January 1642 they mobilised spontaneously, against the express
wishes of the Lord Mayor, who was their formal commander. The
Committee of Safety, also known as the Militia Committee, dominated
City politics during the early stages of the crisis. The Militia Committee
expanded the trained bands from 6,000 to 8,000 men, on a voluntary
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basis. Significantly, apprentices who signed up were promised the free-
dom, i.e. citizenship, of the City after their tour of duty.117

All these examples show not only how the militias could be a
significant political force in their communities, but also in many places
served as the main vehicle for citizen agency. In that sense, Machiavelli
was right: arming citizens almost automatically implied that local
authorities had to listen to those same citizens, and pay attention to
their concerns.

Conclusions

The evidence presented here therefore suggests a number of
broader conclusions. First, and perhaps most importantly: the mono-
poly of violence in the hands of early modern national governments
remained very incomplete, even after the Military Revolution. On the
contrary, national governments were keen to encourage their citizens
to bear arms and contribute supplementary military services, at low
cost to the public treasury. Secondly, with the rise of professional
soldiering, civic militias became increasingly irrelevant as military
forces. Only the Swiss Confederacy and England, favoured by natural
conditions, could continue to rely on militias for military purposes.
Thirdly, even though their military role became less significant, civic
militias continued to play an important role in early modern town life.
Scattered figures from the Dutch Republic and France suggest that
between 5 and 10 per cent of the population, that is as much as a
quarter of all households, was involved in the militias at any one
time, and that by implication a much larger segment of the population
must have been involved in them during their life cycle. Fourthly,
through the discourse of classical republicanism, as first articulated in
Renaissance Italy but subsequently developed and adapted in other
parts of Europe, civic militias provided a significant dimension to
conceptions of citizenship. As such, they not only felt compelled to
defend their community against military enemies but also acted as the
defenders of the political integrity of that community. They were
simultaneously forces of public order and disorder. Therefore, fifthly
and finally, as institutions encompassing significant sections of the
urban community, militias shaped the ritual and political lives of
medieval and early modern towns, providing at one and the same
time identity and voice to that community.
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The militiamen in Rembrandt’s Night Watch may have been
unique in the way they were captured on canvas, but their ambition to
be portrayed while serving with their fellow citizens would have
appealed to men in similar positions everywhere in premodern Europe.
Through its inclusion in the American constitution it continues to do so
today.118
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Part II

CITIES AND STATES, OR
THE VARIETIES OF EUROPEAN
CITIZENSHIP

The chapters in Part I have outlined how urban communities
emerged across Europe and how those urban communities involved
their citizens in local governance, in the regulation of their economies,
in the funding and organisation of local welfare and in the provisioning
of military security and public order. We have seen how civic involve-
ment could fluctuate across time and space, but by and large, I have
argued, when viewed from the local perspective, civic arrangements as
they were established in the central Middle Ages endured down to the
end of the Old Regime. The chapters demonstrated that citizen involve-
ment was substantial in terms of numbers, and significant in terms of its
impact on the way urban societies were organised.

In Part II I want to shift our focus away from the purely local.
In the following chapters, therefore, there is inevitably a shift away from
the actor-centred discussion in Part I to a more institutional emphasis.
Even though these chapters provide plenty more examples of civic partici-
pation in urban affairs, my purpose is now to try and connect these local
arrangements to the state and the way states were organised. More speci-
fically, I investigate to what extent state structures were open to civic
involvement, through the representation of urban interests. As we see in
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Chapter 9, this was actually not the case in themajority of European states
at the time. Chapter 9 investigates why this was so, by analysing state–city
relations in Germany, France, Spain and East Central Europe. In
Chapters 6–8, however, I look in greater detail at three cases that were,
each in its own way, exceptions to this general rule: the Italian city-states
of the Renaissance, the Dutch Republic of the seventeenth century and
England in the eighteenth century. We will see that citizen involvement in
state affairs could be direct, especially where city and state more or less
overlapped, but also indirect, through the representation of towns in
regional or national parliaments.

The choice of these three exceptions is, of course, not entirely
random. Precisely these three regions were also among themost success-
ful of the period in terms of their economic performance. I argue that
this was no coincidence, but that their economic success was built on
a foundation of citizen involvement, whose impact in these three regions
was not only felt at the local level, but also in national state policies.
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6 ITALIAN CITY-STATES AND THEIR CITIZENS

In March 1432, three ambassadors from Sigismund of
Luxemburg arrived in Siena to announce that their master would be
visiting the city. Sigismund had been the German king since 1411, and
the king of Italy since 1431. Now hewould be travelling to Rome, where
the pope was to crown him Holy Roman Emperor. A second embassy
visited Siena in May, when the city agreed to receive the king, but with
a number of conditions. Siena wanted to be acknowledged as a ‘Vicario
dell’Impero’ in perpetuity, and to have its statutes and form of govern-
ment recognised by the king and future emperor. In other words, while
accepting Sigismund as the king of Italy with an implied authority, Siena
at the same time wanted to make sure he confirmed its autonomy as
a city-state. The emperor and his huge retinue arrived on 12 July, to be
welcomed in the city centre by the local dignitaries, as well as crowds of
citizens. He was handed the keys of the city, which he kissed before
returning them, saying, ‘You be the protectors of your own city of
Siena’.1 The demands by the local government, and the emperor’s reac-
tion, reveal the somewhat ambiguous status of Italian city-states in this
period. Technically, they were still subject to the authority of the king of
Italy and the Holy Roman Emperor, two titles that had been combined
in the same person for centuries. Practically, city-states were indepen-
dent, pursuing their own policies and setting their own rules.

By 1432, Siena was past its prime. It had taken a direct hit from
the plague, in the middle of the previous century, when its population of
about 40,000 was decimated to perhaps a third of that figure. Siena
never really recovered. Until the arrival of the Black Death, however,
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Siena had been one of those rapidly growing Italian towns whose
cultural achievements still dazzle us today. Its economy benefitted
from the town’s location on the pilgrim route to Rome, but also from
the international banking activities of several major commercial firms.2

By 1262 Siena had a written constitution, but elements for such a con-
stitution already dated from around 1180.3 As we saw in Chapter 2,
Siena’s government was a mixture of elite and popular elements, of
military and economic interests. As well as a variety of representative
councils, the city had a podestà, who acted as the highest civil servant and
was recruited from outside. The podestà was in charge of the Sienese
army and brought along his own staff. Because of permanent anxieties
about the potential power in the hands of a single person, his appoint-
mentwas limited to a single year, and he had to leave Sienawithin aweek
of the end of his term. In 1252, a countervailing office was created in the
Captain of the People, representing the citizens.4 The republican ideol-
ogy of this government was visually captured in the famous Lorenzetti
murals adorning the walls of the Sala dei Nove in the Palazzo Pubblico,
the council chamber where the Nine, Siena’s government at the time,
held its meetings. The fresco cycle, conceived between 1337 and 1339,
reminds spectators of the dangers of bad government, equated with
tyranny, and the benefits of republican self-government that brings
peace and prosperity to the urban community – and its contado.
Lorenzetti’s works, in other words, conceive of Siena as a state.5

The construction of the Palazzo Pubblico began in 1297, when
Siena was going through a period of rapid expansion.6 The Black Death
reversed that trajectory, but it was by no means the only reason Siena
was struggling after the mid-fourteenth century. It still suffered from
internal divisions, which had been the cause of numerous regime
changes.7 These changes, however, had also occurred during the years
of expansion, so instability as such was not the problem. What had
changed was the degree and nature of outside pressures that the com-
munity had to deal with.

Mercenaries were regularly raiding the city.8 Other powers
were increasingly interfering with local politics. In 1452 the city was
threatened by Neapolitan troops. In 1456 a conspiracy was uncovered
that aimed to hand the city to King Alfonso of Naples. Pope Pius II, who
was elected in 1458, came from a local family and used his new position
to insist on the readmission of several magnate families who had been
banned from the city and its offices.9 The list of adversities goes on and
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on.10 As a result, public finances became increasingly tight, requiring
extraordinary measures.

In 1487 the popular regime, seemingly unable to address the
problems adequately, was overthrown. The next year, the citizens of
Siena were disarmed and in 1495 a French guard was stationed in Siena.
Pandolfo Petrucci, a banker maintaining good relations with the French
soldiers who accompanied him as bodyguards, became the signore, or
leader of the local government, with the citizens increasingly pushed
to the margins.11 In 1526 the Republic of Siena was overwhelmed by
Habsburg troops. The citizens threw them out in 1552, but were forced
to allow them back in after an eighteen-month siege. Siena was subse-
quently handed over to theDuchy of Tuscany, ally of theHabsburgs and
long-time enemy of the Sienese.

Siena, of course, was not unique in its spectacular flowering or
its subsequent stagnation and decline; its history formed part of what is
known as the Italian Renaissance. Because of the Italian city-states’
impressive economic and cultural efflorescence, their historiography
has been enlisted in various larger narratives, perhaps most famously
Jacob Burckhardt’s ‘rise of the individual’, launched in 1860. In this
chapter, however, the emphasis is on the emergence of collective
arrangements, which allowed citizens to act in the public domain.
Burckhardt’s thesis was part of a modernisation framework that saw
the Italian city-states as the birthplace of the modern world, including
the capitalist economy and democratic rule.12 Unfortunately, or so it
was argued, the Italians allowed these promising beginnings to wither,
as the example of Siena so strongly suggests. The how and what of
this remarkable trajectory is the topic of this chapter, still focusing on
citizenship, but now framing its development in the context of state
formation.13

Medieval Italy

The Italian late Middle Ages and Renaissance is one of the high-
lights of world history and culture. No country has more UNESCO
World Heritage Sites than Italy, and many of these – including the city
centre of Siena – have the Renaissance to thank for their inclusion.
The Renaissance produced such household names as brilliantly innova-
tive painters Fra Angelico, Leonardo da Vinci and Michelangelo
Buonarroti; Filippo Brunelleschi’s spectacular dome for the Duomo in
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Florence; Dante’s Divina Comedia and Boccaccio’s Decameron, as well
as major works of political theory by the likes of Leonardo Bruni and
Niccolò Machiavelli. It was, however, much more than a cultural phe-
nomenon. Or perhaps we should say: this cultural efflorescence was
riding on a massive wave of societal change and economic prosperity.14

This societal changewas directly connected to a huge increase in
levels of urbanisation in medieval Italy. While urbanisation was only
slowly increasing in much of Europe between 1000 and 1300, Italian
figures probably doubled during this period, to reach around 15 per cent
of the population as a whole. After the losses of the Black Death in the
middle of the fourteenth century, resulting in a decline in urbanisation,
Italian cities managed to recover. Apart from the Low Countries Italy
remained ahead of the rest of Europe.15 Urbanisation was in turn
intimately related to the economic upsurge of the peninsula, where
merchants pioneered new methods of accounting and established new
commercial networks with the Middle East from whence they supplied
the rest of Europe with Asian luxury goods. Italian industries, mean-
while, developed their own export markets, most notably in textiles.
There can be no doubt that in 1300 Italy was the wealthiest region in
Europe, and still was in 1500, albeit now together with the western
provinces of the Low Countries.16 These successes of the Italian city-
states have been related to the patronage of powerful individuals, like
theMedici in Florence, but also to the ‘civic culture’ that embraced large
sections of the population.17

The Italian city-states’ successes may have been spectacular, but
they were also relatively short-lived. From roughly the middle of the
sixteenth century – the point in time was not the same everywhere – they
lost some of their vitality. Urbanisation rates flattened, and so did the
economy. Clearly, these city-states were subject to a dynamic that pre-
vented them in the long run from consolidating the magic formula – if
there ever was one. The Italian city-states were to an important extent
also unique. Other regions had their fair share of autonomous cities, but
in terms of numbers and in the level of their autonomy, Italian city-states
had no equivalent anywhere else in Europe. As the name suggests, they
were essentially cities that displayed the trappings of a state. They had
the sovereign power to select their own rulers, to legislate and to wage
war and conclude treaties. Most city-states ruled over a substantial
hinterland, the contado.18 Italian urban elites were often landowners
whose income came from rural investments.19 Several of these city-states
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developed into territorial states, absorbing other independent cities in
the process. Famously, Pisa lost its independence in 1406when it became
part of the Florentine state. By implication, Pisa was still a commune, but
no longer a city-state. All of this had an impact on the involvement of
citizens in the ruling of their polities. City-states potentially gave urban
citizens a direct say in the governance of the state; in territorial states that
direct connection was lost.

The Communes

In the eleventh and early twelfth centuries, independent urban
communities emerged as novel institutions. There was no blueprint or
larger plan behind this development.20 The commune emerged out of
a series of partly localised conflicts between urban groups, and between
those groups and the bishops, who at the time were in charge of the
majority of Italian towns.21 Because it was a major force in this devel-
opment and has been exceptionally well studied, we should start tracing
the emergence of the communes in Milan.

The first documents referring to consuls representing the com-
mune of Milan, and actually referring to individual consuls, date from
1117 and 1130. From 1138 onwards consular judgements in legal
disputes are documented more regularly. Twenty documents relating
to the consular office survive from the 1150s, while by 1200 the number
exceeds 200 per decade. These documents testify to the fact that in the
twelfth century the commune of Milan had become formalised. This,
obviously, was the outcome of a long and arduous process. In the 1040s
a group of cives had mounted a rebellion against the reigning arch-
bishop, Ariberto. Almost certainly, these ‘citizens’ were not ordinary
people, but rather a section of the upper stratum of merchants, rentiers
and officials.22 In 1045 the affair was settled with an agreement that
gave them a say in the election of the local archbishop. The agreement
was confirmed by various oaths sworn by the stakeholders. In that
same year, an ‘assembly of all the citizens’ was indeed consulted during
the selection of the new archbishop, Guido de Velate, and a similar
involvement is recorded for later elections.23

The population ofMilan – and this time probably a much wider
section – became further involved in politics with the Pataria movement,
between 1057 and 1075. This movement was on the face of it concerned
about purely ecclesiastical issues, such as the sale of church offices
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(simony) and the negative impact of married clergy on the validity of
the sacraments. When, however, the Pataria attacked Bishop Guido’s
election as simoniac because the emperor had ignored the preferences of
the Milanese, it entered the realm of politics. The Pataria movement led
to regular meetings of citizens, involving a broad section of the urban
community.24 Pataria leader Erlembaldo actually governed the city for
two years when neither of two rival successors of Guido as archbishop
managed to establish himself in the city. Erlembaldo was then killed in
another uprising, this time by the elites.

There is no need to follow all the intricate details of local
politics, but it is worth noting that a document from Cremona in 1097

mentions the way a dispute was settled in Milan in consulate civium,
‘in the consulate of the citizens’. It would be another twenty years before
another document appeared with the word ‘consul’, but clearly some
sort of civic organisation was being created that was no longer tempora-
rily connected to an emergency, but had a fixed character and personnel.
Moreover, this organisation was representing a wider group of people,
i.e. the urban community, or at least a relevant part of that community.
And thus the comune was born.25

Some earlier developments were already working in this direc-
tion. Merchants and artisans were forming organisations, known as
ministeria, with their own elected officials. In the tenth century, bishops
were consolidating their role in local government by separating the
town as a jurisdiction from the countryside. These urban jurisdictions
were placed immediately under the authority of the emperors, but in
actual fact were governed by bishops.26 This created the potential for
the collective inhabitants to become a juridical person. The canon law
reform, gradually introduced from the mid-eleventh century but usually
identified with Pope Gregory VII (r. 1073–85), would achieve precisely
this, by creating the ‘corporation’.27 This explains why the events that
were to have such momentous effects in Italy also affected other areas
in Europe.28As far as the Church was concerned, from the early twelfth
century towns could consider themselves as organisations acknowl-
edged by the law.

What was happening in Milan had its parallels in other urban
communities, sometimes even before the Milanese events.29 In Genoa,
a compagnawas formed shortly before the city was to participate in the
First Crusade that started in 1099. An instruction for the local consuls
from 1143 regulated themembership of the compagna, jurisdiction over
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its members and their commercial activities, and allowed the consuls to
settle trade agreements with other cities. In 1186 the consuls created
three permanent markets in the city.More thanmost Italian towns, with
the obvious exception of Venice, Genoa’s was a commercial economy
and its commune therefore more concerned with trade issues. Still, even
Genoese merchants were also substantial landowners.30

Like Genoa’s, Pisa’s commune was one of the earliest to emerge
from the confusing events of the eleventh century. Perhaps this was
because Pisa seemed to be doing well while so many other towns were
in dire straits. Also like Genoa, it was a commercial town; in August
1113 some 300 ships left its port to raid the Balearic Islands.
The building of its cathedral from the 1060s, both innovative and eye-
catching in its design, testifies to the civic pride of its inhabitants. It was
adorned with various texts exalting the works of the Pisans. One of
those, referencing the expedition against the Arabs in Palermo from
1064, explicitly mentions the participation of local ‘omnes maiores
medii pariterque minores’ (‘all the grandees, the middling and minor
people’).31 The Pisans were caught up in the struggles between the pope
and the emperor, but with both sides trying to woo them, this gave the
community various privileges. In 1081 Emperor Henry IV promised
Pisans a say in the election of the future marquises of Tuscany, as
well as significant trade privileges. The diploma with which these were
established refers to a communis consensus of the cives, suggesting
institutional mechanisms of consensus-building among the citizens.
A Sardinian document from the same year mentions consoles of Pisa,
although these are possibly just the city elite rather than designated
officials. Other documents, from a few years later, refer to a commune
colloquium civitate, or ‘common assembly of the city’. Consuls began to
be referenced around this time, and before the century was out seem to
have consolidated into proper communal officers. As such they appear
for the first time in 1109, representing the city in the purchase of two
castles.32

The events that we have outlined here for Milan, Genoa and
Pisa were repeated all over northern and central Italy. The common
pattern was that they led to the emergence of autonomous city govern-
ments. The communes established assemblies of citizens. Attached to
these, offices for the day-to-day management of the commune also
emerged, with their selection procedures and fixed terms. New legal
institutions were created as well. These developments happened in
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response to increased insecurity as a result of the diminished influence
of the emperor, and his clash with the Catholic Church.33 They were
probably also a response to a greater demand for the protection of
the expanding regional and international trade.34 By the late twelfth
century, communal governments were sufficiently confident to start
building town halls where municipal services were concentrated.35

With such developments occurring more or less simultaneously
in various places, clearlymore than just local issues were shaping events.
Urban growth and economic expansion were an important backdrop,
but in the foreground political issues were occupying centre stage. In
the first half of the eleventh century a series of urban revolts had shifted
authority away from the Holy Roman Emperor, who had been incap-
able of suppressing them. In Italy, bishops had become more powerful
as a result, because they had both the prestige and the administrative
capabilities to fill the gap.36 At the same time, however, the struggle
between pope and emperor over ecclesiastical appointments, known as
the Investiture Contest, weakened the bishops’ position vis-à-vis urban
elites and their supporters.37 This created an opportunity structure for
civic collective action, and the subsequent consolidation of the organi-
sations that emerged in the process.

From Communes to City-States

A succession of Lombard Leagues, between 1167 and 1250,
marked the development from communes to city-states. These leagues
too emerged out of the contest for control over Italy. There had been
predecessors, of course. In 1093, for example, Milan, Cremona, Lodi
and Piacenza joined forces against Emperor Henry IV. What distin-
guished the 1167 league was its size and longevity. In the spring of
1167 Bergamo, Brescia, Cremona, Mantua, Milan and possibly
Ferrara, all situated in the Po valley of Lombardy, rose against
Emperor Frederick Barbarossa. This league followed on the heels of
another anti-imperial alliance between Verona and the towns in its
hinterland. Both leagues were an expression of the great concerns in
the newly formed communes about the emperor’s attempts to regain
control over Italy. Apart from a military campaign launched in 1166,
this also included the sending of governors and other imperial officials
into the towns. Many of these were, rightly or wrongly, soon accused of
corruption.
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The handful of original league members managed to quickly
round up more support, in the case of Lodi after a siege, but others
joined voluntarily. Paradoxically, the league had also been made possi-
ble by the emperor’s destruction of Milan during a previous campaign,
in 1162. While the other towns had grown weary ofMilan’s attempts to
dominate the region, this was now no longer an issue as the emperor
came to be perceived as a direct threat to their own very existence.
By December 1167 the membership had grown to sixteen cities. There
was no single treaty uniting the rebel towns; rather, they were allied
through a series of bilateral and multilateral agreements. Significantly,
those treaties were confirmed by popular assemblies in the participating
cities.38

The united cities were soon indicated in the sources as Societas
Lombardie, or the Lombard League, and rightly so, because it quickly
developed coordinating institutions. The most important of these was
the colloquium or parlamentum, the assembly that was held regularly.
Like the diet of theHoly Roman Empire itself, the assembly had no fixed
location, but would meet close to the river Po to allow easy access for
participants. The Lombard League had three purposes that together
indicate precisely the coordination challenges faced by individual com-
munes. The first was common defence. All cities had to underwrite
the rule that war and peace would be declared and concluded by the
membership in unison. The League also coordinated military campaigns,
even though relatively few of those were actually held. The second pur-
pose was dispute settlement between cities. At the 1173 assembly, for
example, a territorial conflict between Pavia and Piacenza was adjudi-
cated. Thirdly, the League tried to promote trade between its members by
removing barriers. Already in 1168 it was decided that all tolls discrimi-
nating against members as had been erected in the previous thirty years
would be abolished. The Lombard League developed into a corpus, and
found an identity in the common fight against what was perceived as the
constant oppression of Lombardy by outside forces.39

The Lombard League emerged at a time when warfare in Italy
was developing from a contest between purely part-time soldiers to one
involving professionals as well. As early as 1176 the combined mercen-
ary and citizen forces of the Lombard League claimed an important
victory against Frederick Barbarossa’s army.40 In Florence, the first
foreign mercenaries make an appearance in the city accounts in 1208,
and by 1260 the city employed 200 mercenary cavalry, thousands of
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infantrymen, archers and sappers. At the same time, militiamen could
also be called up to serve side by side with the professionals.41 It was
precisely their possession of more or less permanent military forces that
distinguished Italy’s fifty-odd city-states from ordinary cities.42

Heyday of the City-States

The death of Frederick II in 1250 marked the end of the wars
between the Holy Roman Emperor and the city-states that remained,
nominally, his subjects. For two and a half centuries there might be
foreign invasions, but the struggle for dominance was now mostly an
Italian affair. City-states were, most of the time, fighting each other.43

As Machiavelli famously argued, popular government was a source of
military strength, if only because citizens were serving alongside profes-
sional companies in their militia units.44 From very early on, however,
city-states had difficulties in coordinatingmilitary action and the admin-
istrative processes that supported the armed forces. As a result, special
offices were introduced in the decades around 1200 to overcome this
deficit, notably the podestà. This outsider, usually appointed for a year,
brought in his own staff to administer the city. He was therefore simul-
taneously an administrative and amilitary coordinator. By themiddle of
the thirteenth century several cities accepted – or were forced to accept –
leaders of local parties as strongmen, no longer appointed on specified
terms but indefinitely, as signori – or, in the eyes of their opponents,
despots. The rise to power of the Viscontis, completed in 1395 with
Giangaleazzo Visconti’s investiture as Duke of Milan, is one among
numerous examples.45 The cities of the Po valley were the first to
experiment with these innovations, but the same process also took
place in Florence, albeit somewhat later.

Like other cities, Florence had moved through the stages of
setting up a commune.46 Consuls were first recorded in 1138; in
1192–93 the first podestà was appointed. The earliest podestà were
recruited locally, from the landed families who dominated the city
politically, socially and, above all, militarily. Members of these families
made up the cavalry of the Florentine army. However, the commercial
and industrial classes of the city were busy organising in guilds, and in
1250, significantly on the heels of amilitary defeat of the Ghibelline elite
party that had dominated Florentine politics, the popolo took over the
reins of the city – and immediately ordered a reorganisation of the
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militia districts. In the following decade, the city government would
be supported, and held in check, by a broad council of men selected
through the guilds and militia districts. The magnates, on the other hand,
were formally excluded from office. In 1255–56 the various councils of
Florence numbered 661 individuals; one of these councils had doctors
and notaries as members, but also a tailor and two shoemakers.

The commercial character of the popular regimewas underlined
when it was decided, in 1252, to issue gold coins with the image of the
city’s patron, John the Baptist. Genoa took the same step in the
same year. Since the Carolingians had produced gold coins in conscious
emulation of the Roman Empire more than 400 years prior, no
European state had taken this step before Emperor Frederick II reintro-
duced them in 1231. Now Florence and Genoa were staking this
manifest claim to economic sovereignty. Soon, however, the new regime
that had the Guelf–Ghibelline rivalry to thank for its establishment
became itself embroiled in the civil wars that were constantly erupting.
The imperial army was also an active participant. In 1260 Florence was
forced to maintain an army of 16,000, recruited from the city and the
contado, which was quite apart from the militias, charged with domes-
tic security. The Florentine army was badly beaten on 4 September by
a Sienese–Ghibelline army, taking down the popular government with it
and leading to widespread destruction of Guelf properties in the city.47

By the middle of the thirteenth century, the formation and
balance of power in the Florentine state was thus intimately linked
with its expanding economy on one hand, and with the conflicts between
cities and the overall struggle for domination of the Italian peninsula
on the other. In these struggles, the support of broader sections of
the population was vital. Thus, in 1266 the guilds became involved in
Florence’s government once again. At the same time, Charles of Anjou,
younger brother of the French king, called in by the pope as a counter-
weight to German claimants, wasmade podestà for ten years. During the
1270s the so-called priorate of the guilds was consolidated, giving first
six, later twelve major guilds the right to act as electors for several
councils. This second popular regime also introduced a complete over-
haul of Florence’s Ordinances of Justice, published in January 1293,
creating a formal federation of the guilds, while at the same time intro-
ducing crippling penalties for elite violence. The popular government
expressed its opposition to the magnates by building its own public
fortress in the Palazzo Vecchio, started in 1298.48
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In the next century, elite struggles for powerwere punctuated by
popular revolts and periods of popular government. When the elites
were in charge, they still had to worry about the potential for protest
inherent in Florence’s thick weave of corporatist institutions, such as
confraternities, neighbourhoods, guilds and militia companies.49

Despite this political volatility, Florence’s population tripled over the
thirteenth century, perhaps even quadrupled to 120,000. Following the
plague in 1348, however, the city struggled to reach half that number by
the end of the fourteenth century. A quarter of Florentine households
depended on the textile industry, which was the mainstay of the local
economy. The population increase and public projects also caused the
building industry to flourish. Moreover, between the mid-thirteenth
century and the arrival of the Black Death, international trade and
finance made Florence one of the focal points of a rapidly developing
European network. Simultaneously, the city emerged as one of the most
innovative centres of artistic creativity in European history.50

On a smaller scale, the same happened in many other cities.
Pisa, some forty miles downstream from Florence, went through an
equally spectacular period of growth in the thirteenth century. The
total income of its citizens in 1288 was an estimated eight times larger
than it had been just half a century earlier. The population had tripled
since 1164, so a substantial amount of this was real income growth per
capita. Luxury industries were doing well, especially the cloth trade
introduced from Lombardy. As a port, Pisa also benefitted from the
expanding trade in grain and wine that it conducted mainly with North
Africa and Sardinia. During these years of growth and prosperity,
Pisa too experienced a popular revolution. As in many other cities, it
happened in the wake of Frederick II’s death. In 1254, a Captain of the
People is first mentioned, and in 1259 a popular constitution, the Breve
pisani populi, was established. It was the first of a series of revolutions
and regime changes, which came to a temporary halt with the establish-
ment of another popular regime in 1295.51

Such changes were characteristic of the period, but one city-
state managed to avoid them: Venice in this period seems like a model of
stability. What made Venice exceptional? And how exceptional was it,
in fact? In some areas there can be little doubt that it was indeed
different. Firstly, it might be argued that Venice was the only genuine
city-state in Italy. As an erstwhile colony of Byzantium it was no longer
subject to its former master, nor to the authority of the Holy Roman
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Emperor. Venice, in other words, was a truly sovereign city and the
political conflicts between pope and emperor were marginal to Venetian
politics.52 Secondly, it was ruled by a patriciate with aristocratic fea-
tures, the most obvious of which was its legal limitation to a specific set
of families who passed on their patrician status by inheritance. Thirdly, as
stated, Venice experienced little of the violent political conflicts and none
of the regime changes characteristic of other Renaissance city-states.
Historical scholarship that has chipped away at all kinds of the self-
congratulatory myths of which Venetian stability is such a wonderful
example has so far been unable to topple this one.53 So, why was the
population of Venice prepared to put up with this state of affairs, even
while it was no doubt aware of the revolutions in other city-states?54

The historiography has looked overwhelmingly at the elites,
and remarkably little at the rest of Venice’s large and growing popula-
tion. And it is true that in the formal institutions the popular voice
was weak. The doge, formerly the duke, was assisted by six ducal
councillors, a Senate of forty and the Great Council. From 1297 the
latter was accessible to every individual whose family was registered as
aristocratic.55 In 1414, a ledger seeking to establish which families were
entitled to seats in the Great Council identified 164 as extant and
active.56 The Venetian nobility is estimated to have made up between
4 and 8 per cent of the population.57 In purely numerical terms, the
Venetian elite was obviously small, but possibly larger, in fact, than
elites in other European towns of the time.58

As in other Italian cities, the citizens were organised in guilds
and confraternities. Several of the most important trades in Venice were
not incorporated; the merchants, for example, or the mariners. In the
1260s there probably was some guild unrest, and this was immediately
followed by legislation against guild political activities.59 Nevertheless,
in the thirteenth century there were at least fifty guilds, by no means
an exceptionally low number. Moreover, the number increased over
time.60The confraternities of Venice were as active as any. The Venetian
Scuole Grandi, moreover, were only accessible to cittadini, and
excluded the patricians.61 Neighbourhoods, on the other hand, were
not the power base for the ‘great’ families that they were in other Italian
city-states.62 Neither was citizenship more inaccessible in Venice than
elsewhere.63 From a comparative perspective, the popolani of Venice
were not less organised, nor did they have fewer reasons to complain,
than those of other Italian city-states.64
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There thus comes a point when the spotlight has to be turned
towards the elites. Elite conflict was an important source of political
instability elsewhere, and this the Venetians tried hard to prevent. Their
ranks were legally closed from 1297, although in practice it was still
possible to join. Especially in the decades immediately after this
so-called Serrata, or closing, the membership of the Great Council
increased quite dramatically, from 582 in 1298, to double that number
in 1314; in 1350 the Great Council still had a membership of almost
900. Around 1380, during theWar of Chiogga, more new families were
admitted.65 In the first half of the fifteenth century, new legislation
sought to limit the size of the patriciate, but numbers of active nobles
remained high.66 In the mid-seventeenth century, when the Venetian
state was in financial dire straits, about 100 families managed to buy
a noble title.67Directly beneath the patriciate, a second elite of ‘citizens’
(cittadini) provided a second pillar for the regime.68 They were, for
example, the most prominent members in six Scuole Grandi, the most
important charitable confraternities.69 The constitution of the Venetian
elite as an urban nobility possibly distinguished its mode of behaviour
from less clearly defined oligarchies elsewhere. Its code of honour dis-
approved of civic (as opposed tomilitary) violence, and the patriciate set
great store by class unity. It would seem that, by and large, it managed to
uphold those self-imposed standards.70

Although in all Italian city-states expansion was first and fore-
most propelled by overseas commerce and industry, they also became
increasingly interested in the contado. One reason was straightforward:
growing urban populations were in need of more and more food.
The contado was the first supplier, and as such also an object of profit-
able urban investments. Simultaneously, it delivered much of the man-
power for urban industries and provided a military buffer. Since many
elite families held extensive rural properties anyway, urban policies
primarily served to intensify relations with the contado.71 Even
Venice, with its mercantile elite, was expanding its mainland territories,
called Terraferma, and increasing its grip, to create military buffers and
increase revenues, although the Venetians themselves would argue that
the mainland cities had voluntarily subjected themselves to their
dominance.72 From very early on, territorialisation was part and parcel
of the formation of city-states. In the next centuries, this process would
gradually shift the emphasis of the city-state away from the city and
towards the state.
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City-States Become Regional States

With the exception of Venice, city-states had notoriously vola-
tile politics.73 The fire that devastated a substantial part of Florence in
1304 as a result of deliberate actions by rival elite factions was just an
extreme example of the often violent clashes, not only among elite
families themselves, but also between elites and the ‘common people’.
The problem was not conflict as such, but the inability to deal with it in
a regulated fashion. One important reason for this failure was thatmany
males were armed – and the authorities expected them to be armed.
The elite families served as the communities’ cavalry, while ordinary
citizens could expect to be called up for militia infantry duties. Weapons
were supplied by the men themselves, not by the community. Violent
regime changes were the order of the day in the thirteenth, fourteenth
and fifteenth centuries. They were often accompanied by forced expul-
sion of families from the city, often for many years. In Lucca, a plot was
discovered in 1370 to overthrow the government. In May 1392 another
political conflict in Lucca came to a boil, with several fatalities and
banishments of those considered responsible, i.e. the losers.74 In Bologna,
attempts to overthrow the local government were recorded twice in 1376,
in 1386, in 1389, twice again in 1399 and once more in 1401.75 These
examples could be extended to every Italian city and city-state. Only
Venice, as we have seen, seemed by and large immune from such clashes.

In the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, domestic violence was
exacerbated by new developments in interstate violence. Mercenaries,
both foreign and domestic, made their first appearance on the Italian
battlefields in the thirteenth century. They fought side by side with local
amateur troops. As the numbers of professionals rose, however, they
increasingly became a problem. City-states hired mercenary units on
a temporary contract, and because they were expensive, cities were keen
to get rid of the ‘free companies’, as theywere called, as soon as possible.
However, if no alternative employment emerged, these troops, far away
from home, were left with little choice but to raid and plunder as they
moved from one place to another like termites. To make things worse,
opposing factions in various city-states would invite them with the offer
of plunder rather than regular pay. Between 1342 and 1399 Siena
suffered their unwelcome attentions on no fewer than thirty-seven
occasions, i.e. once every eighteen months. Raids could cause human
and material devastation, but could sometimes be avoided by paying
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a ransom. One way or another, however, the free companies were
a huge burden on local finances.76

During the second half of the fifteenth century, the technology
of warfare changed spectacularly. With the development of gunpowder
artillery, town walls became obsolete, and had to be replaced by more
complex andmore expensive defence works. These were known as trace
italienne, after the area where they were first developed. Handguns also
appeared on the battlefield, requiring troops to devote more time to
drill and exercise because of the difficulty of handling the new tools of
destruction. These innovations received their baptism of fire during the
Italian wars of the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries.77

Such developments increased pressure on state governments in
twoways. First and foremost, the new technologywasmore destructive:
after decades of incessant warfare, many towns and regions were laid to
waste.78 Secondly, the financial stakes were raised. Because of the early
use of professional soldiers, Italian city-states had been forced relatively
early to develop instruments for raising extra revenue, i.e. a public debt.
Initially, city-states resorted to forced loans, but these were gradually
replaced by voluntary subscriptions, giving citizens an opportunity to
signal their approval of their government’s performance. Declining
interest rates suggest they were doing well, probably because the gover-
nors were also leaders of the local business community.79 Still, military
expenditures increased during the fifteenth century to unprecedented
levels. In Florence a war against neighbouring Lucca that also attracted
Milanese involvement forced the state during most of the 1420s to spend
sums that had been required only exceptionally in earlier centuries.
During the preceding two decades, Florence had fought wars against
Milan, Pisa and Naples, all drawn out over several years. The debts
accumulated during these conflicts made the Florentine Republic increas-
ingly dependent on local banking families.80

The pressures of warfare exposed – as contemporaries were
well aware – a flaw of popular governments: they had always found it
difficult to coordinatemilitary efforts. FrancescoGuicciardini’sDialogo
del Reggimento di Firenze, written in the 1520s, lists a string of short-
comings, including the impossibility of articulating a long-term strategy,
how to negotiate with other powers, the lack of resolution and, indeed,
the impossibility for a collective government to provide leadership to the
troops. As Guicciardini has one of his characters sum up the situation:
‘Government of the many is lacking in quite a number of important
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things: secrecy, speed and, what is worse, resolution’.81 In most city-
states, these pressures would ultimately lead to single-handed, heredi-
tary government by a member of the local elite. No longer the podestà,
who had been an outsider rotated every year, or even the signore of the
fourteenth century, these new leaders, as yet without a name, held
a permanent position, came from the local community and were sur-
rounded by their own relatives, as well as other elite families. An early
example was Castruccio Castracani, who emerged as captain-general of
Lucca in the aftermath of its comprehensive defeat by Pisan troops
in August 1314. Castracani was a local merchant who had been
appointed with all due constitutional limitations. His financial clout
made him popular with the troops as well as with his fellow merchants,
who preferred the leadership of one of their own over power-sharing
with the wider community. In 1320 Castracani was made signore for
life. He built strong diplomatic relations with Emperor Ludwig of
Bavaria, who made him a duke in 1327.82 It was a sign of things to
come.

In Lucca’s case, Castracani’s single-headed leadership looked
like no more than a stay of execution, because after his death in the
following year, it was first forced to accept the patronage of the
emperor, subsequently of the lord of Verona, Mastino della Scala.83

In 1342 Lucca still felt so threatened by Florence that it placed itself
under the rule of Pisa, effectively giving up its independence. In 1369 it
was ‘liberated’ again by the emperor, but subsequently sold to various
magnates and ultimately to Florence. Lucca managed to survive as an
independent republic only because it was so small that it bothered none
of its neighbours.84 In Milan, the Viscontis, who had been signori there
since the late thirteenth century, became dukes in 1395. However, the
most famous instance of this development was, of course, once again
provided by Florence.

In the beginning, the Medici regime looked like many of its
contemporaries. Cosimo de Medici’s return from a brief exile in 1434

and his subsequent leadership over Florentine politics was not funda-
mentally different from similar developments in other city-states.
However, by the time he died in 1464 two things had changed. The
government decreed that his tomb would be adorned with a special
inscription: ‘Pater Patriae’, a concept seemingly at odds with the repub-
lican idea of collective rule. This was underlined by the succession of his
son Piero, another break with the republican tradition that privileged
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competence over inheritance. Both Piero and his successor, Lorenzo,
claimed to be ordinary citizens, but the latter’s nickname – ‘il
Magnifico’ – belied that conceit.85 It is true that the Medici regime
faltered after Lorenzo’s death in 1492 and the family was out of office
and in exile again for two decades. That, however, proved but an
interlude. In 1512, after another international conflict on Italian soil,
the Medicis returned to power in Florence. And then, with the help of
Charles V’s conquest of Tuscany in 1530, another Cosimo de Medici
was made Duke of Tuscany in 1537.86

The appointment came on the heels of an intense debate about
the political future of the city and its state. Machiavelli, in a discourse
from 1520, proposed a system of governance that would satisfy the
needs of the ‘primi’ and ‘mezzani’, i.e. the elite and upper citizen strata,
as well as the ‘universalità dei cittadini’. The first group would delegate
sixty-five men to staff the Signoria, the second would be represented by
a council of 200, the third by Florence’s traditional Great Council, with
1,000members. The first two, moreover, would be allowed tomeet only
in the presence of the sixteen ‘standard bearers’ (gonfalonieri) who were
in charge of the civic militia companies of Florence’s sixteen districts.87

But it was not to be. The fact that theHoly Roman Emperor changed the
constitution of one of Italy’s principal republics in itself signalled the
consolidation of a new era. The nature of the change spoke volumes and
by then Machiavelli himself had already been forced into exile by the
Medici regime shortly after their return. The era of the city-states was
definitely over. Instead, the major city-states developed into regional
states, where the city was also a state capital and local elites were heavily
involved in the governance of the state.88

Conclusion

Medieval Italy constituted a unique environment, not least from
the perspective of citizenship. Four elements help explain its precocious
development.89 First of all, in this heartland of the former Roman
Empire, a network of towns had long been established, and managed
to survive during the post-Roman era. Secondly, the Roman Catholic
Church, with its headquarters located in Rome, had an even greater
influence in Italy than in the rest of medieval Europe. Thirdly, feudal
landowners in Italy were also urban residents and forged an unusually
strong connection between town and countryside. Fourth and finally,
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the ultimate source of authority, in the case of Italy the Holy Roman
Emperor, was unusually far removed from the peninsula. These four
features each contributed an element to the emergence of city-states in
Italy. The survival of towns implied a survival of urban populations
with the potential to develop into a cohesive political actor. The promi-
nent position of bishops increased the likelihood that developments
affecting the Church would spill over into the urban public domain.
Coalitions of landowners and merchants ideally allied military with
economic power, while the physical distance of the emperor created
a potential for independent action by towns and cities. In the eleventh
century these four elements came together to create ‘communes’, some
of which subsequently developed into city-states. City-states were urban
communes adorned with the trappings of statehood. They raised their
own armies and the taxes to pay for the soldiers, and this enabled them
to execute their own foreign policy. Many Italian city-states gave their
citizens a substantial role in local governance.

Initially, Italian city-states were politically and economically
very successful: even in 1500 the region boasted levels of urbanisation
and wealth well above the rest of Europe (apart, perhaps, from the Low
Countries). In earlier centuries the difference had been even more
significant.90 However, the situation that created the Italian city-states
in the long run also proved the cause of their undoing. The city-states’
success created intense rivalry and attracted the attention of outsiders.
The result was an endless series of armed conflicts between city-states,
exacerbated by interventions from non-Italian powers. To pay for these
wars, the cities were forced to increasingly exploit their rural hinterland.
Simultaneously, internal conflicts, some about the spoils of this exploi-
tation, many others about the distribution of the costs, weakened com-
munal political cohesion, which increasingly led to authoritarian forms
of rule. All these factors caused the Italian city-states to enter a long
phase of economic and demographic stagnation and in the process to
transform themselves into regional states.

To what extent were these developments shaped by citizens,
through their participation in popular governments? And did their
contribution have a positive or negative impact on the outcome?
Several attempts have beenmade, with the help of quantitativemethods,
to establish a relationship between prosperity, expressed as urban
growth, and political regime. These attempts are plagued by three
problems: data points are half or even whole centuries apart; the
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distinction between oligarchy and popular regimes is far from clear-cut;
and the quality of population figures, necessary to establish ‘success’
or ‘failure’, is often questionable. As a result, conclusions have been
reached that do not always sit easily together. De Long and Shleifer
concluded, for premodern Europe as a whole, that authoritarian – they
called it absolutist – rule was bad for urban growth.91 Bosker and
colleagues confirmed this conclusion for Italy specifically: a change
from constrained to authoritarian rule had a negative impact on
growth.92 Percoco showed how the presence of medieval local constitu-
tions positively influenced local economic development in Italy in the
very long run.93 Stasavage concluded, on the basis of another European
survey, that autonomous cities indeed grew relatively fast during their
first 100–200 years of autonomy, but found their growth rates matched
or even overtaken by non-autonomous (i.e. princely) cities after these
one or two centuries. According to Stasavage, autonomous cities devel-
oped oligarchies, as well as merchant and craft guilds, which stifled new
initiatives, whereas princes might encourage innovation.94

On the basis of the discussion in this chapter, we can, I think,
conclude with three generalisations that are commensurate with most of
the findings of these quantitative exercises. First, by and large the period
of economic efflorescence in medieval Italy built upon the establishment
of independent communes, and subsequent city-states. Secondly, the
Early Renaissance, with its economic prosperity and cultural innova-
tion, broadly coincided with the high point of popular government, i.e.
with the greatest influence of citizens in local rule, even if many of the
famous artists were working for the courts. Third and finally, the
following period of stagnation broadly coincided with more authoritar-
ian types of rule in many Italian states, i.e. with very restricted roles
for citizens. How regions with high levels of ‘civicness’ during the
Renaissance managed to revitalise this institutional capital during the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries has not yet been fully explained, but
we should be sceptical about the straightforward continuity thesis as
postulated by Putnam.95
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7 THE DUTCH REPUBLIC
The Federalisation of Citizenship

On Sunday, 21 January 1610, at 6:00 AM (!), the presiding
burgomaster of Utrecht was roused by a messenger sent by the com-
manding officers of the town’s eight civic militia companies, demanding
an interview with the city council.1 Their eight companies had in the
meantime been called up, and were gathered in the square in front of the
town hall. By 9:00 AM the council was ready to hear the complaints.
On behalf of the citizens of Utrecht, the commanding officers, or
burgerhopmans, demanded in effect a reintroduction of the local con-
stitution of 1304, as had been in force until 1528. This implied that
henceforth the council would be elected, not by co-option as had been
the practice since 1528, but through the citizens’ representative institu-
tions. However, in places where the former constitution had given a key
role to the deans of the guilds, it should now read hopmans, and the
franchise would be given, not to the guild members, but to the militia-
men in their eight companies. The proposal also stated that the com-
manding officers should henceforth be elected by the members of their
companies, instead of being appointed by the council.2 Further demands
requested changes in the provincial government, better to protect the
interests of the city, and a general maintenance of the city’s ancient
privileges and particularly those of the guilds, and insisted that ‘the
prosperity of the city of Utrecht and its community will be the ultimate
law and privilege’.3

The 1610 rebellion was one more episode in a long series of
urban revolts in Utrecht that had begun with the local guilds’ successful
claim to power in 1304. Their rule came to an end when Charles
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V managed to include the bishopric of Utrecht in his Low Countries
domains in 1528. Charles not only built a fortress to ensure the city’s
loyalty – with heavy irony it was called Vredenborch, or Peace Keep –

but he also reformed the local constitution with the express design
of excluding the guilds.4 During the early stages of the Dutch Revolt,
in the winter of 1576–77, the Utrecht militias laid siege to Vredenborch
Castle, helping to oust the Habsburg garrison. The castle itself was
destroyed in the aftermath. After putting down a mutiny by German
mercenaries in April 1577, the militias had effectively replaced the
guilds as spokesmen for the civic community. It was in this latter
capacity that they successfully lobbied the provincial States to accept
William of Orange as stadholder, thus bringing both the city and the
province of Utrecht into the rebel camp.5

In 1610 the Utrecht council, having lost its previous means of
protection, immediately stood down, declaring that no one would want
to rule against the express wishes of the citizens, and proceeded to
organise elections according to the militias’ proposals. A subsequent
investigation of the citizens’ complaints by the provincial States of
Utrecht created more controversy. In early March there was another
call to arms of the militias, following a deliberately planted rumour that
a 500-men-strong garrison was about to enter Utrecht. For a full week
the militias were in charge of the city, seeking satisfaction for their
demands. On 31 March professional troops did actually arrive, and
after nine days of negotiation, and after commander-in-chief Maurice
of Nassau threatened that if necessary he would take the city by force,
these were finally admitted into Utrecht. On 16 April, the States of
Utrecht felt it was safe to return to their headquarters in the city.6

This episode fromUtrecht’s local history is one of many demon-
strating how in the Low Countries local politics had national reverbera-
tions. During the Dutch Revolt (1568–1648), urban citizens changed
the fate of the nation – indeed helped create a completely new country.
Why this happened, and how citizens continued to be involved in the
governance of that country, is the topic of this chapter.7

Towns of the Low Countries and the World Economy

On the world stage, the Netherlands is a small country – and
always has been. Still, there was a time when its name was on every-
body’s lips. During much of the seventeenth century the Dutch
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dominated European and, indeed, world trade. In that same period, the
Dutch army and navy were also a prominent presence on the European
battlefields. Scholars working in the Dutch Republic, like Descartes and
Spinoza, were among the avant-garde of the Scientific Revolution.
Dutch artists from the period, including Rembrandt and Vermeer, are
household names even today. The history of the DutchRepublic, at least
during its golden age, is therefore a story of far more than local impor-
tance. It affected much of the rest of Europe, as well as many non-
European regions.8

Two aspects of the Dutch golden age stand out in particular: the
levels of economic growth and per capita income, and the development
of the Dutch state. Both these phenomena were quite extraordinary
from a comparative point of view. Estimates for GDP/capita in various
European countries between 1500 and 1800 suggest that the normal
situation was one of stagnation. The Southern Netherlands (present
Belgium) experienced some modest growth; Spain and Italy endured,
if anything, decline. The Dutch economy, on the other hand, went
through a spectacular phase of growth: between circa 1580 and 1650

national income per capita increased by about 50 per cent.9 In Holland
the economy expanded by more than 1 per cent per annum. All sectors
contributed to these growth figures, albeit some more than others.10

Simultaneously, the Dutch state went through a similarly spectacular
growth phase. According to themost recent estimates the Dutch army in
the 1630s and 1640s was about 60,000 strong. These figures take on
their real meaning when we translate them into per capita numbers.
In the Dutch Republic every thirty inhabitants were supporting one
soldier. France, with a population roughly ten times larger, at the time
had an army 80,000 men strong.11 It was no wonder that the Dutch
were by far the most heavily taxed nation in Europe. Per capita taxation
inHolland during the seventeenth century was three to five times as high
as in England and France.12

The Dutch golden age had been preceded by an equally specta-
cular, two-stage growth phase in the southern LowCountries. During the
late Middle Ages, first Flanders and subsequently Brabant had evolved
into the staples of interregional trade for all of Northern Europe.13

Bruges in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, and Antwerp during
the sixteenth, connected trade routes from the north and the south, and
increasingly also with the non-European world. From 1498 Portuguese
spices, imported from Asia, landed in Antwerp, not Lisbon. Both Bruges
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and Antwerp maintained very close trade relations with England, the
source of imported wool, with French markets (a source of grain), and
with the German hinterland. Although technically not a member, Bruges
acted as the western outpost of the GermanHanse network, andwas also
the northernmost destination for many Italian merchants. Both Bruges
and Antwerp were teeming with foreigners and had special facilities to
house them.14 In many respects, they were the northern equivalents of
the Italian Renaissance cities. However, both were part of a larger
territory, where they had to reckon with princes who did not come
from an urban or mercantile background. Being embedded in a larger
territorial framework clearly had advantages: for example, Antwerp
might not have been the recipient of the Portuguese spice trade without
the Habsburg dynastic connections between the two regions. At the
same time, the towns of the Low Countries were regularly at logger-
heads with those same princes – about autonomy, but also about
citizen involvement. The new constitution Charles V imposed on
Utrecht in 1528 was just one example of this long-running conflict.
The agency of urban elites and citizens, I argue in this chapter, played
a vital part in the success of the Low Countries on the world stage.

Urban Revolutions from the Battle of the Spurs (1302)
to the Dutch Revolt (1568–1585)

Although the artisans’ victory over the French mounted aris-
tocracy in the Battle of the Spurs in 1302 struck contemporaries like
a bolt of lightning, it was in fact the most spectacular event in a struggle
that had already been under way for at least a half century.15 After
1302, artisans managed to stake a claim in government in many of the
important towns throughout the Low Countries.16 In Bruges a new
constitution handed the community nine out of thirteen seats on the
local magistrate bench, while the lord (the count of Flanders) retained
four.17 Ghent had already received a new constitution in 1301 accord-
ing to which the count of Flanders and the urban community, repre-
sented by the outgoing magistrates, each appointed four electors, who
would then elect the twenty-six new aldermen for the next year. After
1302, the guilds were able to gain substantial influence in these elec-
tions, mainly at the expense of the count.18

Similar developments were taking place in the Duchy of
Brabant. In Louvain, during the years 1303–05, artisan representatives
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ruled the town until the duke of Brabant helped the patricians to regain
power.19 In Brussels the revolution took place in 1303, but was equally
short-lived.20 ’s-Hertogenbosch had its guild revolution in the winter of
1305–06; a reconciliation with the elites occurred shortly afterwards.
The latter revolt nonetheless gave citizens some control over the imposi-
tion of new taxes in the town.21 Malines, a separate enclave within the
Duchy, was also swept up by the political tsunami and in 1305won the
right to appoint its own magistrate. This once again included represen-
tatives of the artisan organisations.22 Antwerp, Brabant’s other main
town, merely experienced a mild revolution; its 1306 constitution con-
firmed a complete return to patrician rule. However, Antwerp was the
exception and smaller towns in Brabant, like Tienen and Zoutleeuw,
gained new constitutions with guilds winning a direct influence in local
government.23

In the northern territories of the Low Countries, the impact of
the guild revolutions was limited. The main exception was Utrecht,
where the guilds had already forced their way into the local government
at least once before. They managed to repeat this in 1304, when they
imposed a new constitution on the city, in the guild ordinance of 1304.
This ordinance, promulgated by the common elders of the Utrecht
guilds, determined that henceforth the twenty-four members of the
Utrecht town council would be selected and sworn in by the elders of the
guilds.24

In Utrecht this revolutionary constitution proved durable; in
other towns the citizens lost much ground, which they attempted to
regain in a second wave of urban rebellions, triggered by the death of
their sovereign, Charles the Bold, on the battlefield in January 1477.
Since 1302 political alignments had fundamentally changed in the Low
Countries. Over the course of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries,
through a string of strategic marriages the dukes of Burgundy had
acquired a dozen territories, including the economically most vibrant,
i.e. Flanders and Brabant. They had also initiated a process of political
convergence, including a new overarching institution, the States-
General, where representatives of the individual territories could discuss
taxation and other issues with the sovereign.25

In the dukes of Burgundy, the towns of the Low Countries had
acquired formidable opponents, as the city of Liège experienced in
1468. Liège had had the temerity to rebel twice in two years. The first
rebellion had left the city bereft of its urban privileges; the attempt to
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regain them led to its almost complete destruction. The same happened
in Dinant, where the duke wanted to set an example for other towns
in the region. And when spared the fate of physical destruction, the
Burgundians still had a repertoire of symbolic humiliation. In December
1440, representatives of Bruges were forced to demonstrate their loyalty
to Duke Philip the Good by appearing before their lord barefoot and
in white penitential garb, after Philip had defeated a local rebellion that
had seen his local governor murdered by the insurgents. Following
a Ghent rebellion – the latest in a series of rebellions in 1401, 1404,
1406, 1411, 1414, 1423, 1437 and 1440 – which was defeated in
1452–53, the leaders of the community were similarly forced to beg
for mercy and to hand over the guild banners. This could count as
a lucky escape, because the duke had actually been advised ‘that the
said town of Ghent should be demolished and razed to the ground . . .

never to be repopulated’.26

When Charles the Bold perished in 1477 without male issue,
the States-General forced his heir, Mary of Burgundy, to sign up to
aGreat Privilege that restoredmuch of the towns’ and provinces’ former
autonomy. Mary, however, immediately married Maximilian of
Habsburg and together they attempted to undo the concessions of
1477. To achieve this, they would have had to deal with the elites as
well as with the guilds in especially Bruges andGhent, who had used this
window of opportunity to demand a restoration of their political rights.
They were up in arms in 1477 and 1479, respectively.27 More unrest
followed after Mary herself passed away in 1482; Ghent and Bruges
once again rebelled against their sovereign to demand greater auton-
omy. Maximilian was actually taken hostage in Bruges in 1488, and
only releasedwhen, after threemonths of captivity, he hadmade various
concessions – which he promptly reneged on after his release. It took
until late 1492 before all urban resistance in Flanders had been
subdued.28

The third wave of rebellion was the result of failed attempts by
the Habsburgs – first Charles V, then Philip II – to root out Protestantism
in the Low Countries.29 Some people might have felt sympathetically
towards the Protestants, but many more were upset by the ways in
which the government was ignoring traditional checks and balances in
its persecution of heretics. That balance had been shifting away from
local and regional governance anyway, as a result of the reinforcement of
central government institutions in Brussels in previous decades. Ghent,
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for example, had been forced by Charles V in 1540 to accept a new
constitution that very much reduced the political power of the guild
deans.30 At the same time, the recent inclusion of the northern territories
of Friesland and Groningen (1524), Utrecht and Overijssel (1528), and
finally Guelders (1543) had strengthened the camp of the opponents of
centralisation. So when Philip in 1568 sent a Spanish army to the Low
Countries in reaction to a wave of Protestant iconoclasm, a clash was
inevitable.

Although it might be argued that the Dutch Revolt was launched
as an aristocratic rebellion, the towns were active and indeed vital
participants from the outset. In the southern territories, the Revolt
created an opportunity for the instauration of more or less autonomous
Calvinist republics in Antwerp, Brussels, Ghent and Malines.31 In the
north, the tide turned in favour of the rebels when towns – first Brill, then
Flushing – started to admit rebel troops from the spring of 1572. By the
end of the year, most of Holland and Zeeland, i.e. the most urbanised
parts of the Northern Netherlands, were in rebel hands. Citizens and
their organisations were instrumental in this change. In Gouda, for
example, despite it being considered by the government in Brussels as
a ‘bonne ville’, the citizens turned against a new tax introduced to pay for
the suppression of Protestantism. Gouda’s civic militia officers declared
in March 1572 that their men would not protect tax farmers and might
even prevent the collection of the new taxes, perceived as illegitimate
because they had not been approved by the provincial states assemblies.
When rumours suggested a Spanish garrison might be stationed in the
town, Gouda openly declared in favour of the rebels.32 Spanish troops,
instruments of a deliberate policy of terror, who were moreover inclined
to plunder because of arrears in pay, were perhaps the single strongest
motivators of the rebel towns. Once towns crossed the divide to the rebel
side, there was no turning back, as was underlined by the sack of
Antwerp in November 1576. Widely publicised as the Spanish Fury, it
was said (though this may have been an exaggeration) to have cost the
lives of 8,000 inhabitants, close to 10 per cent of the population.33

In early 1579, the rebel towns and provinces, which at the time
included Antwerp, Ghent and Bruges, signed a treaty to coordinate their
efforts, including the creation of a common army and a uniform system
of taxation to pay for these troops.34 The Union of Utrecht would
become the foundational document for the Dutch Republic as it was
slowly emerging. The southern provinces were brought back under
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Habsburg rule when Spanish troops managed to overwhelm Antwerp
in 1585, causing an outflow of some 100,000 refugees from Brabant
and Flanders, mostly to the rebel territories in the north. The result
was a welcome boost to the economy of the newly established Dutch
Republic.

Urban Citizenship in the Dutch Republic

The politicians of the Dutch Republic pretended that, despite
the Revolt, it was business as usual, and most pre-Revolt privileges
remained in force. Nonetheless, the Revolt and the ensuing creation of
the Dutch Republic had created a novel political constellation insofar
as the sovereignty to which they had been subject before had devolved
into the hands of the towns themselves. Due to the combined effects of
pretended continuity and actual revolution, the constitution of the
Republic was a bit of a mess. First of all, once the rebel provinces had
declared their independence in 1581, nobody quite knew which institu-
tion had inherited the sovereign powers from Philip II. Some claimed it
had to be the States-General, but others argued that it was the provincial
states assemblies.35Grand Pensionary Johan deWitt, in effect Holland’s
prime minister, wrote as late as 1652:36

These provinces do not constitute una respublica, but each
province alone is a souveraine respublica, and as such these
United Provinces should not bear the name of respublica (in
the singular), but rather the name of respublicae foederatae or
unitae, in the plural.

If this argument was accepted – and many politicians believed it to
be true and acted accordingly – then the towns were subject to a
sovereign provincial states assembly in which they themselves held
key positions. In Holland, the most populous and wealthiest province,
contributing almost 60 per cent of the Republic’s budget and shoul-
dering most of its debts, the towns cast eighteen out of nineteen votes
in the states assembly. In Friesland the towns counted for a mere
quarter of the votes cast in the provincial states, whereas in all other
provinces it was at least 50 per cent. Urban interests dominated
the national politics of the Republic. Urban citizenship therefore
mattered in the Dutch Republic well beyond the confines of the cities
themselves.37
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As in the rest of Europe, citizenship in the Dutch Republic was
a purely local institution, conferred by birth or acquired by purchase.
Although exact figures are lacking, it can be safely assumed that about
half the urban population had formal citizenship rights.38 Only citizens
could serve the community in major offices. Therefore, all the local
councillors were citizens. More generally, the local constitutions sug-
gested that councils represented the citizen community. It thus seemed
only fair that citizens should be entitled to a say in local affairs. And
because in the Dutch Republic local affairs tended to be also provincial
affairs, which in turn had an important impact on national affairs, such
claims went a long way politically. In some parts of the country, notably
the eastern provinces, the civic community was formally represented by
a Common Council that had to be consulted before important decisions
affecting the whole community could be taken. As a result, Zwolle’s
Common Council gave its solemn approval to the peace treaties the
Dutch Republic concluded with Spain in 1648, with England in 1654

and again in 1667, with France in 1697, the alliance with the emperor
and England in 1702, the Treaty of Utrecht in 1714 and so on.39

In the west, citizens were clamouring for similar rights, when
they were not already available. Because there was no formal represen-
tation of the citizen community in the towns of Holland – their councils
were recruited through co-option – the middle classes used the civic
militias as their main vehicle for political mobilisation. Under normal
circumstances, however, urban politics in Holland was dominated
by the merchants, whose political programme was clear-cut. The
Amsterdam burgomaster, Cornelis Hooft, who was also active as a
grain merchant in the Baltic trade, summed up the gist of their policy:
‘Our power and interest consist of the Imperium maris and interna-
tional trade’.40 Johan de Witt, who did not have a personal interest in
trade, was nonetheless of the same opinion.41 Such attitudes are typical
of the whole so-called regent class in charge of Holland’s politics during
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. These people might feel the
state belonged to them, but as a result of the small scale of their domains
(apart from Amsterdam, all Holland’s towns had fewer than 70,000
inhabitants) and in the absence of a substantial police force, urban elites
were vulnerable to political pressure, especially from the well-organised
middle classes, whose guild petitions and militia revolts ensured that
citizen priorities were not forgotten. Hooft, well aware of the role
ordinary citizens had played in the Dutch Revolt, argued that their
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opinions had to be taken seriously; ‘they are our strongest asset’, he
insisted.42 Such arguments faded as the Revolt passed from lived experi-
ence into a distant and stylised memory, but the regents were regularly
reminded of the political claims of their citizens during waves of civic
rebellion that occurred in the 1610s, in 1672, afterWilliam III’s death in
1702, in 1748 and finally during the Patriot Revolution of the 1780s.43

Each time, these events coincided with international tensions reaching
fever pitch: in the 1610s when the question was whether and how to
continue thewar against Spain, and again in 1672when the countrywas
under attack from England, France and the prince-bishops of Münster
and Cologne. In 1702 the War of the Spanish Succession was erupting;
in 1747 another French invasion threatened the country’s independence.
The Patriot Revolution was the direct outcome of the government’s
embarrassment during the Fourth Anglo–DutchWar. International crisis
and citizen mobilisation were thus directly linked, underlining the con-
nection between local citizenship and national politics.44

The Towns and the Dutch State

The Dutch Revolt produced a durable coalition of cities and
provinces after 1572.45 This coalition was – at least during the seven-
teenth century – large enough to compete with the territorial states of
Western Europe. However, to do so successfully, the founding fathers of
the Dutch Republic had to solve the problem of stable coordination at
two levels: the provincial (between individual cities within each pro-
vince) and the state (between the provinces). Since Holland and Zeeland
constituted the centre of the state, it makes sense to focus on the genesis
of their political institutions first.

During the central Middle Ages, Holland and Zeeland had been
underdeveloped regions ofWestern Europe, with relatively low levels of
urban development compared with neighbouring Flanders and Brabant.
In this period the territorial state, governed by the count of Holland
(who also acted as count of Zeeland), provided the framework in which
the emerging cities slowly acquired political influence. For example,
already at an early stage (in the late thirteenth century) they lent large
amounts of money to the count in return for extensions of their privi-
leges. To channel this process, the States of Holland evolved out of ad
hoc institutions of consultation between the count and his subjects, in
particular representatives of the nobility and the cities. In 1428, when
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Holland became part of the emerging Burgundian state, the States of
Holland were formalised as an institution, in which the cities occupied
almost all seats; only one was reserved for the nobility, which was also
representing the countryside. Gradually, the states assembly became
the main platform for policy formation and consultation, and the
place where the representatives of the cities monitored each other’s
actions.46 During the middle decades of the sixteenth century, coopera-
tion between the cities of Holland intensified, in particular as a result
of the pressure to raise taxes and increase the borrowing power of
Holland.Within the framework of the States of Holland they developed
a strong mutual understanding and created the foundations for a col-
lective organisation of the public finances of the province.47

The Revolt of 1568 further intensified these processes, because
the towns formed the backbone of the resistance against the Spanish
forces – with the important initial exception of Amsterdam, which
until 1578 took the side of Philip II.48Urban privileges were very much
at stake in this conflict, with the towns insisting on maintaining and
expanding their own autonomy. On the other hand, William of
Orange, the leader of the revolt and (former) stadholder (governor)
on behalf of Philip II, was the most important force for coherence
during the initial stages of the Revolt. The tension between these two
main agents of Holland politics – the coordinating role of the stad-
holders versus the particularistic ambitions of the cities – was to
remain a crucial feature of Dutch politics through the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries.49

Within the Republic, the province of Holland provided leader-
ship and took on most of the public debt. In fact, this was the source of
the Republic’s stability: the fact that none of the towns could dominate
the States of Holland, let alone the country as a whole.50 From abroad it
might seem as if Amsterdam was in control, but in the Republic people
knew better, and not least in Amsterdam; ‘it is a republic of persuasion’,
the deputies of Amsterdam remarked realistically in 1731.51 In the
States of Holland, each of the eighteen enfranchised towns commanded
a single vote, tiny Brill with fewer than 5,000 inhabitants as well as
mighty Amsterdam with its 200,000. Amsterdam’s influence was
balanced by coalitions of smaller towns. Just as an informal league of
such small towns operated successfully in the 1720s and 1730s, so
during the seventeenth century had shifting coalitions similarly suc-
ceeded in making their voices heard.52
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Despite inequalities, the Dutch urban system was far less
polarised than those of France or Britain, both dominated by a capital
city that dwarfed all the other cities. Amsterdam, late in joining the
Revolt, became the economic centre of the county, but failed to become
its political leader. Moreover, the towns of Holland, although divided
by their niche trades and industries, were at the same time united in
a single economic and urban system. Physical integration was created
between 1636 and 1647, and then extended from 1656 to 1665, by the
building of a dense network of towboat canals which provided a system
of public transport with regular services against a modest price.53

The towns of Holland benefitted from shared institutions, and
from a long tradition of collaboration. Therewas no real equivalent at the
‘national’ level of the newly formed Dutch Republic. A significant step
towards the establishment of the new state in the north was the Union of
Utrecht, concluded in January 1579. Essentially a defensive alliance
between rebel regions and towns, the document came to be seen in later
years as the equivalent of the Republic’s constitution. In the scope of just
twenty-six clauses, the Union managed to lay down the ambitions of the
rebels for their collaboration, as well as the potential difficulties they
faced in realising those ambitions. The dilemma of the new state was
formulated in the very first clause, stating (in a single sentence) that on
one hand the united provinces would behave ‘as if they constituted only
a single province’, but at the same time that all regional and urban ‘special
and particular privileges, franchises, exemptions, rights, statutes, laud-
able and long-practiced customs’ and so on would be carefully main-
tained and protected by each individual member of the union.54

One hundred years later, in 1673, William Temple, former
English ambassador in The Hague and astute observer of Dutch poli-
tical life, could still write about the Dutch state55

that It cannot properly be stiled a Commonwealth, but is rather
a Confederacy of Seven Soveraign Provinces united together for
their common and mutual defence, without any dependance
upon the other. But to discover the nature of their Government
from the first springs and motions, It must be taken yet into
smaller pieces, by which it will appear, that each of these pro-
vinces is likewise composed of many little states or Cities, which
have several marks of Soveraign Power within themselves, and
are not subject to the Soveraignty of their province.
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Making a similar point, Montesquieu, who toured the country in 1729,
argued that the Dutch Republic was a federation of ‘about fifty repub-
lics, all very different the one from the other’.56

To counterbalance the ever-present tendencies of ‘particularism’,
the Dutch relied on two institutions. The first were the States-General,
which existed before 1572 as the representative body of all provinces of
the Habsburg state, and was re-established in 1579 as the coordinating
body for the rebel provinces only. The States-General were preoccupied
almost exclusively with foreign policy. Each of the seven provinces had
one vote, and for important decisions unanimity was required. The
provinces took weekly turns at presiding over the meetings. As time
went on, they found it increasingly difficult to reach decisions during
meetings and more and more issues were referred to special committees,
where a handful of insiders worked out a compromise deal.57

Another factor in the integration of the Dutch political system
was the stadholders, even though their position too was riddled with
contradictions.58 Before the Revolt, the stadholder had been the repre-
sentative of the sovereign in the various provinces. William of Orange
had thus been governor of Holland, Zeeland and Utrecht, first under
Charles V, later under Philip II. As he became the leader of the Revolt,
which he moreover supported with substantial amounts of his personal
fortune, it was considered impossible to do away with his office after the
abjuration of the king, even though that would have been the obvious
consequence. Attempts to make William himself the new sovereign met
with fierce resistance. Amsterdam burgomaster Hooft, when informed
about these plans, fumed ‘that many prominent citizens will rather
leave, than stay with us under those conditions’. He claimed that
many towns would not have joined the Revolt, had they known that it
would come to this.59When in 1674 the possibility was floated to make
William’s great-grandson duke of Guelders, and thus the sovereign in
one of the seven provinces, Amsterdam strongly opposed the proposal,
which was abandoned as a result.

Nonetheless, the stadholders could act as policy coordinators.
Apart from the fact that the stadholderate of several provinces was
combined in the hands of a single individual, he could also rally support
for his policies from the six provinces that feared Holland’s overbearing
influence. He had a special interest in his coordinating role because the
stadholder’s office was usually combined with the position of supreme
commander of the army and the navy, potentially the most important
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victims of local and regional particularism. Even in Holland the urban
elites, who liked to oppose their own republicanism with the court’s
aristocratic policies and culture, were not convinced that the country
could afford to go without an ‘eminent head’. Two experiments to do so
nonetheless, both ended in humiliating military defeats, in 1672 and
1747, and a fall from grace of the republican regimes dominated by
those in favour of unlimited local autonomy.60

Perhaps it was not so much the leadership of the Orange
dynasty, the distribution of institutionalised power, or even their com-
mon economic interests that pushed the towns and provinces together,
but the fact that they were engaged, first in a struggle for survival, then
in a series of other wars. Before 1648 the urgency of war forced through
decisions that would otherwise have been very hard to sell in every single
province. After 1648, when external pressures abated, free-rider pro-
blems increasingly rose to the surface. This became abundantly clear in
the early eighteenth century. In 1702William III died without male issue,
initiating a second so-called stadholder-less period. Unfortunately, this
happened at the tail end of a long series of very expensive land wars that
the Republic had been forced to fight with France. These wars, which
started in 1672, culminated in the War of the Spanish Succession
(1703–13), which left the Dutch Republic financially broken. In 1715

the treasury had to stop interest payments on the national debt, signalling
in effect a state bankruptcy. The Republic’s politicians, whose personal
fortuneswere closely tied to the national debt, knew they could not afford
another war and opted for a position of neutrality. At the same time,
everyone agreed, a restructuring of the public debt was of the greatest
importance. This, however, proved extremely hard to realise now that the
external pressure was off. The other provinces saw the debt as essentially
Holland’s problem. Within Holland, the cities were trying to shove the
burden onto their neighbours.61Discord became so bad that in the 1730s
one leading politician (and successor toDeWitt in the grand pensionary’s
office) exclaimed to the French ambassador that ‘he wished the Republic
did not suppose that peace abroad was assured’.62

From the beginning, the Dutch state took a keen interest in the
mercantile activities of its citizens.63 In some ways, the two were even
completely integrated. Before the middle of the seventeenth century, the
Dutch navy, like navies everywhere, relied mainly on merchant vessels
to execute its duties – and vice versa naval operations were privatised
through privateering, which was a lucrative business, especially in the
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province of Zeeland. The famous Dutch admiral Michiel de Ruyter
began his career as a pirate, before he was recruited to lead naval
operations. The close connection between state and trade was under-
lined by a cash nexus: the navy was financed through import and export
duties.64

This connection was equally visible in the non-European trade.
The Dutch East India Company (VOC) was initiated by Holland’s
grand pensionary, Johan van Oldenbarnevelt, who expected the com-
pany to open a new front against the Spaniards in Asia. Similarly, the
West India Company (WIC) was as much a military as a commercial
operation. Its most notable accomplishment was the capture of the
Spanish silver fleet off the Cuban coast in 1628. Both the VOC and
the WIC were tightly controlled by urban elites. The two companies
operated under monopoly licences, provided by the States-General in
1602 and 1621, respectively.65

With the state deeply immersed in commerce, it comes as no
surprise to find towns taking a similarly keen interest in state affairs, as
is demonstrated by the positions taken up by the Holland towns during
the roughly two decades of negotiations in the run-up to the Treaty
of Münster that ended the Dutch Revolt after eighty years of fighting.
These positions were very much determined by economic interests.
Towns with a large international trade network, notably Amsterdam,
Rotterdam and Dordrecht, favoured peace, whereas towns that relied
on industry, set up by immigrants from the Southern Netherlands and
protected by high tariffs and other obstacles, feared competition from
southern producers and favoured a continuation of the war.66

From the second half of the seventeenth century, the States-
General, in consultation with both commercial and industrial urban
interests, became increasingly proactive in economic policy. In 1725,
for example, a new tariff policy was introduced that sought to balance
various interests and support the Dutch economy in the struggle with its
mercantilist neighbours.67 In the Dutch Republic, the towns and the
state were hand in glove when it came to economic policies.

Citizens and Public Finances

One area where we can observe civic involvement in policy
making at close quarters was the introduction of new taxes. As was
argued in Chapter 2, public finances have an important citizenship
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component. The capacity of states to raise taxes is a prime indicator of
the support they enjoy among their citizens. Comparing per capita tax
revenues for Holland, England and France, two features stand out.68

First of all, the spectacular rise of per capita taxation during the early
decades of the Republic: although a revolution was under way and the
political structures were in turmoil, Dutch authorities were clearly able
to increase their income, a strong indicator that the Dutch Revolt was
enjoying strong popular support. The second feature is the high level
of per capita taxation in Holland, compared to England and France.
England’s levels of taxation began to increase massively in the second
half of the seventeenth century, a topic that I return to in the next
chapter. France, in the meantime, was performing sluggishly compared
to its two military rivals, for reasons explained in Chapter 9.

The Dutch Republic had no national system of public finance
as we understand it today. Instead, its public finances were organised
regionally, or even locally. During the seventeenth century less than
20 per cent of the money employed by the central institutions was raised
directly by the States-General; the rest was provided by the provinces.69

The Union of Utrecht had intended to introduce uniform taxes through-
out the country, but these never materialised. Their absence created
serious coordination problems, for which solutions had to be found.
In 1583, to prevent endless rounds of negotiations over the distribution
of the tax burden, the Dutch authorities introduced a system of fixed
quotas for each region’s contribution to the central treasury. This
system was adopted from the tax policies under the former Habsburg
rulers. The quota distribution was operational from 1585 – even if it
took until 1616 before the system had more or less taken its final form.
This was only substantially revised at the very end of the eighteenth
century.70 The system underscored Holland’s supremacy in the
Republic: Holland paid a mighty 58 per cent of all contributions to
the national treasury. Only Friesland, set at 11.7 per cent, came any-
where near this amount. The other provinces were set below (Zeeland,
at 9 per cent), or far below (Overijssel, at 3.6 per cent) a tenth of the total
tax burden. At the end of the eighteenth century, Holland’s share
actually exceeded 60 per cent.

The success of Dutch public finance in the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries was, therefore, first and foremost Holland’s suc-
cess. The total income of the States of Holland increased from less than
1 million guilders in the 1570s to about 10 million in the early 1620s,
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and nearly 18 million in the run-up to the Treaty of Münster (1648),
while the population had not even doubled during that period.71 There
was something distinctly ironic about this enormous increase in taxa-
tion in Holland during the Dutch Revolt, since resistance to ‘oppressive’
taxation had been one of its original causes.72 This oppression, how-
ever, had less to do with the rates of taxation than with their imposition
without proper consent from the States-General and the provinces.
The taxes levied by the rebels after 1572 raised the cost of living con-
siderably, but this was acceptable because they had popular support.73

The sharp increase in taxation and the persistence of high levels
of taxation throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries indi-
cate that tax morale in Holland was high. Although tax riots did occur,
they were rare. A survey of public disturbances in Holland revealed
a mere twenty-four tax riots between 1600 and 1795; of these twenty-
two were of a purely local character.74 In 1748 a wave of protest,
originating in the northern provinces of Groningen and Friesland,
caused the authorities to abolish tax farming and introduce a system
of publicly organised tax collection. Even in 1748, objections were
directed more against the method, and hence the legitimacy, than
against the levels of taxation.75

The capacity of the Dutch state to raise these substantial reven-
ues astounded contemporaries like Temple; he reported that the price
of a simple meal of fish and sauce in Amsterdam included as many as
thirty different taxes. This capacity was predicated on a delicate system
of negotiations between and within local communities, as is demon-
strated in Leiden during the 1740s. At the time, Leiden had about
33,000 inhabitants. Holland’s coffers had been depleted by the long
series of wars with France, fought between 1672 and 1713. In 1740, the
Republic was nonetheless dragged into the War of the Austrian
Succession and another new tax became necessary, the Personele
Quotisatie, or Personal Levy of 1742. The Personal Levy was based
on a combination of assessed income and so-called outward appear-
ances of wealth, such as the number of servants employed by each
household, the rental value of the house they inhabited, the presence
of coaches and so on.76

The Leiden municipal archives contain extensive documenta-
tion that allows us to understand how the directives of the States of
Holland were put into effect, the crucial aspect being the assessment
procedure itself. In Leiden this delicate task was placed in the hands of
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the bonmeesters, or ward officials. The bonmeesters were primarily
responsible for firefighting, but they were also in charge of collecting
contributions for the maintenance of the town’s rampart, and were
more generally employed by the town hall for all kinds of chores.77 The
bonmeesters were appointed by the town council. Already in the seven-
teenth century, and possibly earlier, these bonmeesters had been asked to
assess their fellow citizens for tax purposes.78 The bonmeesters of 1742
were solid middle-class men, working as butchers, drapers, merchants
and surgeons.Only a handful of themmight be called upper-class in terms
of their wealth. None of them sat on the municipal council, however, nor
did any appear to be related to council members.79 Their roots in the
wards provided them with intimate knowledge of their inhabitants.
The bonmeesterswere expected to go from door to door in their districts
and fill out a small printed form for each household, a task which took
close to two weeks per ward to complete.80

In January 1743, a special committee from the States of Holland
came to Leiden to check the tax registers compiled by the bonmeesters.
The States’ committee set out to compare the registers for the Personal
Levy with other tax registers.81 Another committee, this time with local
councillors as members, was set up by the States of Holland to oversee
revisions.82 The revisions, however, had to be finalised by the States
itself. Individual complaints were treated very seriously, despite the
significant numbers involved; in November 1745 the commission dis-
cussed no fewer than 232 separate files.83

In 1748 the political situation was much more volatile than it
had been in 1742. Like many other places, Leiden was swept up in a tidal
wave of riots, initially directed against tax farmers, but soon spilling over
into the political arena. Tax farmers’ homes were plundered and town
councillors were attacked for their corruption and ineffectiveness.84

The States of Holland reacted to these disorders by abolishing its cher-
ished excises in favour of what amounted to an income tax, similar to
the Personele Quotisatie of 1742. Despite the general political crisis, the
assessment of the populationwas organised in 1749 in amanner thatwas
very similar to that of 1742, with the bonmeesters once again shoulder-
ing most of the work. In twenty-three out of a total of twenty-seven
districts at least one of the assessors had already done the same job six
years earlier. This degree of continuity signalled to the population that
the assessment process would be as fair as it had been, even though its
character was to be slightly different. At the same time, the States of
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Holland had made the job easier by simply assessing the new tax owed
by Leiden at the same amount that it had formerly contributed in the
abolished excises.

In August 1748 the bonmeesters were once more sent from
door to door to fill out printed tax forms. Afterwards, their work was
checked by a committee, consisting of members of the town council and
‘commissioners from the citizens’.85 The latter were clearly included to
add legitimacy to the procedures. There was also a printed form avail-
able for those who wanted to lodge a complaint. Several of these carried
a declaration from the lord of the neighbourhood, confirming that the
complaint was justified.86 The committee of the States of Holland that
had come to Leiden to check the assessment in 1743was conspicuously
absent, perhaps to avoid inflaming a still volatile situation. In 1749,
however, there was no real need for such supervision, as it was the local
authorities’ responsibility to work out how to collect the assigned sum
of money.

We have discussed these procedures in detail in order to demon-
strate how the Dutch state’s operations penetrated the capillaries of
Dutch civil society, and to show how it was seeking legitimacy in
procedures that involved ordinary citizens, while at the same time
ensuring that local agency would not lead to shirking. The Leiden
procedures of 1742 and 1749 suggest that taxation was made palatable
inHolland through a coherent set of procedures. Firstly, assessment was
placed in the hands of local institutions. The assessors were supposed to
be familiar with the inhabitants of their district, whilst the inhabitants
were informed about who was going to assess them. There was, in other
words, familiarity on both sides. Secondly, assessment was essentially
left to the citizens themselves. The Leiden bonmeesterswere sufficiently
removed from the ruling – and in 1749 discredited – regent regime to
enable them to be accepted by the inhabitants as ‘one of us’, instead of
‘one of them’. Thirdly, free-riding in the community as a whole, through
a collusion of citizens and regents, was avoided through either a detailed
investigation of the assessment registers (in 1743) by the States of
Holland, or a fixed target set by the States that the town had to meet
in whatever way it fancied (in 1749).

The Dutch state did not always choose the ‘soft’ or ‘inclusive’
approach. One problem that plagued the Dutch Republic throughout
the two centuries of its existence was the contribution of the other six
provinces, which at times resorted to free-riding in the knowledge that
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Holland was always going to act as lender of last resort. In the 1620s
and 1630s the province of Friesland, for example, built up substantial
arrears in its contribution to the States-General budget. After many
warnings and protracted negotiations, Holland persuaded the other
provinces to send in the army. Friesland was effectively occupied in
1632, in 1634 and again in 1637, and forced to pay up – or as one
Holland deputy in the States-General preferred to call it, to ‘tame
Frisians with troops’.87

Conclusion

The Dutch model was much admired – but very difficult to
imitate, because it combined two unusual ingredients: the presence of
a high level of urbanisation and the absence of a dominant centre. Under
such conditions coordination was complex. In more or less similar
environments – northern and central Italy come to mind – coordination
proved impossible, and city-states became embroiled in quasi-
permanent warfare among themselves. The Swiss Republic is another
comparable case, albeit with much lower levels of urbanisation.
The Swiss, protected by their mountains, decided that only a minimal
amount of coordination would suffice; yet despite this they went
through several civil wars. Southern Germany, a third region with
similar features, would be mired by the weak coordination offered by
the Holy Roman Empire, as is discussed in Chapter 9. By the end of the
sixteenth century, with European merchants expanding their activities
across the globe, this was not the way to dominate world trade, as the
Dutch aspired – and for some time actually managed – to do. In the
seventeenth century, the Dutch Republic with all its global interests
could not stand aloof. Its struggle for independence and its commercial
interests both required a strong army and navy, and therefore close
collaboration among provinces that otherwise preferred to be left
alone. So why did it work?

At the end of the eighteenth century an influential political
programme, published in 1785 during a period of revolution that
would ultimately lead to the end of the Republic, explained to its readers
the ‘genius’ of the Dutch constitution. It might seem complicated at first
sight, said the anonymous authors, but in fact it served its main purposes
remarkably well: protection and enhancement of shipping, commerce
and manufacturing, as well as the maintenance of the Union and the
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provincial forms of government. When looked at from this angle, the
constitution could not be denied ‘a certain degree of soundness, of
perfectness, yes even clarity’. It was argued that three elements were
responsible for that enviable situation. In the first place, the Dutch
republican constitution was firmly founded upon the sovereignty of
the people; second, each part of the general society had its own govern-
ment, and could look after its own interests; third, because the consti-
tuencies were small, they provided the best guarantee for maintaining
liberty.88

This was a pretty accurate analysis of the Republic’s constitu-
tion and its practical application. Local elites played a pivotal role in
this system of divided authority. In all provinces this included urban
elites; in Holland they were completely in charge. These urban elites
were subject to the same tendencies of oligarchy that were active
everywhere in Europe, but at the same time they were under constant
pressure from their own citizens: ideologically, because they sub-
scribed to the idea that, by being citizens themselves, they represented
the civic community and that their rule was at least implicitly subject to
the approval of those same citizens; practically, because citizens were
organised in neighbourhoods, in guilds and, most significantly, in their
civic militias. Time and again the latter demonstrated their capacity to
mobilise political opposition. All civic organisations were routinely
involved in shaping local policies, through elections, participation in
decisions, petitions and formal and informal meetings with local
officials.

Via the provincial states assemblies, local politicians had a
direct say in national politics. These were discussed in great detail in
urban council chambers all over the country. The negotiations preced-
ing the Treaty of Westphalia demonstrate very clearly how local inter-
ests impacted decisions of national importance. They also demonstrate
how those local interests could potentially bring the system to a halt.
Stalemate, however, was not the default position during much of the
seventeenth century. Coordination and leadership were provided by
the Orange stadholders, commanders of the armed forces, and by
Holland’s leading politicians, such as Johan van Oldenbarnevelt and
Johan de Witt, both commoners who emerged from urban politics.
Significantly, both the stadholders and the grand pensionaries had to
provide this leadership informally; there was no formal platform for
them to work from. They managed, but it was a fragile construction.
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In that sense, it cannot come as a surprise that in the long run
this system proved difficult to sustain. The ‘Dutch century’, also known
asHolland’s golden age, indeed petered out in the decades around 1700.
De Vries and Van der Woude have argued that economies go through
some sort of natural life cycle of about 100 years, and the Dutch golden
age was simply subject to that general rule. Innovations were certainly
diminishing by 1700. However, the more obvious problem was the
growth of public debt at a time when coordination became even more
of a problem. In 1702William III died without a successor. In England,
where he was king, his wife continued the reign, assisted by a cabinet.
In the Netherlands most provinces, including the crucial province of
Holland, decided to defer the appointment of a successor to a later date.
In the event, that would turn out to be 1747, almost half a century later.
In the meantime, the Dutch, alongside the English, were fighting the
War of Spanish Succession against Louis XIV (1702–13). By the end of
the war, Holland’s debt service was consuming more than half of its
regular revenues. For the first time, Holland was incapable as well as
unwilling to continue this kind of expenditure. In 1715 the States-
General had to restructure its debts. Holland too reduced its interest
rates on existing loans. There was talk of new taxation, but this time it
proved impossible to overcome discord. The Republic was forced to
adopt a neutral position, but in the absence of war, or the threat of war,
compromise between the various parties proved even more elusive.
The Dutch Republic in the eighteenth century was struggling with fail-
ures of coordination: bottom-up rule, which had been key to the success
of the seventeenth century, was powerless in the absence of individuals
or institutions that could tie the various interests into a coherent policy.

Whereas citizenship had underpinned Holland’s golden age, it
thus contributed to its problems in the eighteenth century. To be effec-
tive, citizenship alone was not enough. Urban communities had to be
tied into a system of national coordination. This had been relatively
straightforward in Italian city-states, but in the Dutch Republic such
coordination proved much more challenging. England, the topic of our
next chapter, had the advantage of an early set of national institutions.
These, however, had to become more receptive to urban civic interests
before they could become as effective as those of the Dutch.
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8 CITIZENSHIP IN ENGLAND
From the Reformation to the Glorious Revolution

In the autumn of 1484 a ‘grete riot [was] commyted within the
Citie of Yorke and the franchisez thereof’, as it was expressed in a letter
from the earl of Northumberland that was read out in the meeting of
the town council on 8October. The earl of Northumberlandwas York’s
political patron, and he wanted more details. The next week, no fewer
than two letters from the king himself were read out, this time in
a meeting of the Common Council, with ‘the substance of the hole
body of the said Citie’ in attendance. It was made very clear that the
king was unhappy – ‘displeased’, the letter stated in so many words –
about the fact that the citizens had not used the proper channels to raise
their concerns, and that the local government had been unable to main-
tain public order.1

Nine years later, in 1493, the abbot of St Mary and King’s
Receiver Richard Chomley were charged by the king with the adjudica-
tion in a dispute between the weavers and cordwainers that the local
authorities had failed to settle. The York government retorted that this
was a purely municipal issue and that it would not accept such inter-
ference. Only after the abbot had declared that he had no intention
whatsoever of trespassing on local privileges and that the committee
merely wanted to talk to the parties involved in the dispute and suggest
ways forward did the local authorities accept this outside involvement.
In the event, they confirmed the solution that the abbot and Chomley
proposed.2

In 1504 the Crown took a stronger position when the York
Commons submitted a list of demands to the Council and threatened
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that they ‘wold not proceede to any eleccion unto tyme the Maier and
[Council] graunted theym all theyr askyngs and desyrez’. The king
demanded in a letter that the ringleaders be transferred to London,
and this indeed happened. The searchers of the various guilds were
also forced to swear an oath of loyalty to the king, as the latter had
insisted.3

During the Middle Ages, political interactions of the Crown
with the community of York were thus a mixture of admonition, repri-
mand and correction. This, however, was to change gradually but
fundamentally over the following two centuries. In 1621, while the
‘instructions for the citizens in Parliament’ representing York as a
borough insisted on collaborating with representatives from other
towns to protect their interests against London wholesalers, the York
MPs themselves reminded their fellow citizens that they were ‘tending
to the public and the good of the commonwealth’.4 By 1640 York was
to side with Parliament in its conflict with the Crown. The citizens
themselves had become more self-confident, but also more aware of an
antagonism between the organs of state and Church on one hand, and
their own municipal institutions on the other.5

In England, the position of towns and cities was very different
from the situation in either Italy or the Low Countries. In fact, it could
be argued that the relations between towns and the Crown fitted the
pattern found throughout much of premodern Europe, where monarchs
had to deal with urban interests, but there was one major difference
from the rest of Europe and that was, of course, Parliament. Whereas
many European states had representative assemblies, few of these had
the combination of permanence and effectiveness that the English
Parliament managed to display across the Middle Ages and the early
modern period.6 However, the effects of this only became manifest
during the series of crises that erupted in the seventeenth century. As is
well known, those crises ultimately created a situation, through the
1689 Bill of Rights, in which Parliament gained the upper hand, pre-
cisely when monarchs seemed to be winning out in the rest of Europe.
It is a textbook truth that the Glorious Revolution changed the nature of
the political game in the British Isles. In the economic history literature
the focus has been very much on its impact on English property rights.7

However, this chapter concentrates on the role of towns in the political
system, and by implication the role of urban citizens. I argue that not
only were towns significant actors in the seventeenth-century conflicts
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between Crown and Parliament, but also that these conflicts, and the
way inwhich theywere ultimately resolved by the Bill of Rights, allowed
urban interests to be increasingly articulated at the state level.

England’s Urban Renaissance

In the sixteenth century, England cut a poor figure in the
European league table of urbanisation, ranking seventh in 1500 and
without advance by 1600.8 During the seventeenth century, however, it
began a steady climb, taking it to fourth place in 1700 and second
place – after the Dutch Republic – by 1800. This remarkable rise was
entirely due to England’s strong performance; while other countries
were increasing their urban populations, England was doing the same,
but at a much faster pace.9 Change was in the air everywhere. The
number of small market towns went up from fewer than 600 in the
late sixteenth century tomore than 700 in the late seventeenth.10 By that
time twenty-seven of those towns had populations of more than
5,000.11 London’s expansion was especially spectacular, moving up
from 80,000 in 1550, to 400,000 inhabitants in 1650. In the seventeenth
century London was already the largest city in Europe, but equally
significantly English provincial towns were now also making an impact.
England, in other words, was becoming urbanised at a faster rate than
any other European country.12

Economic growth likewise happened in England at a pace that
outstripped all its rivals. During the late Middle Ages England’s eco-
nomic performance had been sluggish, but in the second half of the
fifteenth century a corner was turned. Initially, much of that growthwas
eaten up by simultaneous population growth, but during the second half
of the seventeenth century, despite the political turmoil of the period,
with the English Civil War, Restoration and Glorious Revolution, GDP
per capita began to increase more consistently and from the middle of
the eighteenth century at increasingly substantial rates.13 By that time,
the Industrial Revolution was also under way.

Invisible in these numbers, but in the long run perhaps equally
important, was the changing position of towns in the country’s political
and cultural make-up. Following the Reformation, in the 1540s,
increasing numbers of towns gained greater autonomy through incor-
poration. Moreover, urban culture now featured more significantly in
the way the English conceived their own society.14 How all these
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developments were connected has been debated by many generations of
historians; debates that cannot be settled here, of course; but what is
nonetheless striking about the development of urbanisation, economic
growth and institutional change is their chronology. The creation of
new boroughs, and the granting of extended privileges to existing
boroughs, preceded the rise in the rate of urbanisation. Urbanisation,
in its turn, preceded the Industrial Revolution. The data are too impre-
cise to read toomuch into them, but they still seem firm enough to reject
any idea that institutional reform was predicated on economic growth
and urban expansion. If anything, it was the other way around.

Towns and Crown in the Middle Ages

Urban institutions had emerged before the Normans conquered
England in 1066. At the time, the City of London must have had its
aldermen and wardmotes, while Cambridge, York, Stamford, Lincoln
and Chester had their own law courts. Such institutions were setting
these places apart from the countryside. By the late eleventh century
a burgess could be identified as someone ‘who paid his share in borough
dues’. In the twelfth century urban privileges were extended, usually at
the behest of the urban communities themselves. A lot of it was copied
from other towns. Initially, these urban privileges were established in
a hotchpotch of documents, and it would take quite some time for them
to consolidate into a more systematic set of regulations. Protection
against ‘extortion, oppression and disorder’ was the first priority of
urban communities. During that same era merchant guilds were set
up, sometimes prior to the acquisition of privileges for the whole com-
munity, whilst the inhabitants were also made collectively responsible
for the payment of royal taxes.15

In many English towns, citizenship seems to have emerged out
of these privileges, but more specifically out of the requirement to pay
‘scot and lot’, i.e. contribute to royal taxes. In twelfth-century Norwich,
for example, charters provide an inclusive definition of the burgesses, to
create the widest possible tax base.16 In some towns, however, it was the
merchant guild that helped define citizenship. This was the case in York,
where the Guild Merchant was already recorded in 1080, and guild
aldermen are mentioned in a document from circa 1100. Later in the
twelfth century the king imposed a fine because some inhabitants had
attempted to make the guild into a ‘commune’. A larger sum of money
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then made the inhabitants exempt from certain royal levies, and in 1191

there is reference to the ‘citizens of York’ (cives Eboracenses). However,
the first register of new citizens starts only a century later.17

In Wells, a cathedral city of circa 2,000 inhabitants in the late
fourteenth century, about half the adult male population had formal
citizen rights. The citizens were united in one large guild that encom-
passed all different occupations. The guild’s membership and that of the
borough community were really one and the same. Civic participation
was high. Of those registered as citizens in the century after 1377, no
fewer than three-quarters held some sort of public office at some point
in their lives. Around 1300, the citizens of Wells tried to convert their
‘civic’ guild into a merchant guild, on the assumption that it would
allow them greater freedom vis-à-vis the bishop. In 1329 they managed
to strike a deal with the incoming bishop and in 1341 the Crown
allowed them further privileges, after the citizens of Wells had offered
the king a substantial sum of money. They now received permission to
elect their own mayor and aldermen. The bishop, however, fought back
in the courts and the next year some of the privileges were annulled,
leading to riots in 1343, and the creation of a ‘sworn community’. Even
though the communitas was never formally recognised, it continued to
function as the local government and to negotiate with the bishops, who
did not object to its existence as long as theWells citizens were prepared
to fulfil their financial obligations towards the Church. From the 1370s,
the borough community also selected a Member of Parliament.18 A
‘broad range of participation’ was the norm in many English towns at
the time.19

During this period the formal position of towns remained fluid.
That positionwas being slowly defined through a range of charters, each
primarily addressing a specific issue, and not yet amounting to a coher-
ent programme of urban autonomy.20 English towns were not fully
autonomous anyway. As subordinates of the Crown they tried as far
as possible to stay clear of national controversies like the Wars of the
Roses. Towns might throw in their weight with other interested parties,
but were not in a position to change policies by themselves.21 In
the second half of the fourteenth century, however, their bargaining
position improved somewhat as the Crown turned increasingly to urban
communities for financial support, rather than relying on individual
merchants or merchant consortia. The unintended consequence of
this change in policy was also to empower the local representative
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institutions that were asked to agree to such loans to the Crown. In
return they would ask for new commercial privileges, or for additional
elements to their borough charter.22 Both the towns and the Crown
were figuring out in the process where they stood in relation to each
other. As was demonstrated by the events in York related at the begin-
ning of this chapter, this was a situation of shifting balances.

Londonwas, of course, always going to be a special case. Both its
size – already 30,000–40,000 by the mid-fifteenth century – and its
political position as capital and seat of government, would ensure that
the Crown paid close attention to the politicalmood on its doorstep. Both
the City and the Crown were very much aware of their interdependence:
the City needed help from the government to protect its commercial
interests, while the Crown needed the City – not only because of the
revenue it generated, but also to provide loans when cash was urgently
needed. However, precisely because they were condemned to each other,
neither party wanted to allow the other to dominate its politics. For
example, in 1392 Richard II revoked London’s charter, and the City
spent ₤30,000 to get it restored. Throughout this period there was con-
stant wrangling between the two.23

But it would be wrong to see such conflicts as signs of a struc-
tural opposition between the Crown and the towns in the late Middle
Ages. In general, the two were complementary elements in the constitu-
tion of the country, elements that could both live with this ‘division of
labour’.24 The Crown would insist on the fact that it was the sovereign
and therefore ultimately the highest authority in the land. The towns
would insist on the autonomy that their charters and other privileges
gave them. Both were seeking to expand their positions, but usually
without much aggression. Most of the time, the Crown and the towns
lived peacefully side by side.

The Reformation and the Towns

Between 1540 and 1640 the urban institutional landscape in
England was radically transformed. Whereas in 1500 there had been
thirty-eight incorporated boroughs, and forty-four in 1540, this number
then started to increase at a rate of almost fourteen per decade over the
next 100 years. By 1560 the number had already almost doubled, by
1600 it had tripled and by 1640 there were four and a half times asmany
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incorporated boroughs as there had been in 1500. The total now stood
at 181.25

The timing shows that the new incorporations were first and
foremost a by-product of the more general institutional rearrangements
that followed in the wake of the Reformation, set in motion with the
creation of the Church of England in 1534. The Reformation caused the
government to involve itself much more, and in much more detailed
ways, with the business of local government.26 First of all, because it had
to ensure the introduction of the new rites and all that came with it;
but secondly because the Reformation had massive implications for
church properties, many of which were located in urban environments.
Precisely because the Reformation created greater interference in their
local business than had been customary, towns were keen to defend
their autonomy against these outside authorities. The national govern-
ment also had its own reason to strengthen local institutions, since
it needed local authorities to push through its massive reform
programme.27 Towns that had been under the authority of the Church
were thus able to benefit directly from the changed balance of power.
In Beverley, Yorkshire, for example, the bishop lost his grip on the town
in 1542. It took some thirty years for the local elites to consolidate their
independence, but in 1573 they managed to obtain a charter that
incorporated Beverley as a borough. As happened elsewhere, the initia-
tive had come from the citizens of Beverley themselves.28 With a similar
programme in mind the urban authorities ofWorcester spent huge sums
of money on legal advice when the town was seeking incorporation in
the 1550s; they clearly thought it was worth their while.29 Exeter had
been elevated to county status in 1535, but solicited another charter in
1550.30

The increase in incorporation in turn led to much stronger
representation of urban interests in Parliament, where the number of
seats controlled by incorporated boroughs rose to about 250 in 1641.31

If we follow Michael Braddick in his portrayal of the English state as
a ‘coordinating centre’, presiding over a network of local authorities,
the increased representation of the urban localities in the centre must
be rated as a very significant development.32 In many towns MPs were
selected by either the burgesses directly, or by their representatives
sitting on the town councils. In other words, these MPs, irrespective of
their own social background, were representing an urban ‘interest’.33

The selection process was bewilderingly varied, but always consisted of
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several steps. In Barnstaple, in Devon, one of the seats was owned by
the Chichester family, the other controlled by the earls of Bath, who held
the office of town recorder. In York, on the other hand, the council
nominated four candidates – almost always local people – who were
then presented to the burgesses. They would choose two, who would be
presented for selection a couple of days later. In many towns, a commit-
tee system would mediate between the constituency it was supposed to
represent, and the elites’ ambition to control the outcome.34

A lot has been made of the ‘oligarchies’ that came to dominate
the towns during this period. It is quite possible that a smaller number of
families were increasing their grip on urban offices,35 but it would be
wrong to infer from this observation that urban government was pre-
viously open to all and sundry. That was never the case, especially since
high offices in towns were usually poorly remunerated and incurred
serious expense.36 Accepting office also implied that one was in a posi-
tion to spend time, often a great deal of time, serving the public. In Great
Yarmouth very substantial fines were introduced in the seventeenth
century to compel councillors to commit to their public duties. The
size of the council in the same town was reduced by a quarter in 1703,
when it proved impossible to find enough members who were able and
willing to devote time to public office.37 Urban office might be as much
a burden as a source of profit.

Many urban offices, moreover, remained elective, and this sug-
gests that the electorate found oligarchy less objectionable than inex-
perience, or the temptations of corruption that were supposed to be
stronger for the less well off.38 And where oligarchy was a dominant
feature of urban political life –which was the case in most incorporated
boroughs – it did not necessarily mean that these people were merely
lining their own pockets, even if they did not ignore the interests of their
families and relatives. There is ample evidence that they took the inter-
ests of the community as a whole to heart, if only because they had to be
re-elected.39More importantly, the emphasis on oligarchy has obscured
the conflicts that emerged and persisted among local elites, as well as the
levels of civic participation that were also characteristic of urban poli-
tical life.40

It would be equally wrong to portray these towns as ‘indepen-
dent’ or ‘autonomous’ in any radical way.41 Even when they were trying
to increase their political room for manoeuvre, they were very conscious
of their position within the larger framework of the English state. Many
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continued to ally themselves with powerful aristocratic patrons, whose
utility was increasing as they became more integrated in the power
structures of the state. Towns cultivated these relationships by present-
ing their patrons with elaborate gifts, and otherwise paying homage, but
also by accepting them as officers in the urban political structures.
At least fifty-two towns created an office of High Steward in the decades
around 1600, and presented this office to a political patron. The patrons
in return founded hospitals and other charities, or would sponsor lecture-
ships and schools. Even for towns that had their own parliamentary
representative, the influence of a powerful patron might prove more
effective in furthering local interests. Places thatwanted to obtain charters
of incorporation would be well advised to engage such a patron.42

The period did, however, witness a strong upsurge in what I
earlier called ‘urban republicanism’.43 Richard Butcher (1586/7–1664),
town clerk of Stamford, in Lincolnshire, described ‘cities or towns
corporate as . . . small County Palatinates within themselves’, which
would be best served by ‘magistrates of their own members . . . to
make laws, constitutions and ordinances, to bind themselves and
everymemberwithin their jurisdiction’. The citizens, Butcher explained,
had ‘a power within themselves in their Common Hall assembled, to
make laws as peculiar and proper rules for their better government, the
said assembly being a little court of Parliament’.44 Such ideas would
persist beyond the Civil War, for example in John Locke’s works in
the late seventeenth century and into the eighteenth.45 However, in
Butcher’s lifetime the old balance between Crown and towns was still
in place, not least, perhaps, because urban authorities were keen to
avoid conflict and doing their utmost to prevent disunity. To that end,
elections were preferably depoliticised.46

Therefore, when Henry Ireton claimed during the Putney
debates in October 1647 that ‘the freemen of corporations were looked
upon by the former constitution to comprehend the permanent interest
of the kingdom’, although he might have been corrected a century
earlier for overstating the importance of urban constituencies, by the
middle of the seventeenth century he was making a statement of fact.47

Urban Divisions during Civil War and Restoration

The Civil War put the relationship between towns and Crown
on a whole new footing. Differences of opinion that in previous decades
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could have been papered over now came to a head in unprecedented
ways. Towns were more or less forced to take sides, even though most
urban elites desperately tried to avoid exactly that, anticipating that it
would spell trouble either way. The corporation of York was above
all keen to preserve its autonomy. Even after York was occupied by
Royalist forces, its civic leaders were still prepared to defy the king on
issues of urban autonomy.When the Parliamentarians took charge after
the Battle of Marston Moor in July 1644, the civic authorities likewise
attempted to prevent government interference. The newmembers of the
municipal institutions were as determined on this point as their prede-
cessors had been.48

Itwas for precisely this sort of reasons that the BristolCorporation
actively supported calls on both parties in the conflict to settle their dispute.
The Corporation argued that civil strife, let alone civil war, would damage
the nation’s trading interests, a great deal of which was concentrated in
Bristol. It also professed a profound dislike for conflict as a means of
resolving disputes in general and pleaded for a return to the type of politics
that looked for compromise solutions, necessary to maintain political and
social unity. Its analysis was most prescient, because when ‘accommoda-
tion’ failed, local divisions became increasingly linked with national
debates. In Bristol those divisions were specifically related to access to
trade. On one side, the overseas merchants, united in the Society of
Merchant Venturers, dominated the Corporation, with three-quarters
of the membership of the Common Council coming from this section
of society. On the other side, artisans and shopkeepers opposed the
Corporation’s policies and allied themselves with the parliamentary
cause. Religious issues added another edge to the political clashes in
Bristol.49 In Oxford, military occupation – first by the Royalists, then by
the Parliamentarians – similarly created a much stronger connection
between local and national political alliances.50

London’s extraordinary size and the geographical proximity of
the court to the City, but especially themutual dependence of mercantile
and royal interests, ensured that relations between Crown and City
continued to be of prime importance.51 By the middle of the seventeenth
century this mutual dependence was firmly institutionalised along
three lines. The first were the chartered companies, most notably the
Merchant Adventurers (1407), more recently the Turkey (1581) later
Levant (1605), and the East India (1600) Companies and then the
Virginia, Massachusetts Bay and Providence Island Companies, as
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well as several others. The chartered trading companies were the back-
bone of England’s overseas trade, but at the same time fiercely resented –
and undercut – by those merchants who found themselves excluded by
these privileges.Moreover, the various chartered trades were competing
among each other for control of the City’s political machinery. In the
years leading up to the Civil War, the colonial interests in the New
World in particular were claiming their place under the political sun, at
the expense of established mercantile interest groups, while the latter
saw their position as intimately related to the fate of the Crown.52

The second strand in the relationship between Crown and City
was financial. The collection of various customs duties had been farmed
out since Elizabeth’s reign, and were then united in 1604 in a single
Great Farm, which only the very richest merchants were in a position to
operate. These people simultaneously acted as major private lenders to
the monarch.53 In case of an emergency, usually of a military nature, the
Crown would turn to London’s merchant community for financial
assistance. It was the only place in the country where sufficient resources
could be mobilised at short notice.

Apart from individual contributions, the Crown had also been
relying on institutional financial support, the third strand. In 1617,
for example, the City as such underwrote a ₤100,000 loan to the
Crown, only to discover that James I did not honour his debts, with
interest payments forthcoming only at irregular intervals. The same
happened with a ₤60,000 loan that the City had guaranteed in 1625,
immediately after Charles I ascended to the throne. As a result of such
bad debts, the Corporation was unable to raise further capital after
1628. It failed to produce a ₤100,000 loan requested in June 1639,
and only after Parliament met again in October was the City prepared
to raise ₤50,000 from the livery companies as a loan to the Crown.54All
this suggests a relationship that was at one and the same time close yet
strained.

Charles’ ‘personal rule’ made the problems much worse after
1629. In the absence of parliamentary support, the king’s dependence
on the City bankers to finance his expenses and help him collect revenue
could only increase. For that reason, he was willing to expand the City’s
jurisdiction over the suburbs, where most of the population growth was
taking place. However, the City was reluctant to do so because it feared
that this would ultimately weaken its authority. As a result, a proposal
to this effect from the Privy Council in 1632 was turned down. The
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Crown, desperately looking for new sources of revenue, then began
incorporating the suburbs and creating institutions there that competed
with those of the City. When in 1642 Charles made a last-ditch attempt
to woo the City’s rulers, he offered to dismantle these incorporations
and hand over the suburbs to the City after all. By then, however, other
forces had taken over.55

Starting in September 1640 radical supporters of Parliament
had staged a series of events and campaigns of mass petition in
London to assert their religious and political claims. The first such
petition, in September 1640, attracted in the order of 10,000 signatures;
a second, delivered to the House of Commons in December, was signed
by some 15,000 inhabitants, 10–20 per cent of all adultmale inhabitants
of the capital, and a year later a similar number signed still another
petition. Radical activists were recruited from among themerchants and
craftsmen of the city, while apprentices and women were also actively
involved in many of the radical initiatives. Through the wardmotes, the
grass-roots units of London’s corporate politics, the Common Council
elected by those wardmotes and the Common Hall, where the mayor
and aldermen were elected by representatives of the London companies
(guilds), radicals were able to bring London firmly into the
Parliamentarian camp. Conservative merchants who supported the
kingwere sidelined by citizen politics.56This radical support for a greater
role for representative institutions coincided with clashes about account-
ability within the companies.57 In other words, radical reforms were
demanded at all levels of England’s institutional structures.

The restoration of the monarchy in 1660 seems to have been
met with no general dissatisfaction among urban governors. InNorwich
there was widespread celebration.58 Perhaps local elites were anxious
about their job prospects, but perhaps they also expected a more stable
government than the Protectorate had been able to deliver. The Crown,
however, did not exactly reciprocate with gestures of reconciliation.
On the contrary, the Corporations Act of 1661 created a two-year
period in which towns were subjected to extensive purges of their
governing bodies. Not all of this was initiated by the Crown. Quite
a few towns delivered themselves, as it were, on a plate by asking for
renewal of their charters and for the removal of controversial aldermen
and councillors. Mostly these purges were spillovers from the Civil War
era, when opposing groups of local politicians had used their hold on
power to apply the law against their opponents. In many cases, on the
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other hand, the king explicitly requested the removal of people who
opposed his reign, or had been implicated in the regime that killed his
father. In all, 468 individuals in thirty-six towns lost their posts, i.e. one
third of all urban officeholders.59 In a town like Great Yarmouth, which
was hit particularly hard by the purges of 1662–63 (andwould be again in
1688), the exclusion of many experienced administrators forced the com-
munity to recruit less suitable replacements.60 Another innovation of the
1661 Act was the introduction of standard clauses in urban charters that
reduced their uniqueness and created a more uniform urban regime.61

The 1660s also saw the introduction of another innovation in
the Crown’s policies vis-à-vis the towns: the use of quo warranto pro-
cedures. Under quo warranto the King’s Bench could revoke a town’s
charter when it was found that the town had acted against the law. Proof
of that was never difficult to find. There is no evidence of a deliberate
policy to apply this instrument, but it became very effective nonetheless
in the campaign to reduce urban autonomy. In most cases, the initiative
came from within the towns themselves – for example, from disaffected
former officeholders who had lost their post in one or another purge.
Appealing to the King’s Bench, they tried to invoke the quo warranto,
but with the unintended consequence that towns were threatened with
the loss of their charter and being placed directly under the control of
the Crown. Faced with this threat, towns were often prepared to hand
over their charter and accept a new one, even if this was less favourable;
a bad charter was still better than no charter at all. In the process, the
king usually obtained the right to confirm local appointments – or reject
those he did not like.62

In the 1680s there would be another radical change in the rela-
tionship between Crown and towns. During the previous two decades,
eighty-five borough charters had been issued or reissued, and in the five
years from early 1682, another 134 were refashioned. Technically, the
majority of these towns were asking for a new charter themselves. Often,
such requests were the outcome ofmore local conflict. InNottingham, for
instance, the council was tied on the issue in July 1682, and the request
for a new charter was only submitted because the mayor supported the
move. It led to demonstrations, with hundreds of citizens chanting, ‘no
new charter’. (The new charter fortuitously arrived at 11:00 AM on
election day of that year.) One of the innovations of the 1680s was the
introduction of uniform articles in all new charters, permitting the king to
remove corporation members at will.63
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Not all towns felt compelled to hand over their charter. The City
of London in particular resisted the policy, and was therefore targeted by
the Crown. In 1682 the King’s Bench launched a quo warranto procedure
against the City. The City claimed that its charter was ‘immortal’ and
could only be revoked by Parliament; the Crown argued that it had been
issued by the king and could therefore be revoked by him. The courts
agreed with the sovereign’s argument. In June 1683 a compromise of sorts
was arrived at: the charter would remain in place, but in return the king
was allowed control over all important appointments. For the next five
years, a royal commission was to oversee the City’s political life. Only
livery companies loyal to the king and his policieswere permitted to vote in
the CommonHall, while companies branded as disloyal were served with
quo warrantos themselves and threatened with the loss of their privileges.
Even supporters of the king agreed that the policy was designed to reduce
the City to the ‘status of a small village’. The signal to the rest of the
country was loud and clear: hand over your charter voluntarily, or else.64

These policies were intended to control urban politics as such,
but also had the ulterior aim of influencing Parliament.65 It was with
the latter objective in mind that James II completely reversed the policy
in late 1688. This happened, however, after he himself had initiated
another round of charter issues in 1687 and 1688, this time to under-
mine the position of the Church of England in the boroughs, in favour of
Catholicism. As a result of the changes, thousands of local officeholders,
most of them otherwise loyal supporters of the Crown and its policies,
lost their posts. Local administration was slowly grinding to a halt,
while support for some sort of radical intervention was growing.
Sensing that the tide was turning, James then performed his dramatic
U-turn in October 1688. All new charters were revoked and the pre-
vious ones reinstated.66 In London the livery companies’ charters were
similarly restored, as was the City’s own charter.67 But it was all too
late. Those who might have hailed the move were out of office, and the
people whose posts were now under threat were completely baffled.68

Urban Interests and National Politics after the Glorious
Revolution

In 1689, the number of boroughs (i.e. towns) represented by
MPs in Parliament was around 200, controlling more than three-
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quarters of all seats, just as in 1640. Around half of these MPs were
returned by urban freemen, constituting the largest bloc of votes in
Parliament.69 Many of the actual members still had a gentry back-
ground, but the share of overseas merchants in Parliament doubled
from 3.7 to 7.6 per cent of the members. After 1690, about one in ten
MPs had a direct interest in commerce; the overwhelming majority of
these were representing urban constituencies. The number of petitions
to Parliament with a commercial topic meanwhile rose more than
fivefold.70 This is not to say that urban interests dominated Parliament,
or exclusively set the political agenda for the English – and later British –

state. It does, however, tell us that the urban communities were a political
force to reckonwith, and that aligning these urban interests with those of
the state was one of the main challenges for the government. Building on
developments that had begun under Cromwell’s republican government
and been taken over by Charles II, that alignment was consolidated in the
political procedures of the Bill of Rights and its aftermath.71

North and Weingast, in a paper published in 1989, have
famously argued that the Bill of Rights created a new property rights
regime.Now that Parliament exercised ultimate control, theCrown could
no longer encroach on its subjects’ properties. This, according to North
andWeingast, helps explain why investors were all of a sudden willing to
buy government bonds on an unprecedented scale, and the state could
run up a huge debt against ever-lower interest rates. Gregory Clark has,
however, convincingly demonstrated that property rights had been secure
in England since well before 1689, and that very little changed in this
respect with the Glorious Revolution.72 If anything, 1689 increased
instability, rather than decreasing it. Nonetheless, tax revenues went up
dramatically in the following decades, as did parliamentary scrutiny of
how they were spent. At the same time, interest rates declined from
10 per cent in 1693 to the Dutch levels of 2.5–3 per cent in the 1720s.73

Whereas during the Restoration era only 45 per cent of financial legisla-
tion had been successfully concluded, and 50 per cent underWilliam and
Mary, this increased to 80 per cent during the first half of the eighteenth
century, and even further during the second half.74 These data suggest
a strong correlation between successful parliamentary procedures and
public trust in the government.

Changes occurred on two levels, first and foremost nationally.
After 1689 English governments were reluctant to interfere directly in
urban politics. They strenuously tried to avoid the impression that they
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wanted to repeat the mistakes made by James II. Only fourteen borough
charters were issued underWilliam andMary, the lowest number of any
reign since the thirteenth century.75 The King’s Bench was no longer
available to settle partisan scores in the boroughs. Instead of trying to
suppress political conflict, judicial procedures were now used to ham-
mer out compromise solutions, without excluding one party or the
other. Moreover, these procedures were terminated more quickly than
they had been in the past. To dissuade parties from employing judicial
procedures in order to upset their opponents, the price of launching
a case before the King’s Benchwas raised. It took some three decades for
the dust to settle, but eventually all of this helped corporations to resume
the business that had been paralysed by the instability of the decades
preceding the Glorious Revolution.76 In other words, a new balance
between towns and national government had finally been achieved.

This, secondly, also helped to transform local politics. Urban life
itself was changing as urban populationsmultiplied.77The ‘English urban
renaissance’ consisted of a massive increase in public life in all its
aspects.78 At the same time that communal investments and activities
were reaching unprecedented levels, paradoxically, partisanship also
became accepted as a fact of life, much as it had become nationally.
During the ‘age of oligarchy’ – a serious misnomer as far as urban politics
is concerned – parliamentary elections were in most cases contested.79

Even if those selected in the process were not exactly socially representa-
tive of the population as a whole, the emphasis on oligarchy is to miss the
point that they were elected for their views, not their class background,
and by a relatively wide franchise. In Newcastle upon Tyne, for example,
35–40 per cent of all adult males were freemen, and therefore entitled to
vote. Urban politics as such was becoming ever livelier during the eight-
eenth century. Newcastle saw the publication of no fewer than seven
newspapers already before 1760, including theNewcastle Courant from
1711 and theNewcastle Journal from 1739, while in 1769 theNewcastle
Chronicle was launched. The same was happening elsewhere. In 1735

there were twenty-five regional newspapers, all published in towns; by
1782 the number had doubled,while the number of printed copies of each
title increased perhaps as much as fivefold.80

At the same time, the number of clubs, associations and societies
was increasing possibly even more spectacularly. Voluntary associations
had already emerged – perhaps we should say re-emerged – in the late
sixteenth century, but had made little impact.81 Modest increases
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followed throughout the seventeenth century, but in 1688 the national
number was still a couple dozen at best. The late seventeenth century
provided a turning point, with numbers rising to above 200 for England
alone by the 1730s, and about double for the British Isles as a whole.
From the 1760s, another acceleration took place, taking the number to
well above 1,000 by the end of the eighteenth century. The first Masonic
lodge, for example, was set up in London in 1717; by 1740 there were
more than 180Masonic lodges throughout the country. These and simi-
lar associations were mostly apolitical, and perhaps that was even their
point: to establish a ‘neutral arena’ away from party-political conflict.
However, they did create new forms of civic sociability, not only in the
cultural domain (music, the arts, science), but also campaigning formoral
reform, a cause that became quite popular in the first half of the eight-
eenth century.82This surge in associationswas accompanied by a flood of
texts reflecting on phenomena like ‘company’ and ‘society’. By the late
seventeenth century, one in every fifty newly published books carried one
or other of these words in its title, demonstrating that the interest in
sociability had reached almost obsessive levels.83

In the meantime, yet another shift had occurred. While con-
tested elections had previously been seen as a sign of the failure to
manage the process, they now became the norm.84 The Triennial Act
of 1694 required Parliament to be dissolved at least every three years.
During the reign of Queen Anne (1702–14) five general elections were
held and many seats were contested.85 Urban parliamentary elections
were a serious business. In 1754 in Bristol, for instance, the Whig
candidate spent a formidable ₤30,000 to persuade the electorate to
support him. That Bristol electorate increased in size from circa 3,600
in 1713 to 5,900 in 1781, an increase partly the result of political
conflict itself. Local parties in power would enfranchise up to hundreds
of individuals during election times, in return for their votes.86 The net
effect of such attempts to prejudice election results was nonetheless
a substantial growth of the ‘political nation’.

Even if some of these people had acquired formal citizenship in
return for a tied vote, the communities of freemen were as a whole not so
easily cajoled into political submission. Parliamentary patrons, mostly
aristocrats, still had to ‘earn’ their control, by consulting with their
constituencies, courting the electorate and promoting their concerns, by
seeing local bills through Parliament and by protecting them from eco-
nomic legislation thatwould have a negative impact on their businesses.87
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In Great Yarmouth, for example, seventy-five were made freemen of the
town in the run-up to the parliamentary election of 1721, yet Horace 1st
Viscount Townshend, the town’s patron, found it necessary also to woo
the local elites in an attempt to win one of the parliamentary seats for his
son and, on top of that, to spend ₤820 on his campaign.88 What might
look like a manipulated election result was not taken for granted by the
candidate. Towns started to send their representatives detailed Instructions
about bills they had to support or introduce on behalf of the borough.
The popular press discussed these Instructions and portrayed them as
a self-evident element of the mechanism of representation: Instructions
articulated the electorate’s opinions.89

Some of the new urban centres that emerged in the course of
the eighteenth century, such as Birmingham, Manchester and Sheffield,
were not represented in Parliament because they had no borough status.
It has been argued over and over again that this demonstrates that the
economic and political worlds were quite separate, and that these new
places thrived precisely because they were not handicapped by the
institutional old regime. That argument is difficult to settle,90 but it is
also perhaps beside the point. The economic dynamic of eighteenth-
century Great Britain was not just coming from those new industrial
centres. The established towns, London in particular, but also Bristol
and Norwich, were growing at an almost equally impressive pace.91

Even though London itself was only represented by ten MPs, the Whig
faction in Parliament usually included twenty-seven to thirty-five
‘monied men’ from the City.92

London’s interest was, however, about much more than haute
finance, as theWhigs were constantly reminded by their opponents. Tory
radicals dominated especially the outer wards of the City. They were
supported by the manufacturers and crafts, while the Whigs found their
supporters especially among the international merchants and bankers.
At the same time, both parties commanded broad support from all classes
in society. The government in Westminster closely monitored City poli-
tics, having learned the lesson of the Civil War that London had the
potential to upset the whole system. In 1725, in an attempt to shackle
opposition politics in the capital, the City Elections Act managed to limit
the city franchise after similar attempts had failed in 1715 and 1723.
It could, nonetheless, be argued that this act was also a failure, as Pitt the
Elder was able to rattle the political establishmentmainly with the help of
a large popular following in the London wards.93
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In no other town did the government attempt to interfere so
blatantly in local politics, testimony to London’s continued importance
as a force in national politics.94 London, however, was not the excep-
tion but the rule when it came to the involvement of citizens in the
political process, an involvement that was no longer restricted to local
issues but now encompassed national politics as well. Across a range
of issues, the two had become closely intertwined. The Glorious
Revolution had thus achieved what most political theorists and political
practitioners had dreaded for centuries: it had created a political system
based on conflict.95 Yet it was precisely by bringing larger numbers of
people into the political realm, and by allowing them to disagree openly
about issues, that there was no longer the need for radical interventions
and revolutions. A new set of rules for the political domain had been
hammered out, after the previous rules had proved unworkable.
England had not become a democracy, even by the middle of the eight-
eenth century, but it had made serious progress in that direction, pre-
cisely through the discovery by its political elites that conflict and civic
participation could produce stability – when channelled in the proper
ways.

Conclusions

During theMiddle Ages, the relations in England between town
and Crown very much resembled those on the continent. It was the time
of what French historian Bernard Chevalier has termed ‘leur accord
parfait’ – their perfect understanding.96 The towns took care of local
business and executed royal policies. In return, the Crown provided
them with the instruments to do so and otherwise left them alone.
Tensions between the two parties were ironed out by aristocratic bro-
kers who acted as classic patrons, i.e. providing access at court for urban
concerns in return for favours from the towns in the shape of offices,
presents and so on.

This normally harmonious relationship became increasingly
strained in the second half of the sixteenth century, for three reasons.
The discoveries of new sea routes were creating new business opportu-
nities and urban merchant communities were anxious to capitalise on
them, which increased competition between towns. The Dutch Revolt
and other international conflicts involved the English state to a greater
extent in the business of the continent than it had been since the end of
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the Hundred Years’ War in the mid-fifteenth century. The Military
Revolution had, moreover, significantly increased the costs of that
involvement, which forced the Crown to increase revenues. Finally,
the Reformation created new religious divisions that proved very per-
sistent, also in the political domain.

Initially these issues were dealt with in the tried and trusted
manner of incorporation: the Crown allowed increasing numbers of
communities to set themselves up as independent units within the feudal
constitution. In the long run, that strategy was bound to backfire, how-
ever, because it created an ever-larger number of stakeholders, making it
ever more complicated for the Crown to please each and every one of
them. In the course of the seventeenth century divisions intensified,
culminating in the three-stage revolution of the Civil War, the
Restoration and, finally, the Glorious Revolution. Although this half-
century had its years of stability, the overall picture was one of great
instability, both nationally and locally. In the process, national and urban
politics, and their alignment,were fundamentally reshaped in twodistinct
ways. First and foremost, conflict rather than unity became the norm of
national as well as urban politics. These conflicts, whichwould ultimately
crystallise in the division between two political parties, connected the
local to the national, and vice versa. Secondly, a feature that had all along
set English state formation apart from its continental counterparts
suddenly became fundamentally important: the representation of local
interests in Parliament. First Charles II and subsequently James II sought
to reformurban constitutions to allow greater control of urban politics by
the Crown, and also to produce greater control of Parliament as a result.
These attempts, in the early 1660s, the early 1680s and the late 1680s,
ultimately had exactly the opposite effect: towns became increasingly
confused and frustrated by their relationship with the Crown.

The Glorious Revolution did not create a tabula rasa, but it
changed and in the long run helped to clarify the rules of the game. First
and foremost, of course, it confirmed Parliament as the proper forum for
national political conflict and the ultimate source of authority.97 From
an urban perspective this was helpful, perhaps because property rights
were better secured, but especially because this was a forum where
towns actually had a say. Political conflict, in the meantime, continued
unabated, but procedures to settle those conflicts wereworked out in the
decades following 1689 in ways that allowed urban business to proceed
more predictably than had been the case under the later Stuarts. The
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‘stability’ that various historians have detected as setting in around 1715
was not so much an end to political conflict, since urban parliamentary
seats in particular continued to be heavily contested.98 What had chan-
ged was that political conflict no longer created political stalemate, nor
led inevitably to the political destruction of one of the opposing sides.
Instead of overturning the decisions of a previous government, English –

and from now on indeed British – politicians designed procedures that
allowed a variety of interests to come to terms with their differences.99

The success rate of legislative initiatives in Parliament increased drama-
tically from 1689.100

Urban economic interests were among those that stood to gain
from these new procedures, as has been demonstrated for investments in
infrastructure. Similarly, the financial sector expanded, not only during
the 1690s but much more clearly from the 1710s onward.101 New
estimates of the British growth figures, however, show no immediate
impact of the Glorious Revolution. What they do show is that, in the
latter half of the seventeenth century, the English, and later British,
economy was taking a quantum leap forward.102 The English state
had been strongly involved in the promotion of commercial and indus-
trial interests well before 1689, and for obvious reasons London had
been pivotal to this connection between Crown and trade.103 From this
perspective, the Glorious Revolution was just another step along a path
that had begun a century or so earlier with the establishment of a string
of chartered companies in the 1580s.104

Of course, this chapter does not argue that the steam engine was
the result of citizenship arrangements; there were much more specific
circumstances leading up to the creation of that particular product of
human ingenuity.105 However, insofar as the invention of the steam
engine was part – a quite spectacular part – of a much broader set of
changes, institutions in general and urban citizenship in particular do
seem to have been significant factors behind the Industrial Revolution; the
chronological coincidence is too striking to overlook. This chapter has
moreover demonstrated that institutionally, much more was happening
than the ascendance of Parliament and the rise of party politics. Rather,
several of the economic changes can be related to the more effective
representations of urban interests, and therefore of local citizenship, at
a national level. The way in which the English state was embedded in its
citizen community was one of the reasons it could become so remarkably
successful during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.
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9 CITIES AND STATES IN CONTINENTAL
EUROPE

In 1512 several towns participating in the Imperial Diet
(Reichstag) meeting in Trier complained about nobles and ecclesiastics
who abused their position as out-burghers to claim tax exemptions.
This was an issue with a history. In the late Middle Ages towns all over
Europe were trying to extend their influence beyond their walls. They
had all kinds of motives, including the suppression of rural competition,
securing food supplies for their own citizens and enlarging the tax base
supporting the town’s armed forces. One of the instruments to do this
was the institution of the out-burgher. Basically, it created urban citi-
zenship in the countryside. This situation was fraught with contradic-
tions, especially when it came to aristocratic out-burghers, who hoped
to benefit from civic privileges but refused to assume the accompanying
duties. The council of Ulm, for example, informed its counterpart in
Freiburg-im-Breisgau that in 1476 it had accepted five nobles as out-
burghers in return for a substantial amount of money, but only after
they had agreed to stay away from Ulm. Freiburg itself had a long series
of conflicts with its noble out-burghers.1

In 1512 the German towns objected that nobles and ecclesias-
tics, ‘under their pretended freedoms’, tried to avoid paying taxes and
nonetheless claimed to have the same rights as urban citizens. In the
face of this opposition from the towns, Emperor Maximilian resisted
any change to the situation. Nevertheless, Strasbourg and other Alsatian
towns did manage to have a decision postponed to the next Diet. It
would seem that the emperor accepted Strasbourg’s claims, including
the prediction that the citizens of that town might revolt if they were
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frustrated in this matter. In 1521 the issue returned at the Diet in
Worms, more famous for its hearing of the ‘Luther affair’. This time
the nobles submitted a document defending their position. Strasbourg
was eager to respond, but could not persuade the other imperial cities to
support its opposition to the nobles. Strasbourg nonetheless submitted
an extensive treatise, arguing against the continuation of this unaccep-
table situation. The issue returned on the agenda of the Urban Diet
(Städtetag), the following year in Esslingen, but subsequently petered
out.2

The out-burgher issue once again underlines the complexities of
citizenship in early modern states. Much of the trouble came from the
historical trajectories those states were going through. None had poli-
tical structures that one might call straightforward, but in the Holy
Roman Empire the situation was extraordinarily confusing. The
Empire was a conglomerate of substantial territories ruled by princes,
sometimes by prince-bishops, as in Westphalia under the bishop of
Münster; of autonomous towns, both large and small; of ecclesiastical
institutions like monasteries; and of individual nobles in charge of mini-
territories. These territories, towns, monasteries and individuals were
all to an important extent sovereigns in their own right, and most of
them employed soldiers. Technically, all were subject to the ultimate
authority of the Emperor, but in practice the princes of the larger
territories were serious rivals to the Holy Roman Emperor.

The position of the Emperor himself was also riddled with
issues. First and foremost, that position was not hereditary, but at
the disposal of seven so-called electors: four princes and three prince-
bishops, who elected a successor when the Emperor passed away. Even
though members from the House of Habsburg were continually elected
to fill the position between 1438 and 1806, they had to negotiate each
time with and bribe the electors in order to achieve this. Charles
V famously was challenged by French King Francis I, who put himself
forward as a rival candidate. Many of Charles’ predecessors and suc-
cessors did not become Emperor immediately upon their election.
Charles himself was first made King of the Romans, in June 1519, and
only promoted to Emperor in 1530. Technically, the position of King of
the Romans became vacant at this promotion, and Charles, unusually,
used the opportunity to have his brother Ferdinand elected King in
1531, allowing Charles himself to pay more time and attention to his
Spanish realm. All this implies that the title of Holy Roman Emperor
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looked impressive, but in actual fact its authority had to be established
by each individual Emperor, and was continually challenged – often
successfully – by the princes in particular.3 The Holy Roman Emperor
had only a limited capability to force themember states, and instead had
to rely on building consensus and on symbolic power.4

In no medieval or early modern European country were cities
and states completely at peace all of the time. Periods of amicable
relations alternated with periods of tension, or even outright warfare.
Much of these tensions were the result of financial dire straits that states
found themselves in, as a result of the arms race that characterised much
of the period. Some countries managed to align urban and national state
interests, at least for a considerable time, as we saw in the three previous
chapters. In Italy, the LowCountries and England, the towns had gained
a constitutional role that allowed them and their citizens a structural
participation in the process of policy development. In other countries
such a constellation did not emerge, if their elites were at all interested
in such an ‘entente cordiale’. In Germany, for example, the position
of the towns in the imperial structure was always poorly defined, and
towns became increasingly marginalised during the early modern
period. As a result, it proved very difficult, often impossible, to coordi-
nate urban interests in Germany, as was the case in much of Europe.
However, the reasons for this lack of urban coordination, and hence the
impossibility for urban citizens to help shape state policies, were differ-
ent in each country. In this chapter I discuss the Holy Roman Empire
and France in detail, before turning briefly to Spain and East Central
Europe.

Germany: Urban Leagues and Diets

In the Holy Roman Empire, urban coordination primarily
worked through urban leagues.5 The first urban league on German
territory was the Rheinische Bund, established on the initiative of
Mainz, Worms and Oppenheim in April 1254.6 Mainz and Worms,
both bishoprics, had been working together for much longer, but were
now formalising those collaborations, and covering a much larger space.
In July Cologne, Speyer, Strasbourg, Basel and many other towns joined;
according to one source ‘plus quam LX’, or more than sixty towns
participated in the league.7Three developments created the preconditions
for this league. Urbanisation in various German regions had reached

228 / Cities and States, or the Varieties of European Citizenship

terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316219027.011
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. University of Sussex Library, on 26 Jul 2018 at 18:26:32, subject to the Cambridge Core

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316219027.011
https://www.cambridge.org/core


a level thatmade it worthwhile and possible to coordinate urban interests.
In the previous century, moreover, the establishment of urban councils
had created an institutional foundation for towns to act in unison.
Finally, the collapse of the authority of the Hohenstaufen imperial
dynasty, extinct in 1250, created a dangerous power vacuum within the
Holy Roman Empire that also made it imperative for the towns to
establish closer collaboration.8 The aim of the Rheinische Bund was to
secure a safe and peaceful environment, facilitating interurban traffic
and trade. It was recognised by the pope, and also by the Holy Roman
King, at the time Count William of Holland. William, however, died in
January 1256 and the struggle over his succession may well have pre-
cipitated the dissolution of the league. Members still met in March
(Mainz) and August (Würzburg) 1256, where it was decided to raise
a uniform poor tax, and rules were established for the handling of stolen
goods. However, in May 1257 the league disintegrated as a result of
internal conflict and military adversity.

TheRheinische Bundwas not an exclusively urban league, even
if the majority of its members were towns. This was equally true for
subsequent urban leagues. Up to the middle of the fifteenth century, and
in some regions of the Holy Roman Empire well into the sixteenth,
urban leagues came and went. They usually had their own council (Rat)
with the authority to declare war or peace. Towns sent delegates with
instructions. Until the middle of the fourteenth century, treaties insisted
on unanimity, but later leagues accepted majority voting, even if some-
times a two-thirds majority was required for a binding decision. Usually
a small number of major towns dominated the league. A common
treasury for military expenditures was seldom established. In most of
the founding treaties, both the council and the citizens of the participat-
ing towns were explicitly mentioned as parties.9

The main purpose of the urban leagues was to ensure ‘pax et
iustitia’, or peace and adjudication, typically two mechanism that
require careful coordination. The law had to be maintained not only
among the members, who might have different legal systems, but also
against rapacious nobles and princes. In the volatile circumstances of
the late Middle Ages, when especially in the German lands authority
was not localised, the creation of some sort of public order was urgent.
Without it, the long-distance trade that constituted the economic back-
bone of most towns would be seriously jeopardised. At the same time,
the ruling elites of the member towns saw urban leagues as a bulwark
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against local rebellious movements, and were willing to help their
colleagues when these found themselves beleaguered by their own
citizens.10

Although urban leagues were found all over the Holy Roman
Empire, southern Germany was their prime territory. This was due to
the presence of a specific type of town in the region, the Reichsstadt, or
imperial city. Constitutional historians Karl Bader and Gerhard Dilcher
distinguish no fewer than six types of urban communities in late med-
ieval Germany. The bishops’ sees were the oldest and most prestigious.
They included Mainz, Worms, Speyer, later also Strasbourg, Basel,
Regensburg, and later still Cologne. Sometimes Augsburg and
Konstanz are also included in this group. Next in line were the imperial
cities, discussed in greater detail later. Whereas the first two types had
much autonomy, the third type, comprising territorial towns, were
subject to a lord, the Stadtherr, in many cases a prince. If the territorial
town was the prince’s capital, it was called Residenzstadt, or residency.
Next in line was what Bader and Dilcher called the ‘grundherrliche
Stadt’, basically a smaller version of the territorial town. And finally
there were some exceptional variants that need not bother us here.11

The imperial cities were a unique feature of the Holy Roman
Empire, precisely the result of its multilayered structure.12 The great
majority of German towns – between 3,000 and 4,000 in all, many of
them small – answered to the princes. Imperial cities, however, were
directly subject to the Emperor. Their numberwas in dispute and varied.
At the end of the thirteenth century there were more than 100. An
official list from 1521 names eighty-five, but in fact only sixty-eight
were recognised as imperial cities at the time. Some, like Basel and
Mulhouse, had by then joined the Swiss Confederacy, while others,
including Metz, Toul and Verdun (1552), later also Colmar and
Hagenau (1648), and finally Strasbourg (1681), were to be annexed
by France. By 1800 there were only fifty-one imperial cities left, half the
medieval number.13 However, it was said that in the mid-eighteenth
century another 139 German towns claimed, or aspired to, status as an
imperial city, and behaved as if they were.14 In size they too varied from
substantial to tiny. In the sixteenth century, Augsburg and Nuremberg
had 30,000–45,000 inhabitants and were major commercial and
industrial centres. Most imperial cities were much smaller,
2,000–10,000 inhabitants, and some, like Zell am Hamersbach and
Bopfingen, were hardly larger than a village.15
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Several sees were known also as ‘free towns’, after the citizens
had managed to liberate themselves from the bishop’s authority. This
happened during the Middle Ages in Cologne, Mainz, Speyer, Worms,
Strasbourg and Basel. These free towns were among the most active in
urban leagues and other coordination efforts of the urban communities.
The distinction between the ‘free’ and ‘imperial’ towns gradually eva-
porated and in the early modern period the whole group came to be
known as the freie Reichsstädte, or free imperial cities.16

Augsburg was one such imperial city, and at the end of the
eighteenth century its citizenship ideals and practices were in full
bloom.17 Every year the citizens of Augsburgwould renew their citizen’s
oath – and there were many of them; in 1730 5,614 households, cover-
ing 87.5 per cent of the city’s population, were headed by a citizen.
The majority were artisans. Most citizen households were headed by
a male, but a substantial 828were widows and another 143were single
women. Being a citizen of Augsburg brought various rights, but also
duties. There was pressure on citizens to marry, and every new citizen
had to present himself in his militia uniform to demonstrate that he was
able to participate in the local defence. This service was required for
between twenty and thirty years and entailed participation in guard
duties. Next to the militiamen, whose services went unpaid, Augsburg
also employed 250 professional soldiers, giving the city its own, albeit
small, military force.18 Militarily, Augsburg was a small state.

The imperial cities saw the Empire in many ways as a nuisance.
In Bader’s oft-quoted phrase, they had a ‘negatives Reichsbewusstsein’,
a negative attitude towards the Empire.19 Ideally, the Emperor pro-
tected them against powerful neighbours (read: princes), but as the
latter might be more powerful than the Emperor, this help was often
worthless. For this reason, the imperial and other towns regularly
entered into alliances. In southern Germany these tended to be forma-
lised in treaties that constituted the foundation of an urban league;
the northern Hanse, on the other hand, developed more organically.20

Most of the leagues were regional, but sometimes they covered large
territories. TheRheinische Bundwas an example, and later the Swabian
League, actually a series of leagues in southern Germany. The Swabian
League had twenty-seven members in 1377, and forty in 1385. Like
similar leagues, it also had noble and even princely members. The
leadership of the League was in the combined hands of a noble and an
urbanHauptmann. The Swabian League had a Bundestag (parliament),
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where members met to discuss policies and sometimes even military
action.21 Its military role was, however, terminated with the South-
German Towns’ War (also known as the Erste Markgrafenkrieg) of
1449–50.22

One issue that the urban leagues were particularly concerned
about was the Emperor’s policy of using his towns as pawns. In return
for a loan, he would pledge his town, which might as a result become
subject to a ‘private’ lord. The first documented cases date from the
1170s, and in the thirteenth century the policy continued apace. During
the consecutive reigns of Louis the Bavarian and Charles IV (1314–78)
a total of 117 pawns were created on imperial cities, almost two a year.
Only a handful of imperial cities were never pawned. There was always
the possibility of lifting the pledge, but usually at great expense to the
community.23

Like the southern leagues, the Hanse in northern Germany was
concerned with urban autonomy and tried to support its members
against pressures from the princes and other rival authorities, such as
the Teutonic Order in Poland. However, in some areas the Hanse was
different, and not merely because it had non-German members. First of
all, it had not been established at a specific moment, but had expanded
gradually. Secondly, at least in its early stages, the Hanse was an
organisation of merchant guilds rather than urban governments.
The alliance evolved only gradually into a league of towns, and this
had an impact on the third distinctive aspect: for the Hanse commerce
was always more important than politics. Whereas the Urban Diets
were connected to the agenda of the Reichstag, the Hanse concentrated
on trade issues. Finally, the Hanse held general assemblies, but its
decisions were difficult to enforce; there was no common army or
financial mechanism to finance concerted action.24

In the south, the Swiss Confederacy constituted another special
case. Its origins were rural rather than urban, starting with the union of
the mountainous regions of Uri, Schwyz and Unterwalden in the late
thirteenth century. During the course of the fourteenth century, three
urban members acceded; first Lucerne in 1332, and then Zürich and
Berne in 1351–53. In 1481 and 1501 another four urban members were
added: Fribourg, Solothurn, Basel and Schaffhausen. Of the ultimately
thirteen full members of the Swiss Confederacy, the Dreizehn Orte or
Thirteen Cantons, seven were therefore considered urban, with Zug
seen as semi-urban. Four of the urban members were ruled by patrician
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elites, three others by guild regimes. Geneva joined as an associate
member in 1526. Many of these urban partners were not simply
towns, but ruled over large territories. In terms of surface area, Berne
was, in fact, Europe’s second largest ‘city-state’, after Venice.25

Themembers of the Swiss Confederacy were connected through
multiple treaties, but lacked a constitution that had been signed by all.
Technically, the Swiss remained within the Holy Roman Empire until
at least themid-seventeenth century, but already in the sixteenth century
it was acknowledged that they were independent.26 The Swiss
Confederacy was first and foremost a mutual defence league. It did
not have central institutions or a single army. In times of crisis tempor-
ary arrangements were put in place which dissolved when the crisis was
over.27 The Swiss thus had a state by default, which survived under the
protection of a favourable natural environment, as well as the increasing
dependence of other nations on the soldiers produced by the mountain
areas. Whenever differences between the cantons seemed insurmounta-
ble, as happened repeatedly, it was usually the French who mediated.28

The growth of army sizes in other countries also worked to the
advantage of the Swiss, whose private entrepreneurs and public institu-
tions benefitted from renting out regiments. As a consequence, the
Confederacy was possibly the only state in early modern Europe with
a positive financial balance. Mounting debt was one of the powerful
propellers of state centralisation elsewhere, but it did not apply in the
Swiss cantons.29 In the absence of an institution for domestic political
coordination, the impact of urban citizenship remained confined to the
regions.

German towns and their ruling elites were also sceptical about
the Empire because the Emperor became embroiled in expensive wars –
and their financial fall-out was felt by the towns. The Emperor was not
alone to blame. The rise of the Ottomans and the threat they posed to
the Empire’s south-eastern borders clearly was an exogenous factor. But
from the fifteenth century the Emperor was also a major player in the
successive bids for dominance over continental Europe, incurring huge
expenses as a consequence.30 These contributions were decided by the
Imperial Diet, where the towns’ position was precarious. Here too,
therefore, coordination was imperative, if the towns wanted to protect
their interests.

The Imperial Diet only became institutionalised in the second
half of fifteenth century; it was known earlier as Hoftag, in effect an
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advisory council.31 Even after 1500 the Diet had no fixed place to meet,
no fixed meeting schedule and no fixed composition. As for its location:
many Diets took place in south German imperial cities. Nuremberg,
Regensburg, Speyer andWorms all regularly hosted themeetings, which
could take place at several years’ intervals.32Who would be invited was
not fixed either. For example, in 1471 about eighty towns received an
invitation, in 1585 none. The invitations often arrived too late to put
together a proper delegation. Smaller towns were anyway reluctant to
send delegates, because of the substantial expenses involved in partici-
pating. Nor was it very clear if their presence would make much of
a difference, because the Reichstag had no proper voting procedures.
As a result, many towns decided to abstain. In 1489, even though all
sixty plus imperial cities had been invited to participate, only nineteen
actually turned up.33

To defend their interests more effectively, the towns decided, in
1471, to set up a parallel structure. These Städtetage, or Urban Diets,
were distinct from urban leagues because they had no council or treaty,
but could play similar roles. Their specific purpose, however, was to
coordinate urban inputs to the Imperial Diets and imperial politics
more generally. Urban Diets had their precursors in smaller meetings
that had taken place in 1438 in Ulm and in 1440 in Strasbourg, but now
they became much more serious. Between 1471 and 1474, the Urban
Diet met no fewer than nine times, in 1480–82 seven times, in 1486–89

another eight times. After 1489 its frequency declined, but off and on,
usually in connection with Imperial Diet meetings, the towns sat
together to work out a common position. Thesemeetings were normally
held in one of the southern towns, and these were also the most frequent
participants. Of a potential sixty-nine attendants, fifty-eight showed up
at least once, but only twenty-two attended more than half the meetings
between 1495 and 1545. The ten imperial cities from the Alsace, which
had their own organisation, were on most occasions represented by
Colmar and Hagenau. Frankfurt, Augsburg, Ulm and Nuremberg, on
the other hand, missed very few meetings. These four towns, together
with Strasbourg, also acted as regional coordinators. Many of the meet-
ings were hosted by Speyer and Esslingen, both located in the southern
heartland of the imperial cities.34

The Urban Diet’s raison d’être was the increasing financial
demands imposed by the imperial institutions. After yet another
such decision by the 1486 Imperial Diet, to which the towns had
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not even been invited, an obviously frustrated Strasbourg council
complained:35

It is unfair to oppose a Holy Roman Emperor or King, . . . but it
is equally unfair and unheard of that an Emperor or King,
together with the princes, can arbitrarily impose new burdens
and distribute these according to the favour they have of this or
that town.

Nonetheless, duringMaximilian’s reign (1486–1519) the towns and the
King (subsequently Emperor) hammered out a modus operandi that
suited everybody’s purposes. Confronted with a choice between prin-
cely tyranny and Habsburg patronage, the towns preferred the latter.
What united the two parties was a common enemy: the great princely
houses of Wittelsbach and Hohenzollern in particular. These ‘over-
mighty subjects’ were a threat to both the Emperor and the towns.36

To be sure, Maximilian could enter such an alliance with some con-
fidence, because his father had managed to cut short the urban bid for
power during the South-German Towns’ War of 1449–50. Although
that war formally ended in a draw, it effectively spelled the end of the
towns as a military factor in German politics. As the Augsburg chroni-
cler Burkard Zink observed of the imperial cities after the war: ‘They are
now divided and separated from one another . . . and are as helpless as
sheep without a shepherd’.37

The Swabian League, launched in 1488 as an alliance of towns
and lesser nobles, was encouraged and patronised byMaximilian. At its
zenith it was almost an alternative government in southern Germany,
seeking to stabilise public order in the region, while at the same time
securing the autonomy of its members and support for the Emperor.
The towns wanted security from the Emperor, while the Emperor was
hoping to get access to their purses. To this end, he actively courted the
towns, spending a quarter of his reign visiting one or another imperial
city.38

One of the other purposes of the Urban Diet was to provide
mutual protection. Here it overlapped with urban leagues. When Count
Ulrich of Württemberg wanted to punish the town of Reutlingen in
1519 after one of his servants was killed there, an army of the assembled
towns forced him not only to lift the siege, but also to abandon his
position as ruler ofWürttemberg. Only fifteen years later did he manage
to return to his capital Stuttgart. This, however, was an unusual success.
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When the same Count Ulrich threatened Esslingen in 1542, the Urban
Diet was too divided to put up a fight. Indeed, the Urban Diet suffered
from structural weaknesses. It was not a parliament and it did not have
a formal position within the Empire’s constitution. It therefore lacked
the means to force participants into a unified position. The larger towns
tended to dominate the discussions, but when serious opposition
emerged, issues would be referred to smaller committees to sort out
a compromise. Another sign of the Diet’s informal character was the
absence of a serious budget. Some funds were available to organise
meetings, but none for the military action that might back up its deci-
sions, or even threaten such actions. The Reutlingen campaign in 1519

was the result of an extraordinary unanimity, soon to be fundamentally
undermined.39

During the first years of Charles V’s reign the towns hoped to
continue the collaboration that had been established under his grand-
father Maximilian. In fact, they had embraced Charles’ election cam-
paign. Charles, however, was as much in the debt of the princely
electors. He promised them, for instance, that he would leave them in
possession of whatever imperial pawns they held, which might include
towns.40 Moreover, he was not German himself and spent much of his
time in the Low Countries or in Spain. Whereas Maximilian had been
close at hand for much of the time, simply gaining access to Charles
proved much more difficult for the towns’ delegates. He was also deeply
suspicious of the religious situation in many towns – and with good
reasons.41

Luther’s actions for religious reform were to have a devastating
impact on every aspect of the German political system, including the
towns’ capacities to collaborate and on their relationship with the
Emperor. Simmering tensions boiled over once they became infused
with religious divisions. The Urban Diet in Ulm in July 1525, when
the Peasants’ War was at its most intense, was poorly attended.
Religious affiliations were becoming more important than political
solidarities. In 1531 the Schmalkaldic League was launched, an alliance
of Catholic towns and princes. Ulm was one of the founding members,
while Augsburg joined in 1536. The Swabian League was dissolved in
1534. In the mid-1520s the imperial cities of Augsburg, Nuremberg and
Ulm had already started talks about closer cooperation and in May
1533 they formalised their collaboration in the Three Cities’ League.
The large towns no longer wanted to look after the small, which they
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had to support against powerful neighbours, while the small towns were
useless when the large towns found themselves beleaguered. Instead,
Augsburg, Nuremberg and Ulm promised each other troops and money
in case of a military emergency.42 New lines were drawn which divided
the towns structurally rather than coincidentally.43

Charles V himself, moreover, proved no friend of the towns.
Possibly as a result of his upbringing in the Low Countries, where
powerful towns tried to dictate policies and were a hotbed of rebellion
and Protestantism, Charles was aware of their potential as a source of
money, but otherwise there was little love lost between this Emperor
and his towns.44After Charles’ abdication, in 1555, the towns decided
to accept the status quo, which implied that they could be involved
in the Reichstag’s policy-making, but without a legal ground for this
involvement, and that therefore ultimately they were dependent on the
goodwill of the other Estates. It took another century for their parti-
cipation to be formally acknowledged in the Treaty of Westphalia
of 1648, when the towns were granted a votum decisivum beside
the electors and the princes. However, the precise implication of this
vote remained poorly defined.45 In 1671 the council of Nuremberg
complained in a letter to Frankfurt that ‘in the Imperial Diet the
honour and position of the imperial cities is held in contempt’.
No fewer than thirty-seven, i.e. more than half, had failed to show
up at the Diet of that year, and the urban representatives often allowed
the emperor’s officials to dictate their policies.46 Moreover, Imperial
officials increasingly interfered in urban conflicts, between citizens
and their local councils, inserting themselves into the heart of urban
politics.47

The changed position of the towns was exemplified by the
situation in Württemberg. In the early sixteenth century the collective
towns had driven the duke of Württemberg into exile, after his attempt
to subjugate Reutlingen. In the early eighteenth century his successor
used every opportunity to rub in the marginality of the representatives
of the town of Stuttgart, his capital. Its council had kindled the displea-
sure of Duke Eberhard Ludwig (reigned 1692–1733) by condemning his
cohabitation with a mistress. In revenge, the duke had the Stuttgart
councillors placed in the lowliest seats at official dinners, insisted that
the council refrain from any discussion of ducal decrees and tried to
force his own men on to the council. In 1710, he suppressed on his own
authority several official posts in the Stuttgart administration, and
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reduced the salary of several others, issues that were clearly the remit
of the council, which was nonetheless completely ignored.48

Urban Diets continued to be organised throughout the eight-
eenth century – until August 1802, when the last one assembled in Ulm.
In the wake of Napoleon’s success and his defeat of Imperial and other
armies, even the host itself was sceptical of the prospects formaintaining
the autonomy that imperial cities had enjoyed for about half a millen-
nium.49 These developments were underscored by population figures.
In 1500, the largest towns were commercial centres, and usually imper-
ial cities as well: Cologne, Nuremberg, Dantzig (Gdansk), Augsburg,
Prague and Lübeck. By 1800, Cologne had dropped to ninth place,
Nuremberg to eighteenth. Instead, capitals like Vienna and Berlin
were now dominating the urban rankings. Cologne and Hamburg
were the only imperial cities still figuring among the top ten.50

During the Middle Ages, towns and cities in the Holy Roman
Empire, especially the imperial cities, had achieved high levels of auton-
omy. As discussed in Chapter 2, in many of these towns citizens were
closely involved in local governance, through various institutional
mechanisms, but from the mid-fifteenth century this autonomy came
under pressure. Initially, the rising costs of warfare required the
Emperor to demand larger financial contributions from ‘his’ towns.
The Reformation added more pressure, because the loyalty of towns
was now also at stake. In the territories, centralisation made the towns
weaker while the princes became stronger. In the Empire as a whole,
the towns had not achieved a well-defined position before 1500, and
these new pressures only made the problem worse. As a state, the
Holy Roman Empire was further weakened by the Thirty Years’ War.
Compared to Italy, the Low Countries and England, the German towns
had a double problem: they were part of a comparatively weak state,
and within that state they were forced to play second fiddle. As a result,
urban citizenship had little impact on national policies and therefore
remained relatively ineffective outside the local context.

The French Towns and ‘Absolutism’

In France, as in so many other countries, the towns and the
Crown had worked out a stable relationship during the later Middle
Ages. As in those other countries, this relationship was fundamentally
altered as a result of the Reformation, and in the case of France the
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subsequentWars of Religion. It had, of course, not always been peaceful
between the French king and his towns. During theHundredYears’War
(1337–1453), many towns had rebelled against financial impositions,
lack of security andwhat seemed like a total absence of responsibility on
the part of the magnates. In 1358 the population of Paris rose in arms.
In 1379–82 a wave of insurrections flooded the country: first in the
south, where Le Puy, Montpellier, Nîmes and other towns revolted,
followed in the north by Rouen, Paris again and then towns across
Normandy and Picardy. In 1417 many towns sided with the duke of
Burgundy in his conflict with King Charles VI. However, after two
terrible decades of warfare, famine, plague and economic catastrophe,
they decided their safest bet was to side with Charles VII (reigned
1422–61) who promised peace and stability – and delivered.51

The alliance with the king inaugurated a century of close colla-
boration between the sovereign and his bonnes villes. Louis XI, even
more than his father, tried to establish an open relationship, writing
regularly to explain his policies. The representatives of Amiens, after
one meeting with the king, reported how they had been received ‘aima-
blement’, and that the king had invited them for a conversation, saying,
‘I want to talk tomy good friends fromAmiens, not as ambassadors, but
as friends’. Louis allowed more towns their own set of communal
privileges, and gave urban elite families noble titles. He also intervened
in urban elections, sometimes forcefully, but as the monarchy grew
more confident, there was less necessity to do so. The king was inter-
ested in the towns’ financial potential, granting tax privileges to those
towns that maintained their own defences. He also borrowed increas-
ingly from wealthy bourgeois. Under pressure from rising military
expenditures, his successor was forced to demand parts or all of the
towns’ own revenues, in 1517 and 1518, again in 1532–33 and in 1541.
The towns were forced to pay for the king’s infantry. Economic adver-
sity and Protestantism were fanning the flames of discontent that began
to emerge once again.52

The Wars of Religion (1562–98) further upset the delicate
balance between sovereign and towns, for the same reasons as the
Reformation had done in the Holy Roman Empire: domestic and inter-
national warfare increased the pressure on the financial dimension of
the political system, while at the same time religious struggles raised
questions about political loyalty to unprecedented levels of importance.
Sovereigns simply could not afford to ignore what was happening in
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towns around their realm. This was especially so in France, where a
large number of towns had been very active in the Catholic League,
while others had emerged as hotbeds of Protestantism. Both camps had
enlisted arguments from ‘urban republicanism’ to bolster their ideolo-
gical positions, mixing religion into issues concerning the city-state
nexus.53 When Henri IV succeeded to the throne in 1589, he did not
have a programme aimed at subjecting the towns, let alone to establish
anything like ‘absolutism’.54 His priority was to re-establish public
order and stability and in that context he dealt with opposition wher-
ever that proved necessary, in Catholic as well as in Protestant towns.
The latter, however, were generally loyal to somebody they considered
their own king, even after he had converted to Catholicism. Their
loyalty was rewarded with the Edict of Nantes (April 1598), which
gave the Protestants freedom of conscience throughout the realm and
freedom of worship in more than 200 designated towns. The Catholics
were free to worship everywhere, i.e. in Protestant as well as in Catholic
towns.

Despite the relatively favourable situation for the Catholics, the
Catholic towns were the more difficult problem for Henri. In Paris,
which did not have a formal urban charter, he gently inserted candidates
of his own preference, without overtly breaking with the customs of
urban appointment procedures.55 In several other towns, League plots
were uncovered. In Amiens, one of the towns where the League
remained active, Henri pushed through the appointment of aldermen
loyal to his government, against a citizen community that insisted on
the maintenance of its voting rights. In Nantes, where he proposed
a candidate for mayor and was refused, he insisted in a personal letter
to the council:

I amwriting this letter to you in my own hand so that sieur de la
Bouchelière will be elected. He has no fault and I will be obeyed.
If not, I will find ways to make myself obeyed.

He was obeyed. For a long time historians saw these confrontations as
part of bigger plan called ‘absolutism’, but on second sight it looks more
like a string of separate incidents. Still, there was an underlying pattern:
no alternative sources of authority were tolerated that could rival with
the king’s.56 This pattern carried over into the seventeenth century.

Franche-Comté had long been an independent territory, ruled
by the dukes of Burgundy and then by their successors from the
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Habsburg dynasty. Besançon, its largest city, had been an imperial city
since 1184. Its council was annually renewed through a combination of
co-option and election. The regionwas first ravaged by the Thirty Years’
War, then by a temporary occupation by the French. In 1674 the French
were back, this time for good. The terms of surrender looked very
promising and suggested an equality between the region and Louis
XIV that, of course, could never exist. Within a year Besançon and the
royal officials were at loggerheads, first about expenditures on the
ramparts, then about military contributions and the elections of local
officials. The controller general of finances, one of the royal officials,
spoke scathingly of the town’s privileges. The town, despite being
almost bankrupt, offered a substantial sum to have them confirmed,
the crown demanded double the amount. When the council refused to
provide 50,000 livres (circa 3,000 pounds) at short notice in 1676,
the citizens’ rights to elect their officials was curtailed. In September
Besançon’s constitution was reformed, turning it into a provincial town
with little autonomy. The council tried to put up a fight, but the response
was to be threatened with military occupation.57

Besançon’s fate was perhaps an extreme case, but in its general
outline still fairly typical of how French royal policies impacted urban
autonomy and the agency of its citizens during the seventeenth
century.58 Other towns had similar experiences. La Rochelle, a
Protestant stronghold, was a ‘republic’ according to a local pamphlet
in 1621. After a fourteen-month blockade, when its populationwas said
to have been reduced by three-quarters, the town was subjugated by the
king in October 1628. Subsequently, the town’s privileges and institu-
tions were all abolished. Many new officials were brought in from
outside, and in 1655 Colbert bought the sheriff’s office for himself.59

Colbert was also the architect of Louis XIV’s urban policy. As in
Germany, that policy was dictated by financial considerations, even
though the conditions were very different. Whereas the Emperor had
problems extracting revenue from his autonomous towns, France’s
system of public finance was underpinned by the systematic exploitation
of public offices and privileges, including urban ones.60 Offices were
sold to raisemoney (rachat des offices), privileges were abolished only to
be revived after their former owners had offered a substantial payment
to the Crown. Towns were also forced to hand over ‘voluntary gifts’
(dons gratuit). Between 1694 and 1709 Auxerre, a town of around
8,000 inhabitants in Burgundy, spent an estimated 730,000 livres, or
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45,000 pounds, to buy back offices and privileges once securely held by
the municipality. An edict from 1683, designed by Colbert and in force
(except between 1764 and 1771) until the French Revolution, trans-
ferred control of local finances from the towns to the Crown. The
annual budget was determined by the Crown’s representative, the inten-
dant. Extra expenditures were only permitted after obtaining permis-
sion from the same intendant. If additional means were required, the
government’s permission was again necessary before supplementary
octrois could be introduced. This policy was designed to limit local
spending in order to create room for financial claims from Paris.61

Such policies could be justified with reference to the towns’
republican tendencies, i.e. their continuing insistence on an autonomy
constructed in opposition to the authority of the King. Take for example
theOrméemovement in Bordeaux, which erupted in the spring of 1649
and created a situation that amounted to civil war in the area for the
next four years. The Ormée proper began as a series of meetings in
1651, where hundreds of Bordeaux citizens met in the open air and
produced a political programme for their movement that smacked of the
urban republicanism discussed in Chapter 1.62 The anonymously pub-
lished Manifeste des Bourdelois claimed that the rebels had ‘raised the
standard of liberty’ and proclaimed Bordeaux to be a ‘republic’. It stated
as the movement’s main objectives the right to meet, debate and assist at
the determination of the city’s public affairs, the recruitment of a civic
militia and the exclusion from the city of anyone suspected of siding
with the royal governor.63 In their ‘Articles of the Union of theOrmée’
the leadership pledged to fight for the city’s privileges and franchises,
and if necessary give their lives for the purpose. They also claimed, as
‘titled bourgeois’, to have a voice in local politics.64 The civic militias
were the movement’s organisational strongholds but, threatened
by a royal army intent on taking the city by force, they surrendered
Bordeaux in July 1653.

A similar string of events played out in the Burgundian capital
of Dijon, where internal conflicts during the Fronde (1648–53) had
given the provincial governor increased scope for meddling in local
politics. Already in the first half of the century the Crown had tried to
get more control over the selection of local officials. Now the governor
nominated candidates for the post of mayor, and in 1668 the intendant
simply appointed the mayor of his choice, whereas in the not so distant
past this had been the privilege of the local citizens. In the 1670s almost
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all important posts were filled by people selected by the intendant and
by the end of the century theywere up for sale, forcing the town to spend
substantial sums to repossess them.65 In Toulouse, capital of the
Languedoc, the same sort of process unfolded during the second half
of the seventeenth century. In the wake of the Fronde, the first president
of the Parlement, who had himself been appointed by the Crown, began
to systematically undermine the authority and independence of the
municipal authorities, the capitouls. From 1683, an intendant took
over and under the edict of that year took control of both the local
finances and the appointment of capitouls. Here too the by now familiar
game of abolishing offices and privileges, and then offering them for
resale to the town, was used with devastating effect on urban autonomy
and citizen agency.66

Louis XIV ‘exploited the towns whenever he could’, and his
successors followed this example. Obviously, there was another side to
these policies. To maintain the flow of money, the Crown also had to
pay attention to the towns’ needs. In fact, Dijon and Toulouse, together
with towns like Rouen, Amiens and Lyon, were doingwell during Louis’
long reign, and so were Bordeaux and Nantes – even Marseille, which
had a reputation for being treated particularly badly. Paris did not come
into the equation, because it had never been an autonomous city in the
first place, and royal interference was simply the continuation of a long
tradition.67 Yet having said that, the French state of the eighteenth
century was not particularly responsive to the needs of the towns – or
their citizens. There were two main reasons for that. The first was an
absence of national representational institutions. Since the Estates
General had been summoned for the last time in 1614, there was
no national assembly where urban interests could be collectively articu-
lated. Only in 1788–89 were the towns once more in a position to
influence national politics.68 The second reason was financial. The
French state ascertained its credit, not through institutions but through
a small group of individuals, financiers. If these were bourgeois – most
of them were nobles, or became ennobled as a result of their activities –
they were definitely not connected to urban institutions. Rather, they
were royal officials.69

Underpinning the French financial system were corporative
institutions, but these were instrumentalised in ways reminiscent of
the town pawnings that had so upset the imperial cities of the medieval
Holy Roman Empire. The selling of municipal offices by the Crown was
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another way of filling the royal coffers while undermining urban agency.
These also created inheritable offices, and thus entrenched privilege,
which in the long run benefitted neither party. In 1789 the whole edifice
came crashing down.70On the other side of the equation, urban citizen-
ship and civic organisations were possibly less coherently institutiona-
lised in France than in many other countries. French towns made no
clear distinctions between formal citizens and mere inhabitants.71

Citizenship was not a prerequisite for guild membership and in most
French towns neither guilds nor militias had any political role.

During the late Middle Ages and early modern period, other
countries were equally struggling to strike the right balance between
towns and national government. In Spain the towns seemed poised to
play the lead. In the Castilian Cortes only towns were represented, even
if their number gradually declined from circa 100 to 18 by the end of the
fifteenth century, subsequently followed by only a modest increase.72

In the second half of the fifteenth century, close cooperation with the
monarch had also allowed the towns to extend their autonomy, but by
around 1500 the aristocratic families were once more in the
ascendance.73 The towns hoped to reinforce their position with the
Comunero Revolt that erupted in March 1520, shortly after Charles
V succeeded to the Castilian throne. They were, however, militarily
defeated by Charles at Tordesillas in December, although it took
another two years to completely subdue the rebels.74 Despite his com-
prehensive military victory, Charles still had to strike a political deal
with the towns, since they were the only actors in the Cortes. So Charles
and his successors pursued a policy of reducing the status of towns, and
to great effect.

In Spain urban privileges were traditionally given to commu-
nities that elsewhere would be considered villages. Starting with Charles
V, this policy would be driven to new extremes. Urban rights were
offered for sale, beginning with the villages situated next to the proper
towns. By 1700, almost three-quarters of settlements in Castile had
acquired urban privileges; in all of Spain almost 15,000 communities
held urban privileges.75 These towns were able to limit royal interfer-
ence. Sales of offices, for example, were provisional and not permanent
as in France, and usually to individuals acceptable to, or even selected by
the council, with possibly inputs from the civic community that could
make its voice heard in ‘open councils’ (concejo abierto). But after 1664
the Castilian Cortes was no longer summoned, so that urban lobbying
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now had to be channelled through a fiscal office, the Sala de Millones.
Towns were successful in keeping the state at arm’s length most of the
time, but paid the price of poor coordination at all levels. In the absence
of institutional instruments to reconcile conflict and avoid rent-seeking,
urban agency actually weakened the Spanish state, rather than strength-
ening it.76

Compared toWestern Europe, the towns of East Central Europe
were always in a structurally weaker position, because of the limited
urbanisation in the region. During the Middle Ages this did not prevent
them from attaining levels of autonomy comparable to those of theWest.
In the fourteenth century, urban leagues emerged in Poland.77 In 1485,
five Hungarian towns created an urban league to coordinate their inputs
in the national parliament. However, as pressures of international war-
fare and religious conflict mounted, the balance shifted towards the
princes. In Poland, legislation from 1454, confirmed in the constitution
of 1505, undermined the political influence of towns. Between 1508 and
1534, no fewer than thirty-eight major urban rebellions broke out in the
region.78 Religious conflict also weakened the political resolve of urban
governments when confronted with a citizen opposition.

While some Polish towns held a status equivalent to that of the
German imperial cities, many were ‘private’ towns subject to a feudal
lord. Resident nobles were more generally a prominent feature of Polish
towns. After the period of urban rebellions, civic organisations were
curtailed; in 1538 and 1552 the Polish government tried to abolish the
guilds. Only Cracow, Poznan, Lublin (from 1569) and Lwow (from
1658) had a seat in the Polish parliament Sejm, and from 1565 they
could only participate in deliberations directly relevant to themselves,
but not discuss general issues of state.79 There was little reason for the
Polish king to seek the support of towns that were too few in numbers
and lacked political clout.80

In Prussia, step by step the towns were subjected to government
control: they were excluded from regional assemblies, had to accept the
expansion of fortresses and billeting of ever larger garrisons, deal with
fiscal constraints, and legislation aimed at creating a uniform adminis-
trative framework, designed to undermine urban autonomy.81 After
Prussia invaded and took over Silesia, the same policy was imposed on
Wroclaw (Breslau); the formerly ‘semi-independent city-state’was from
now on run by Prussian state officials.82 In Russia, the legal status of
towns had always been ill-defined and therefore uncertain. Many were
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fortresses, where military officers and royal administrators dominated
local governance. Urban autonomy counted for little and, if anything
changed, it became even more restricted during the course of the early
modern period.83

Conclusion

At heart, citizenship is a mechanism for coordinating actions
between individuals and the authorities in charge of a local or national
community. Part I of this book explored theworkings of this mechanism
in local contexts across four different dimensions. Part II investigated
how these local mechanisms could be integrated into the working of the
state, adding temporal and geographical variation to the blanket treat-
ment of Part I. The first three chapters of Part II discussed three models
for achieving such coordination. In Italian city-states, the city and the
state overlapped to a large extent. In the Low Countries, cities domi-
nated the federal institutions that determined national policies. In
post-Reformation England, later Great Britain, a national Parliament
included an increasing number of urban representatives.

This chapter discussed countries where effective coordination
between urban interests and the state did not emerge.84 It is important
that we keep reminding ourselves that in premodern Europe this was in
fact the default situation. Italy, the LowCountries and Englandwere the
exceptions, while Germany, France, Spain, Poland and Prussia dis-
played the normal state of affairs. It therefore makes more sense to
explain the good fortune of the exceptions than the presumed short-
comings of the majority, as so often happens in historical surveys of the
period. Italy and the Low Countries benefitted from early high levels
of urbanisation, which made it relatively easy for urban institutions to
dominate nascent coordinating institutions. England was perhaps
a singular case: it was unusually accessible for foreign trade because of
the peculiarities of its geography, and because it had inherited from the
Norman Conquest an unusual type of parliament which could serve as
a platform for the articulation of urban interest.

In Germany, the Holy Roman Empire created a situation that
was inherently more complex due to its size and the fact that state
formation took place on the level of the individual princely states, rather
than the empire as a whole. In that situation, the special status of
imperial cities helped protect their autonomy, but at the same time
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made it more difficult to achieve coordination. Urban leagues were
usually short-lived, and when they were not – as in the case of the
northern Hanse – they had to forsake political aspirations. France was
the onlymajor country where the Crownmanaged to increase its grip on
municipal appointments and politics. Combined with the absence of
a national assembly, this situation seriously curtailed the scope for
urban agency at state level. In East Central Europe, towns were in
a structurally weaker position because of their relatively low share of
the population. With pressures rising, they were bound to lose out
against the sovereigns and lords. Finally, in Spain urban interests were
weakened through the creation of an abundance of towns. There was
probably no country in Europe where urban citizenship was more wide-
spread than Spain; as a result, a sort of proto-national citizenship
emerged in Spain already well before 1800.85 However, precisely this
generalisation of citizenship without national representative mechan-
isms made it more difficult for towns to create the kind of political
impact necessary for positive action. As in much of the rest of Europe,
Spanish town governments felt compelled to take a negative stance vis-
à-vis the national government and its institutions: preventing it from
interfering in local affairs remained their ultimate political objective.
Whereas the basic features of urban citizenship were pretty uniform
across Europe, their effects were not, and the different ways in which
local political arenas connected to national institutions would seem
to go a long way towards explaining the temporal and geographical
variations.
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Part III

CITIZENSHIP OUTSIDE EUROPE

In this third part I widen the canvas of my investigation, by
bringing in two world regions beyond Europe: Asia and the Americas.1

In doing so, I return to the four practical dimensions of citizenship defined
in Part I of this book. This is especially important because, as we see in
what follows, Asian cities had no formal citizenship. Therefore, the only
feasible comparison with Europe must concentrate on citizenship prac-
tices. In the Americas, on the other hand, we do find citizenship as a
formal status, as it was imported from Europe by the colonists. In these
two chapters I also raise questions about the relationship between cities
and states, as discussed in Part II, but this is not be my focus, because it is
my primary objective to establish whether urban citizenship-as-practice
can be found in these two regions – and, if so, what its ‘quality’ might
have been. We need that assessment in order to test Weber’s claim that
European citizenship was somehow superior to Asian forms of govern-
ance, but also to see how citizenship fared in a colonial context.

Obviously, comparisons with the European developments that
have been described and analysed in the first two parts of this book are
very different for Asia, on one hand, and the Americas on the other.
Asia had its indigenous institutions and historical trajectories and these
were only superficially, if at all, affected by Europeans. As in Europe we
should be sensitive to Asia’s internal variations. Chapter 10 concen-
trates on two of the major empires in Asia, the Chinese and Ottoman
empires, because they provide the sort of urban history literature that is
necessary for this type of analysis.
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In the Americas, indigenous citizenship is very poorly documen-
ted, but whatever was present was completely overhauled by European
colonisers. I concentrate in Chapter 11 on the Spaniards and the English.
In the Americas, it makes more sense to make citizenship comparisons,
not between the colony and the mother country, but between colonists
and indigenous people, as well as the Africans brought over as slaves and
their descendants. Moreover, there is an influential literature that com-
pares colonial institutions in the Spanish andBritish-American territories.
Strong claims have been made for the superiority of British colonial
institutions. My comparative history of urban citizenship also provides
an opportunity to test such claims.

To sum up, the two following chapters return to the agenda set
out in Part I, and to a somewhat lesser extent of Part II, but they do so
against the background of the issues relevant to Asia and the Americas,
respectively. In this part of this book, I should add, the limitations of the
author’s linguistic skills have an even more obvious impact on the mate-
rial that could have been included than in the European chapters. I must
apologise to scholars who have reported their results in Arabic, Chinese,
Spanish, Turkish or another relevant language for having used only those
bits that have filtered through in languages that I can read with some
degree of confidence. It is the inevitable handicap of global comparisons.

250 / Citizenship outside Europe

terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316219027
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. University of Sussex Library, on 26 Jul 2018 at 18:28:55, subject to the Cambridge Core

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316219027
https://www.cambridge.org/core


10 ORIGINAL CITIZENSHIP IN CHINA
AND THE MIDDLE EAST

In 1609, the inhabitants of the Chinese city of Nanjing did
something remarkable: they voluntarily compiled tax registers and
handed these to the local authorities, demanding that these registers be
used for a reform of the tax system. Until 1421 Nanjing had been the
primary capital of the Ming Empire, and even after having lost that
status it remained a very substantial citywith an estimated population at
the time of 100,000–150,000. For several decadesNanjing’s inhabitants
had been clamouring for reform and demanding that corvée labour be
converted into monetary contributions, i.e. taxes. Even more remark-
able was the reaction of the authorities. Rather than send in the military,
as one might expect from such a presumably authoritarian regime as the
Ming, a local official named Ding Bin interviewed rich and poor people
about their views on taxation. He called a meeting of the five heads of
the city’s wards, summoned central officials to another meeting, and
finally had his staff visit private homes in especially the poorer neigh-
bourhoods to establish the living conditions of their inhabitants. After
collecting all these data and views, a system was set up in which each
household received a ticket, stating the amount it owed in taxes. On the
first of May the residents were called out to deposit their taxes into
boxes at a designated station in their neighbourhood. In Ding’s own
account, the enthusiasm with which people came to make their deposits
was specifically noted.2 As the events in 1609 suggest, the absence of
formal citizenship did not prevent the inhabitants of Nanjing participat-
ing in various kinds of practices that were central to citizenship in
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Europe, immediately questioning Weber’s idea that there was no such
thing as citizenship in China.3

Trying to identify traces of citizenship in these two Asian
empires fits a broader historiographical trend.4 In the not so distant
past, the Chinese, Mamluk and Ottoman empires were portrayed as
the standard examples of oppressive regimes. Their emperors were
seen as premodern dictators who did not tolerate opposition and
therefore eliminated all potential threats to their position. Such
threats might emanate from political institutions outside the court,
or elites such as the aristocracy or merchants. Today, however, the
consensus view among historians is very different. Emperors are no
longer cast as the powerful villains; their problem was the lack of
resources at their disposal.5 Historians have come to realise that if the
kings of England, France and Spain were having massive problems
controlling the outer regions of their domains because of the logistical
problems they faced in an era of slow communications, the Chinese,
Mamluks and Ottomans faced even greater challenges in overcoming
the handicap of distance.6 They were therefore limiting their ambi-
tions, and like their European counterparts, they were forced to allow
regional and local authorities substantial freedom of action, provided
these observed the basic elements of the deal with the political centre.7

Those elements included loyalty to the imperial system and resistance
to any attempts at devolution, maintenance of public order and the
procurement of revenue to support the central military and bureau-
cratic apparatus.

In setting up a comparison between Europe and Asia we need to
steer clear of such formal definitions of citizenship as the documented
membership of an urban commune, the definition used by Weber him-
self. There can be no doubt that such a form of citizenship was not
available in Asia. (If this were the benchmark, the present chapter would
be superfluous.) However, as Bin Wong pointed out in 1997, such
comparisons inevitably lead to conclusions of European superiority,
because they employ culturally embedded concepts from the European
experience as if theywere generally applicable.8 For precisely this reason
I have utilised in this book a more open definition of citizenship as a set
of political, economic, social and military practices. This definition has
allowed us so far to include in our discussions a wider range of social
classes than merely those people who held formal citizen status, and it
now allows us to analyse in similar fashion the ways in which relations
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between public authorities and the urban populations within their
domain of authority were organised in Asia.

The absence of formal urban citizenship was the consequence of
the absence of urban privileges in Asia. This situation also impacted the
preservation of historical records. Especially in China, the sources for
our topic are much more limited than in Europe. Moreover, because
records from the imperial administration are more abundant, their
perspective has dominated Asia’s premodern historiography. As a
result, we sometimes need to question established wisdoms on the
basis of very limited sources. To broaden the source material for this
chapter, I have accepted evidence from the nineteenth century for the
history of premodern citizenship in these areas. Obviously, one should
not assume that China or theMiddle East remained static, and one must
also be alert to the possibility that nineteenth-century observations were
the outcome of recent changes. It seems to me that this inclusion is
nonetheless acceptable because – with the exception of Egypt – the
areas discussed in this chapter were not immediately affected by the
French Revolution. Whereas 1789marked a clear break in the political
history of continental Europe, with major implications for the develop-
ment of its citizenship regimes, no such rupture happened in the regions
discussed in the following pages.9

China

The single most striking aspect of China’s institutional history is
undoubtedly the longevity of its system of rule. There may have been
interruptions, there were changes in ruling dynasties, the borders chan-
ged and were at times overrun by invaders, but when all is said and
done, China’s imperial structure survived in its basic form from 220

BCE to the overthrow of the last Qing emperor in 1911, i.e. for more
than 2,000 years. No European polity comes even close to that. China’s
emperors were themselves convinced that this was the result of their
benevolent attitude towards their subjects, an opinion recently given
a new lease of life by Jean-Laurent Rosenthal and Bin Wong. In their
analyses of the different developmental trajectories of Europe and
China, Rosenthal and Wong have contrasted the light and usually
peaceful touch of China’s system of governance with Europe’s high
levels of military spending and related heavy tax burden. They see
this, paradoxically, as a major reason the Industrial Revolution was

253 / Original Citizenship in China and the Middle East

terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316219027.012
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. University of Sussex Library, on 26 Jul 2018 at 18:31:11, subject to the Cambridge Core

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316219027.012
https://www.cambridge.org/core


more likely to take off in Europe.10However, most historians, including
those whose work Weber studied so carefully 100 years ago, saw
China’s emperors as brutal oppressors, determined to nip the emergence
of any potential rivals in the bud. As a result, according to these authors,
China remained an agrarian and bureaucratic empire, the fate of which
was very much determined by policies developed in the capital and the
imperial court.

One area where the picture has changed is the socio-economic
character of the Chinese empire. There is no doubt that China was still
overwhelmingly rural in the late eighteenth century. However, it is easy
to overlook the fact that Europe was in the same position. In 1800, less
than 10 per cent of Europeans lived in an urban community of 10,000
or more inhabitants. In some countries, notably England, the Low
Countries and Italy, that percentage was substantially higher, but
many other parts of Europe were distinctly less urbanised. For late
nineteenth-century China, an urban percentage of 5–6 per cent has been
proposed.11 Clearly, this is lower than the European average, but not
completely out of range. Some regions, most notably the lower Yangzi
delta, may have come close to 10 per cent, a figure comparable to
Germany’s in the mid-nineteenth century.12 It was, moreover, probably
significantly higher in earlier times. The most recent figures suggest an
urban percentage for China as a whole in the order of 12 per cent in
1630, and as high as 18 per cent in the lower Yangzi region.13 These
estimates include, however, communities from 2,000 and up, while the
European figures only cover towns of 10,000 and more. To make them
comparable, we should probably multiply the European percentages by
1.5.14 Even then, the Chinese figures for 1630 give it an urbanisation
rate of the same order as the European average, and set China’s most
urbanised regions not quite in the same range as Italy and the Low
Countries, but well above England, France or Germany.15 We should,
moreover, never forget that during the premodern era perhaps as much
as half of the world’s urban population lived in Chinese towns and
cities.16

Urban Governance

Chinese towns did not have the same type of formal status as
that created by urban privileges in Europe. They were and remained
formally part of a hierarchical structure of public administration.
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As a result, the highest authority in towns was exercised by officials
appointed by the emperor and his government. In practice, however,
this small group of outsiders depended heavily on the cooperation of,
and self-organisation by, local inhabitants. In the nineteenth century
many, perhaps even most, urban services were provided by non-
governmental corporate groups and financed either through assess-
ments and dues levied by these groups, or through the income from
corporate property. Urban leadership developed out of the local gentry
and merchants, who used these organisations as a power base, but were
also constrained by the membership’s aspirations and expectations, and
the organisations’ modus operandi.17 Three distinct but at the same
time overlapping forms of self-organisation were especially important
in the towns and cities of Ming and Qing China: the guilds and the
benevolent societies, to be discussed in subsequent sections of this
chapter, and the neighbourhood organisations that are the focus of the
next few pages.

In nineteenth-century Hankou neighbourhoods could be sealed
off by special gates or doors, creating a domain of communal safety.
The identity of the neighbourhood was reinforced by the common
worship at the neighbourhood temple. Already in the eighteenth cen-
tury, neighbourhood officials (baojia) had been introduced in Hankou
to register the inhabitants and distribute communal tasks among them.
The head of theward (baozheng) wasmade responsible for public order,
and for assessing inhabitants for tax purposes. The same official was
also involved in the provisioning of social welfare and other public
services. Officially, the appointment was for one year only, probably
to prevent abuses, but already in the eighteenth century a limited num-
ber of families seem to have cornered most of the appointments, sug-
gesting that the position was one of real influence.18

The ward officials were in a delicate position as intermediaries
between the local authorities and their neighbourhood constituents, as
is demonstrated by the protests in seventeenth-century Nanjing. In
1609, as we have seen, petitions were submitted against labour services,
including the night watch, enforced by neighbourhood captains.
Protesters were also unhappy that gentry families were not included in
this type of duty. As well as demanding a conversion into monetary
contributions, they also insisted on the introduction of financial budgets
that would be open to public scrutiny. Such petitions were a customary
channel of communication between citizens and authorities at the time.
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Flyers, folk songs and theatre performances were also used to mobilise
public opinion in seventeenth-century Chinese towns. Citizens’ opinions
were sought, for example about the introduction of new local taxes.19

Although historians of premodern China tend to insist on the
absence of much public unrest compared to the rebelliousness of
European towns,20 protest did occur in China. As in Nanjing, the citizens
of Hangzhou were dissatisfied with the labour services they were sup-
posed to provide and wanted them converted into monetary payments.
A large-scale uprising,mobilisingmore than 2,000 people in 1582, had to
be put down with military force.21 In seventeenth-century Suzhou, mer-
chants tried to prevent an expansion of the city walls because it would
entail tearing down their properties. Inhabitants of Gaochun organised
five petition campaigns in protest against the building of new walls. Such
campaigns were well-organised, by people who were aware of the rele-
vant legislation and tried to use that to their advantage.22

The existence of urban civic organisations has given rise to an
intense debate about the existence of a ‘public sphere’ in premodern
China, similar to what Jürgen Habermas saw as the foundation of
democracy in Europe. The problem is the slipperiness of the concept
itself: even with respect to Europe there have been widely divergent
interpretations, and by implication different dates have been proposed
for its emergence, contesting Habermas’ own claim that a ‘public
sphere’ only emerged in the second half of the eighteenth century.23

The essence of Habermas’ idea was that at some point the conditions for
a genuine public debate about public policies had arisen which the
authorities could not ignore, and which thus helped to shape those
policies. Did such a thing exist in China? There is, of course, no
straightforward ‘yes or no’ answer.24The answer should be ‘no’ because
some elements of the concept were clearly missing in China, such as
a (national) press that could address issues of national concern, the
natural rights that many eighteenth-century reformers in Europe
invoked to make their case or the social contract between citizens and
their rulers that had been so dear to reformers of an earlier era.25 Other
features, however, were present in China, including very significant
‘social associations not dominated by the state’ that could act as inter-
mediaries between the government and its citizens.26 Ultimately, we
have to decide what are the most significant elements, while reminding
ourselves that the ‘public sphere’ in most countries of nineteenth-
century Europe was confined to a quite narrow group of people.
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Guilds

One such type of social association was the guild. Guilds were
a prominent feature of Chinese towns in the late imperial period.
Information about their nineteenth-century incarnations suggests a
significant role in urban life. Their number increased rapidly in China
precisely at the time when they were being abolished in many European
countries. This could well have been the result of the new economic
opportunities arising from trade expansion and the simultaneous poli-
tical andmilitary insecurities of the late Qing period. A survey drawn up
after the fall of the last emperor in 1911, but professing to start in 1655,
might lead us to the conclusion that Chinese guilds were mainly a
phenomenon of the nineteenth century, albeit with roots in the
sixteenth.27 This early twentieth-century survey includes almost forty
guilds for all of China between 1644 and 1720, which would make
China a very late developer compared to Europe. However, in the new
town of Hankou, no fewer than fifteen guild were established during
that same period.28 Beijing, which of course was very much older as
a city, already had seventy guilds before the end of the Ming (1644).
Subsequently, the number increased to 220 by the end of the eighteenth
century.29 Early references to Chinese guilds go back as far as the
eleventh and thirteenth centuries, when the first guilds were also estab-
lished in Europe, but a major upsurge took place only in the sixteenth
century. It therefore looks as if the 1911 survey underestimated the
number of premodern guilds in China, even if they emerged later than in
Europe.30

In the beginning, guilds in China were temple associations.31

The parallel with European guilds’ origins in religious brotherhoods is
striking. Temples would provide meeting space, and common worship
acted as a focus for activities and solidarity. The basis for the organisation
of guild foundations, especially in their early stages, was almost always
the common origin of the membership from a particular region, possibly
combined with a shared occupation. In Hankou, of twenty-eight guilds
created before 1796, sixwere purely occupational, the others either based
in shared origins (thirteen), or a combination of origin and occupation
(nine). In the second half of the nineteenth century purely occupational
organisations became predominant.32 The significance of a common-
origin basis for guilds is thought to lie in the importance the Chinese
attached to burial with their relatives. The organisations have therefore
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also been called ‘native place lodges’.33 This led Weber to conclude that
Chinese guilds reinforced what he saw as a primitive attachment to
lineage.34 Indeed, returning the corpses of deceased members to their
native places was and remained an important feature of these guilds,
but it would seem to be an unacceptable reduction of their function to
focus on merely this one aspect.

Besides the maintenance of ties with the region of origin, the
most important purpose of guilds was to create stability for their trade.
Chinese guilds regulated weights and measures, set prices (usually in
conjunction with the local authorities), maintained codes of occupa-
tional conduct and lobbied local government to promote the interests of
the membership. For those familiar with European guilds, the most
notable difference is the absence of ‘monopolies’. There is no hint of
an exclusive access to particular trades for the members of this or that
guild; membership was available to everyone who originated from the
region, or was active in the occupation covered by the guild.35 Chinese
guilds did not have apprenticeship arrangements,36 but they did offer
social assistance.

Guilds in China would hold meetings where members could
discuss issues of common concern – again as in Europe. Inevitably,
some families would become prominent as guild officers and occupy
more than what was perhaps their fair share of guild offices. Recorded
examples of ordinary members exposing abuses in their guild to the
local authorities imply that the dominance of such prominent members
was constrained by an outside authority. Common worship of patron
deities helped reinforce the bonds of solidarity within the guild commu-
nity, as did the extensive building programmes that many guilds under-
took. Beginning usually with a temple cum meeting place, Chinese
guilds would ultimately own huge compounds that included hostels
for itinerant merchants and artisans, and a stage for the performance
of plays and operas. The Hui-chan guild of Hankou, for example,
owned a small temple complex in the suburbs, when in 1694 twenty-
four of the most prominent members decided to raise money for a new
and more conspicuous set of buildings located within the town walls.
In 1717 a new west hall was added, and in 1721 another lecture hall.
The compoundwould ultimately consist of around 100 different rooms,
occupying a substantial part of a new street, Hsin-an Street, maintained
by the guild, and leading to a pier in the river that was also built and
maintained by the guild. When floods destroyed the pier in 1796,
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members could donate funds for its reconstruction in exchange for
bonds.37

Chinese guild organisations were initiated by the members
themselves, and could expect to be sanctioned by the government, either
formally in writing, or otherwise in practice.38 Surveying the evidence, it
seems fair to say that Chinese guilds were first and foremost civic
organisations that sought to integrate their mobile membership into
the framework of the urban community, while at the same time allowing
the urban authorities access to the worlds of migrants, businessmen and
the crafts.

Poor Relief

China had a rudimentary system of social welfare that swung
into action especially in times of food scarcity, but also during other
catastrophes. This granary system was maintained by the government
throughout the empire.39On top of that, the authorities tried to control
prices, to provide ordinary people with access to food at all times.
However, as in other premodern societies, price controls were only
partially effective, and there was considerable demand for routine wel-
fare, not least in China’s large urban centres.40 This type of welfare was
left almost completely to private initiative, albeit with the active support
of the local authorities.

In Chinese cities the guilds were also important providers of
welfare. Their compounds would often include hostels providing shelter
to mobile workers and merchants.41 More importantly, they paid for
funerals, sometimes in the guild burial grounds, but also for the return
of members’ corpses to their native region to be buried together with
their forebears.42 Besides the guilds, so-called benevolent societies
(shantang) emerged in the late sixteenth century. The first two that we
are aware of were set up in 1590 in Yucheng, in the lower Yangzi delta,
and the model then quickly spread to other cities. The benevolent socie-
ties had limited membership, with each member pledging to contribute
a certain amount of money and time to the cause. They were almost
exclusively urban organisations. The division of labour with the guilds
remained unclear. In some instances the benevolent society seems to
have been a subdivision of the guild: sometimes it was a parallel orga-
nisation, in other cases they were completely separate from the guild.
Benevolent societies did, however, employ the guild model for their own

259 / Original Citizenship in China and the Middle East

terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316219027.012
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. University of Sussex Library, on 26 Jul 2018 at 18:31:11, subject to the Cambridge Core

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316219027.012
https://www.cambridge.org/core


organisation. They also owned property and kept written records of
their financial transactions. Besides food, they also provided medical
assistance as a means of preventing outbreaks of epidemic diseases.43

To be eligible for charity, poor people had to be recommended.
Familiarity with benefactors, and therefore patronage, was an impor-
tant element of the system. Paupers who were caught drinking or
gambling could expect to be excluded.44

There were strong incentives for civic charity in premodern
China. Promoting the welfare of society as a whole was recommended
by Confucianism as a goal worth pursuing, and the rich were encour-
aged to shoulder this type of responsibility. Benefactors advertised their
charitable acts in pamphlets, in the expectation that it would enhance
their social status. It was more or less expected that members of bene-
volent societies would hand over as much as 10 per cent of their income.
Obviously, charity was also perceived as a prop of the existing social
hierarchy, a vital element in the maintenance of public order, as well as
a means to gain influence – or at least popularity with local authorities.
During times of crisis, the authorities actively supported the work of
benevolent societies, as happened for example in 1641 in the towns of
the Yangzi delta.45 In the nineteenth century such support became
more regular, and sometimes even took the form of specific taxes
being designated for supporting the work of the benevolent societies.46

Besides poor relief, guilds and benevolent societies assumed the respon-
sibility for provisioning other public services, including firefighting, the
maintenance of streets and, in the nineteenth century, also street light-
ing, bridges and public parks, as well as ferries, all of them accessible to
the general public.47

Charitable trusts had no legal status and in this sense they
differed from their European equivalents. In practice, however, guilds
and benevolent societies owned property, were self-governing and
worked in close cooperation with the civic administration.48 As in
Europe, they provided a range of services to people in need who could
make a moral but not a legal claim for assistance. For its beneficiaries,
this dimension of citizenship was therefore precarious.

Urban Defence

Although China experienced long periods of domestic peace,
Chinese towns were heavily fortified. In fact, the Chinese character
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cheng can mean ‘wall’ as well as ‘city’. In modern Chinese the word for
town is chengshi, a combination of ‘wall’ and ‘market’. It is therefore
fair to say that urban defences were an integral part of the whole urban
concept. Although precise figures are lacking, the number of walled
towns in premodern China is reckoned to have run to several thousand.
Especially during the Ming period, town walls were constructed and
reconstructed on a scale unprecedented in world history.49 This was not
always popular; Nanjing citizens whose houses had to be destroyed to
make way for the new ramparts protested vehemently.50

These towns were guarded by permanent garrisons; I found no
traces of any parallel organisation of civic militias recruited from the
ranks of the inhabitants. DuringQing times, when Chinawas effectively
occupied by foreign (Manchu) forces, this would in any case have been
most unlikely. However, in 1799 during the White Lotus rebellion, and
again in 1853 during the Taiping, the guilds of Hankou helped organise
local defence.51 The same happened in other towns during the Taiping,
for example in Shanghai, where 500 ‘braves’ were recruited in 1860.52

It would seem that medieval Chinese towns did have a system of
watches (huofu), manned by towns’ inhabitants, whose duty was to
patrol the walled cities and their suburbs at night. During the sixteenth
century participation in the night watch was converted into a cash
payment, and thus became part of the fiscal system instead of the system
of labour services. In Hangzhou citizens protested at this and other
forced labour contributions.53 In 1641 it was suggested in Taicang
that the members of the local benevolent society would take up archery
practice, but nothing came of it.54 In seventeenth-century Nanjing there
are hints of a (controversial) night watch recruited among the inhabi-
tants, but it is impossible to claim with any certainty that this was an
equivalent of the European militia system.55

This absence of civic militias might be related to the claim that
China was a relatively peaceful society. China was nonetheless plagued,
at intervals, by large-scale and destructive domestic conflict, for exam-
ple during the Ming–Qing transition of the seventeenth century, the
White Lotus rebellion of the late eighteenth century, and the Taiping
rebellion of the nineteenth. The elaborate fortification of Chinese towns
also contradicts the idea that peace was the default situation in China.
It was certainly not taken for granted by Chinese towns themselves.
Nevertheless, it does seem that China’s pattern of domestic violence
was distinct from that of Europe: instead of frequent, relatively small
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incidents, China suffered from a pattern of rare, but extraordinarily
intense domestic conflict that possiblymade amilitia system less effective.

China’s Premodern Citizenship Regime

In a recent survey of China’s long-term development, Brandt,
Ma and Rawski have argued that Europe’s advance over China should
be explained as the result of principal-agent flaws in the Chinese state –
in other words as a problem of citizenship. Our survey of Chinese
citizenship practices lends ammunition to that argument. Rather than
the oppressive nature emphasised by previous generations of scholars,
Brandt, Ma and Rawski see the weakness of the central government
as its main problem. Yes, it was remarkably stable compared to its
European counterparts, and also managed to make do with low levels
of taxation; but as a consequence local governments had hardly any
money to spend. The result therefore was that they had to raise revenue
informally, creating a system riddled by corruption and dependent on
the cooperation of local elites.56My investigation strongly suggests that
civic organisations also became part of this arrangement. To sustain an
urban society in the context of a ‘thin’ state, substantial local autonomy,
a robust civil society, significant levels of citizen organisationwith active
craft and merchant guilds, as well as social welfare provisions cutting
across lineage solidarities, were almost inevitable. One finds, however,
few traces of military forms of citizenship. In that regard, the Chinese
state effectively guarded its monopoly of violence. In other areas of
urban governance Chinese citizens combined to initiate public services,
as in the case of the Hankou guild taking care of infrastructure, or
volunteered to pay extra taxes, as in Nanjing.

Middle East

Although it has taken a different shape, not least because of
an important French strand, the historiography of the Middle East has
undergone a trajectory not unlike the Chinese.57 Weber’s picture of the
region’s social make-up as clan-based dominated historians’ portrayals
of its past for much of the twentieth century.58 In this version of their
history, the indigenous peoples were oppressed by an empire whose
elites were pastoralists with a strong military outlook. Urban interests
were merely tolerated, and only encouraged for fiscal reasons. The
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central government took little notice, and urban pressure groups were
no match for bureaucrats. The region’s economic underdevelopment
was an almost inevitable result of this fixated sociopolitical structure.

Two things have changed in recent decades. Scholars have
stopped taking at face value the self-portrait provided by documents
from the central archives. The Ottoman Empire in particular is now
portrayed in a more optimistic light; in Şevket Pamuk’s words, ‘[t]he
Ottomans were flexible and pragmatic from the start’.59 While the
picture of the top of the pyramid was changing, new perspectives also
emerged on its foundations with scholars calling into question the idea
of a powerless society.60 A range of arguments were put forward ques-
tioning Weber’s portrayal. It was, for example, pointed out that the
cities of the Middle East had been among the most populous and most
advanced of Eurasia during the ninth to eleventh centuries, while
Europeans were still trying to come to terms with the traumas of the
collapse of the Roman Empire.61 During the Ottoman period (early
sixteenth to early twentieth centuries), after a period of decay, the
major cities of the region grew to sizes comparable to Europe’s
metropoles.62 Themost recent estimates show that in terms of urbanisa-
tion the Middle East was actually ahead of Europe until the eighteenth
century. That gap had been slowly narrowing since 1000 CE, when the
Middle East had been three times more urbanised than Europe. Clearly,
the pace of urbanisation in the Middle East was well below that of
Europe as a whole. In terms of population impact, however, the
Middle East ranked above Europe for almost the entire period covered
here.63 Perhaps more importantly still, in the context of this chapter,
scholars have begun to uncover a rich communal life in these cities that
seemed to contradict the claim that society was constrained by family
and clan structures.64

These shifts have rejuvenated the debate about ‘the Islamic city’.
The whole concept, which also went back to Weber, is now very much
in doubt, even in the revised version launched by Ira Lapidus in his
famousMuslim Cities in the Later Middle Ages from 1967. In this book
Lapidus questioned Weber’s portrait of the Middle East, and sought to
replace it by a superior model, informed by a deep knowledge of the
available sources in Arabic that had been inaccessible toWeber himself.
Lapidus demonstrated persuasively that the cities he concentrated on,
Aleppo in Syria and Cairo in Egypt, had communal structures, more
specifically neighbourhoods, religious communities and brotherhoods
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and youth associations, all of which shaped the lives of urbanites. He
insisted, however, that none of these had the kind of independence
granted to European corporations: urban governance remained the
province of bureaucrats appointed by the central government.65

More recent voices in this debate on ‘the Islamic City’ object
that the whole concept implies that religion was somehow the defining
characteristic of these societies, that many of the generalisations were
using one or two examples to characterise a huge area stretching from
Morocco to the Iranian border and beyond, and that the whole idea of
using the European experience as a template made it impossible to think
about the Middle East on its own terms.66

In what follows I want to trace the details of local organisation
in the towns and the cities of the Middle East, without assuming
beforehand that they were inferior to those of the West, or that they
were completely dominated by the central government institutions.
For reasons that are explained in due course, the military and eco-
nomic dimensions of citizenship (militias and guilds) are discussed
together, rather than separately in this section.

Urban Governance

Under Ottoman rule, cities had no independent statute. The
highest local authority was the governor, or pasha, and he would
always be appointed by the central government. The same applied to
other high offices. This was most obviously so in the capital Istanbul,
where the imperial and local governments were almost indistinguish-
able, but it applied equally in major towns such as Aleppo, Cairo or
Damascus.67 When looking at systems of local governance from
a formal point of view, we have to say that it was a mere branch of
the central executive. Yet in day-to-day practice the situation was not
quite so black and white, as we can see from local politics in eight-
eenth-century Aleppo.

Aleppo at the time had circa 100,000 inhabitants.68 Due to its
long-distance commerce, Aleppo was a city with an ethnically as well as
religiously mixed population. Such mixtures were a characteristic fea-
ture of all major cities in the Ottoman Empire. As everywhere else, the
highest official was the pasha, whowas appointed for one year only, and
then moved on to a similar posting elsewhere in the empire. The first
was appointed in 1520, shortly after the arrival of the Ottomans. Their
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invasion had been welcomed by Aleppo’s inhabitants, who had suffered
frommany abuses under the precedingMamluk regime.69The governor
was primarily responsible for the military security of the city and its
hinterland, and had to ensure the transfer of tax revenues to Istanbul.
He was in charge of the janissary garrison, but also had his own forces
whichweremainly used for controlling the countryside and ensuring the
regular flow of revenue.

The governor was theoretically in complete charge of Aleppo;
in practice he enlisted the help of many others. For one, he was advised
by a council, or divan, composed of local officials and notables. The
divan was ‘the most important formal setting for local participation in
policymaking’. Its membership included the qadi, who was the highest
judicial official and like the pasha appointed by Istanbul; a variable
number of a‘yans, or local notables; the leading ulama (religious leader);
the head of the ashraf, who were families claiming direct descent from
the Prophet, and finally the commanding officer of the janissary corps.
This council met regularly, but nominutes were taken.70The a‘yan have
been characterised as ‘local gentry’. They owned landed properties in
the region. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries these families
were in the ascendant, when they also gradually gained hereditary
control over tax farms. Their dominance was, however, checked by
other groups in the city.

On one hand there were the ashraf, an especially coherent
subset of the Muslim community. Muslims made up about 80 per cent
of Aleppo’s population, Christians another 15 per cent, while most of
the remaining 5 per cent were Jewish.71 The other countervailing force
were the janissaries, the garrison of professional soldiers who became
increasingly integrated into the local artisan and working-class commu-
nity. The janissaries, who in Aleppo were 5,000–10,000 strong, were
a particularly active political force. They fought pitched battles with the
governor’s own dali troops – for example, in 1775 when the janissaries
refused to accompany the governor on a military campaign and mana-
ged to oust him from the city. On this occasion they were supported in
their protests by a large file of complaints, collected by the qadi from
various sections of the local population. In 1784 the janissaries again
removed a pasha from office and from the city itself, and in the early
years of the nineteenth century they were effectively masters of the
city.72 The janissaries relied on support from the guilds and neighbour-
hoods, as well as on their own weapons.
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Neighbourhoods and guilds were equally important in Cairo.
Like Aleppo, the Egyptian capital was governed by a pasha and qadi,
both appointed by the central government. At the same time, the city
showed ‘a high level of popular dissent’.73 It was subdivided into fifty-
three neighbourhoods, each headed by a neighbourhood leader, or
shaykh al-hārah,74 whose responsibilities were to maintain public
order and help collect local taxes.75 Next to the neighbourhoods, a
large number of guilds organised the local population on an occupational
basis. Janissaries were active participants in Cairo’s local politics,
much as they were in Aleppo. In other words, the city had a plethora of
community organisations, endorsed by the government but not
completely controlled by it.76 This was true of Ottoman cities more
generally.77 The balance might vary from one town to another, but
local community organisations were found everywhere as active partici-
pants in urban governance.78 In times of crisis, they provided the contexts
for articulating grievances and mobilising the forces of opposition.79

Unfortunately, the centuries before the arrival of the Ottomans
are poorly documented. Jerusalem, Safad and Tripoli had vibrant neigh-
bourhoods during the Mamluk period (thirteenth–fifteenth centuries),
when there were public hearings and the ulama acted as local leaders.80

In Cairo, the Ottomans reportedly preserved much of the institutional
structure as they found it when they conquered the city in 1517.81

The level of public services in medieval Cairo was, moreover, unheard
of in Western Europe with its presumably superior urban institutions.
Cairo had street lighting in the Mamluk period, whereas Amsterdam
was the first Western European city to introduce it – in the late
seventeenth century. Cairo’s Great Hospital, built in the late thirteenth
century, provided patients with their own beds and bedclothes, as well
as private chamber pots, notwithstanding its capacity of 6,000.82 Were
these fruits of superior centralised power, the results of a deep commit-
ment to the local community, or both? It is very difficult to say at this
point, but I cannot rule out the second interpretation.

Economic and Military Organisation

Craft and merchant guilds were a common phenomenon in
Ottoman towns and cities. Those of Istanbul, Aleppo, Jerusalem and
Cairo especially (apart from Jerusalem all among the larger cities of the
empire, and Istanbul and Cairo indeed of the premodern world more
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generally) have been studied in such detail that we can discuss them
with confidence. One thing that the modern scholarship on Ottoman
guilds has achieved is to dispel the idea that these were mere instruments
in the hands of the authorities to oversee and control the mass of
the population.83 Instead, a much richer picture has emerged.84 As in
Europe, the organisational form of the guild was not clearly distin-
guished from other community organisations, but for purposes of com-
parisonwe are focusing here on occupational guilds, whosemembership
consisted of craftsmen, shopkeepers and merchants, or others working
in the service sector. This would therefore include the water-bearers, for
instance, whose Cairo guild numbered more than 3,000members in the
eighteenth century.85

Guilds were numerous as well as popular, in the sense that
they organised a very substantial part of urban populations in the
Ottoman Empire.86 Istanbul had seventy-six guilds in the beginning of
the seventeenth century and possibly twice that number by the end of
the century.87 Eighteenth-century Cairo numbered 200–250 guilds,
of which thirty-nine had a membership of more than 1,000.88 It is not
at all clear how and especially when they originated. There can be no
doubt that guilds existed in Byzantium as late as the twelfth century, if
not necessarily in the provinces. Some of these guilds were initiated by
the state, others by craftsmen themselves.89 Perhaps they disappeared
afterwards and were only revived by the Ottoman authorities.90 Cairo,
however, had occupational organisations before the arrival of the
Ottomans.91 The fact of the matter is that we only have reliable infor-
mation about the guilds of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.

It is possible that some of these guilds were created on the
authorities’ initiative, but it is unlikely that this always happened.92 It
is better to think ofOttoman guilds as an interface between themembers
and the authorities. The election of guild officials is a case in point.
The headmen, usually known as shaykh, were officially appointed by
a judge, or qadi, but their names were put forward by the members
themselves. Moreover, a delegation of the members had to confirm
before the qadi that they were willing to accept the shaykh. And even
if they did, we find quite a few instances of guilds subsequently asking
the court to dismiss their shaykh when they had apparently lost faith in
him – and of the courts acting on such a request. Guilds in Cairo had this
degree of control over their own governors, and in Istanbul, notwith-
standing the close control that the government imposed on its capital
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city, the situation was similar.93 Another indication of the guilds’ rela-
tive autonomy is the membership meetings, where issues relating to the
trade would be discussed.94 There is no clear indication, however, that
these guilds had their own sources of income.

Ottoman guilds regulated trade, in the sense that they might set
quality controls and prices for both rawmaterials and final products. All
of this would happen in consultation with the authorities, but not
necessarily on the initiative of those authorities. Guilds regularly made
their wishes known by petitioning the authorities, and their proposals
were usually accepted and absorbed into the body of regulatory docu-
ments. The shaykh was the arbiter in trade disputes. Ottoman guilds
also had an important role in the collection of taxes – possibly more
significant than their European counterparts. Like European craftsmen
and shopkeepers, guilds in the Ottoman Empire were infused with an
ideology of equality.95

The Ottoman guilds provided only limited social assistance.
They did not set aside funds for that purpose, let alone maintain sepa-
rate institutions to take care of members in their old age, or for members
falling ill. However, they did organise festivities that could reinforce ties
of solidarity within the guild community, as well as communal meals.
Istanbul guilds were known to organise days out in the countryside,
complete with picnic baskets to refresh the participants during the
trip.96 Those in Cairo would participate in public parades with their
own float, drawn by two asses.97

In Europe the guilds, insofar as they hadmilitary functions, seem
to have lost them in the early modern period, whereas in the Ottoman
Empire the opposite happened. During the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries,members of the janissary infantry troops increasingly joined the
guilds. They did so for economic reasons. These troops would be sta-
tioned as permanent garrisons in particular towns, with little else to
occupy them apart from the occasional watch. Janissary pay scales were
correspondingly low, forcing many of them into civilian side jobs.
Because the janissaries held various privileges with regard to taxation
and otherwise, there was simultaneously a reverse movement: individual
craftsmen and traders would join a corps to enjoy the privileges and also
the protection that such an armed organisation was offering. Clearly,
there was a price to be paid, usually 5–10 per cent of one’s capital at
death. But many considered it a price worth paying.98
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As a result of this double movement, the world of the guilds
and the world of themilitary became intertwined. Guilds did not usually
involve themselves in local politics, outside the realm of their
occupations.99 This in itself may have contributed to the impression
that they were somehow different and less effective than European
guilds, but perhaps, historians have simply been looking in the wrong
places. Even when the guilds were mainly quiescent, their janissary
members were politically very active indeed. In Aleppo they became
the single most important political force during the second half of the
eighteenth century.100

Welfare

Provisioning for the poor (zakat) is one of the Five Pillars of
Islam.101 Together with the voluntary alms (sadaqa) it is mentioned
explicitly in the Quran as a way of pleasing God. Biographies of
important figures would never fail to mention their contribution to
such pious charity.102 Islamic welfare was, at the same time, handi-
capped by the absence of a formal organisation like the Church that
could coordinate charity.103 Having said that, the towns and cities of
the Middle East had their fair share of charities, including pensioners’
homes, hospitals, caravanserais, funds for the release of prisoners of
war, as well as the poor relief provided by religious organisations.104

As in Europe it is difficult to detect a system in the variety of charities.
Nonetheless, two types of welfare seem to have been especially com-
mon in the region.

The first of these was neighbourhood welfare. In eighteenth-
century Aleppo, the headman of the neighbourhood collected funds
for a range of public services including the maintenance of public spaces
and the removal of waste, as well as welfare for resident paupers.105The
second system consisted of the well-known waqfs. These were usually
urban institutions.106 Technically, a waqf was ‘an object which was
endowed for a specific purpose in perpetuity’.107 They were usually set
up by well-off donors, and these could include the sultan himself.
Ottoman sultans created important institutions with awaqf governance
structure in all important cities of their empire. Thesewaqf foundations
included mosques, madrasas (i.e. religious schools) and welfare institu-
tions. Other waqfs were set up by local elites, and might acquire addi-
tional funding in the course of time.
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The waqfs have been criticised as one of the institutions that
held back the economic development of premodern Islamic societies.
They compared unfavourably with European corporations because they
were family rather than community based, and because their govern-
ance structure was set in stone by the founders; Islamic law did not
permit changes.108 For the early modern era the comparison is perhaps
less unfavourable to the waqf. In Europe, where their nearest counter-
parts were foundations rather than corporations,109 these foundations
were very common in the realm of welfare. They often retained strong
links with the family of the patron and could be just as long-lasting and
inflexible as a waqf.110

Cities, Citizenship and the State in the Ottoman Empire

The whole issue of urban citizenship in the Ottoman Empire
hinges on one’s evaluation of the power of the Ottoman state. Many
scholars have argued that it was a strong state, because it managed to
control local – and more specifically urban – authorities. Others have
pointed out that Islam itself did not acknowledge the state as such, and
that the Ottomans were subject to the same technological constraints
on communication that limited the effectiveness of other imperial gov-
ernments seeking to dominate large territories.111 The position of the
pashas is a case in point. Their rotation, annual in theory but sometimes
two or three years in practice, prevented the development of local roots
and ‘going native’, forcing them to nurture their relationship with the
central government. At the same time, it made them more dependent
on the information from, and collaboration with, local elites, who were
thus able to manipulate the government agents and promote their own
agendas.112 The stability of the Ottoman Empire has been ascribed to
precisely this delicate balance between central control and local parti-
cipation. There is general agreement that the central government was
more in control in the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries than
later, and that particularly in the course of the eighteenth century it
embarked on a course of decentralisation. Due to a dearth of local
studies it is currently difficult to gauge how much local agency the
early stages of Ottoman rule allowed for, not to mention the centuries
preceding the arrival of the Ottomans.

With these caveats we can still say that within urban commu-
nities the Middle East displayed various types of organisations that
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encompassed the inhabitants not only in passive, but also in all kinds
of active ways.113 Neighbourhoods, religious organisations, waqfs and
guilds were very much in evidence in urban communities, and even if
their role became more prominent over the course of time, they already
existed in the earlier period. Much has been made of their dependence
on official permission and regulation. There is, however, a strong ten-
dency in the literature to put European corporations on a pedestal of
complete autonomy, and find similar institutions elsewhere falling short
of that ideal. The truth of thematter is that complete autonomywas rare
in Europe itself. European corporations received their privileges from
a superior authority and those privileges could be revoked. European
authorities regularly interfered in the ‘domestic’ arrangements of
corporations, and insisted on a say in their governance. If they did not
directly appoint the directors of such corporations, they usually wanted
at least to confirm the members’ choice. In the Middle East, neighbour-
hoods, guilds and waqfs were held collectively responsible for their
actions. Even if organisations had no legal identity, they were routinely
treated by the authorities as if they had.114 They thus provided urban
citizens with a variety of instruments to act in the public domain and to
interact with the authorities.115

Conclusion

Aswas to be expected, this comparative history of citizenship-as-
practice in late medieval and early modern Asia points up similarities as
well as differences. Three major points do stand out, however. The first is
that there was a lot going on in China and the Middle East that could be
defined as ‘citizenship’, i.e. established mutual claims and expectations
between inhabitants and authorities. These claims and expectations were
institutionalised in a variety of organisational forms. Even if technically
the authorities were ultimately in charge, it was almost impossible to
determine who, under routine circumstances, had the final say: the mem-
bers of various local organisations or the imperial authorities and their
delegates. These civic organisations created a mix of public and club
goods, helping to lubricate social and economic processes. No doubt
such arrangements were beneficial to the membership of these organisa-
tions, for otherwise they would have been extremely difficult to sustain.
However, in both Asian empires there seems to have been a general
understanding that such benefits could also have a positive impact
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beyond the membership and worked simultaneously for the ‘common
good’. In Asia, as much as in Europe, three types of organisations espe-
cially created agency for citizens: occupational guilds, neighbourhoods
and religious fraternities. European towns, however, had their civic mili-
tias, not found in a similar form in either China or the Middle East.

A second important point of comparison relates to the
position of urban government. It is quite clear that urban govern-
ment as a separate institution became established in Europe but was
unknown in the Middle East and China.116 In the two Asian
empires, local governance was part of the national administrative
structure, whereas in Europe it had its own position, which was,
moreover, articulated in a series of documents that were highly
valued by European urban communities: literally, in fact, because
they were willing to spend substantial amounts of money on obtain-
ing – and later preserving – such ‘privileges’. As is well known,
these urban privileges emerged out of the feudal system in Europe,
whereas other parts of Eurasia did not experience a similar pro-
longed period in which central authority was so weak that it had to
parcel out its sovereign powers. Urban constitutions in Europe
created a platform for a specific political ideology that we might
call ‘urban republicanism’.117 Nothing similar seems to have
emerged in the Asian regions examined here. Although it is tempt-
ing to see this urban republicanism as in some way connected to the
emergence of capitalism, it has been pointed out that in actual fact
it was quite opposed to capitalist practices, for example in its
insistence on social egalitarianism. Urban republicanism was the
ideology of the craftsman and shopkeeper, not of the merchant-
entrepreneur.118 While Confucianism and Islam presumably held
back their respective societies, Europe’s urban ideology was very
different, but it is not immediately obvious why it should contribute
to a trajectory of social development and economic growth.

The third element might provide a solution to the conundrum.
This is the position of towns and urban interests in the national domain.
Because local government was subservient to the imperial government,
towns in China or the Middle East had no direct representation in
national institutions. They could petition the national government,
as Istanbul’s guilds used to do in the seventeenth century,119 or send
delegations to the capital, as the inhabitants of Aleppo did in 1784 after
ousting the governor from their city,120 but they had no platform from
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which to articulate their particular demands and interests on a routine
basis. In several European countries such institutions were available to
towns, in the form of regional and national parliaments. Having said
that, an important caveat is in order. It is generally agreed among
historians of the period that the zenith of urban autonomy in Europe
was in the lateMiddle Ages. As we saw in the previous chapter, from the
sixteenth century, ‘voracious states’ – I’m borrowing Wim Blockmans’
felicitous phrase –were clamping down on urban ‘freedoms’, not only in
much of Northern and Central Europe, but also in France, under Louis
XIV in the seventeenth century.121 This is significant for two reasons.
The first is that precisely in this respect there was no common pattern
that applied throughout Europe. By 1700, French or Polish towns were
not obviously more autonomous than those of China or the Middle
East. This restriction of urban freedoms and independence, its citizen-
ship if youwill, was being imposed in Europe precisely during the period
when it was making its economic leap forward. With the increase in
central state authority, the situation in Scandinavia, East Central
Europe and France increasingly came to resemble citizenship patterns
in China and the Middle East. In some regions of Europe, however,
citizenship was more developed, ‘stronger’, than it was, or had been,
anywhere in China or the Middle East.
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11 RECREATING EUROPEAN CITIZENSHIP
IN THE AMERICAS

When Benjamin Franklin moved from Boston to Philadelphia,
arriving in October 1723, he was exchanging one of the most demo-
cratic towns in British America for a place that, in terms of citizenship,
could well be called underdeveloped.1 Previous decades of wrangling
between the Penn family, who were the colony’s private owners, and the
community dominated by the Quakers, the colony’s first settlers, had
created uncertainty as to the inhabitants’ rights and duties, while
Philadelphia’s civic life, such as it was, had been dominated by the
Quakers’ Society of Friends. Franklin, the quintessential organiser,
would change that. By mobilising the civic energies of numerous
Philadelphians almost single-handedly, from 1727 he helped to launch
in quick succession the Junto debating clubs, a watch, a voluntary fire
service, the first public library in the New World and a hospital;
he started petitions and an initiative to pave the streets of central
Philadelphia, not to mention his many ideas for public improvement
expressed in the pages of the local newspaper that he published.2

Philadelphia was also a town without proper militias. This was
the situation in all of Pennsylvania, the result of Quaker pacifism and
its peculiarity as a private property type of colony. By the middle of the
eighteenth century, however, voluntary equivalents began to emerge.
It was once again Franklin who helped set up the first of these organisa-
tions in 1747, and a second in 1755. They were social and political clubs
under the cloak of militia exercises. The membership, who called them-
selves ‘Associators’, were primarily artisans. In the 1770s they became
increasingly active, demanding greater accountability from the local
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government, and in 1774 they managed to get some from their own
ranks elected to the city council.3

On 25 April 1775 another voluntary organisation was created
in Philadelphia ‘for the purpose of defending with arms their property,
liberty, and lives’, at a meeting reportedly attended by 8,000 people.
Within days the first companies were recruited in the city’s wards
and in June about 2,000 Philadelphians were already exercising. In
September a Committee of Privates was formed to speak for the rank
and file. This Committee of Privates self-consciously modelled itself on
the Agitators in the English New Model Army from the seventeenth
century, andwould soon prove to be themost radical of themiddle-class
organisations. The Committee’s fourteen members included two
schoolmasters, a shopkeeper, a merchant, a master shoemaker and a
master carpenter. Two were members of local guilds. They opposed the
stationing of regular troops, but also demanded regulation of food
prices and extension of the franchise, i.e. the type of claims one would
also find in European guild petitions. In 1776 Philadelphia militiamen
were indeed given the vote. During the American Revolution of the
same year, the Philadelphia Associators imprinted their views on the
constitution for the state of Pennsylvania, drafted by a committee
chaired by the inevitable Franklin.4

The story of Benjamin Franklin’s efforts to introduce civic orga-
nisations demonstrates two issues explored further in the following
pages. The first is that citizens in the New World did not automatically
benefit from the sort of civic organisations once available to them in the
OldWorld. The second is that therewas a demand for suchorganisations.
Franklin’s successes were no doubt the product of his extraordinary
personality, but they also tapped into a genuine interest, as we shall see.

When Europeans had begun to explore and then subsequently
to colonise theNewWorld, from around 1500 onwards, citizenshipwas
one of the import products they brought with them. Creating citizenship
was not, of course, necessarily uppermost in the minds of the explorers
and conquerors. Nonetheless, it entered the picture at a remarkably
early point.5 Santo Domingo, nowadays the capital of the Dominican
Republic, was probably the first community with Spanish urban privi-
leges in the New World, and it got them as early as 1511. And when
Hernán Cortés arrived in June 1519 in mainland Central America,
one of the first things he did was create a town: Villa Rica de Vera
Cruz, now Veracruz in Mexico.6 Because they received urban charters,
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the inhabitants of such towns would inevitably gain formal citizenship
rights with the privileges set out in the charter. Thus began the transfer
of one European institution to another part of the world. The diverse
origins of colonial citizenship, in Spanish, Portuguese, Dutch, French
and English contexts, help explain some of the features of the citizenship
regimes that emerged in the Americas. Local circumstances, and even
Native traditions, likewise helped to shape citizenship as it evolved in
these parts. An important theme in this chapter is this interplay between
native institutional traditions and colonial transformation.

Our investigation of citizenship also lands us squarely in the
middle of an ongoing debate about the role of institutions in the diver-
gent developments of North and South America. In their analysis of the
fate of the town of Nogales, preciously situated on the border ofMexico
and the United States, Daron Acemoglu and James Robinson claim that
only the differential institutional make-up of the two countries can
explain why the American half of Nogales is doing so much better,
economically and otherwise, than its Mexican counterpart. Acemoglu
and Robinson make, however, an additional claim. They state, in so
many words, that the way in which the two societies ‘formed during
the early colonial period’ is to blame for this state of affairs.7 James
Mahoney similarly blames the ‘power configurations that were origin-
ally put in place during colonialism’ for the different fates of the for-
merly Spanish and British regions of the Americas.8

This ostensibly plausible interpretation, however, ignores
rather different types of argument about what went wrong during the
colonial period. Some historians blame the given circumstances facing
the colonisers in the two regions. According to Stanley Engerman and
Kenneth Sokoloff, natural endowments and the size of Native popula-
tions created stark contrasts between North and South America.
The latter was rich in mineral resources, precious metals in particular,
and had soils suitable for plantation economies. The initially successful
exploitation of these resources, crucially with the help of forced labour,
became a handicap when modern economic growth demanded different
types of economic organisation. The North American colonies, in
contrast, relied on small-farm agriculture and craft industry. They,
moreover, had a more or less homogeneous population of European
immigrants which made it easier to introduce democratic institutions,
while Central and South American institutions had to come to terms
with ethnically mixed populations.9

276 / Citizenship outside Europe

terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316219027.013
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. University of Sussex Library, on 26 Jul 2018 at 18:32:34, subject to the Cambridge Core

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316219027.013
https://www.cambridge.org/core


Douglass North, William Summerhill and Barry Weingast, on
the other hand, see poor institutional set-ups as the outcome of a
combination of factors: the differences between metropoles – England
compared favourably with Spain – as well as distinctly different rela-
tionships between the metropolis and its colonies. While the British
maintained liberal policies towards their colonial populations in the
New World, the Spanish Crown sought to extract large revenues to
bolster its public debt. The silver fleets, sailing annually from the
Caribbean to Seville, and the absence of a British equivalent, symbolised
this difference – or so they claim.10 A variation of this type of argument
sees the religious contrast as significant: in the long run Protestants were
more effective capitalists and colonisers than Catholics.11

This chapter contributes to the debate by providing a new per-
spective. Instead of concentrating on states and their ‘national’ institu-
tions, I am concerned with local institutions, i.e. looking upwards from
the bottom of society, rather than down from the top. The evidence on
citizenship presented in this chapter has to take on board the factors
suggested by the historians discussed earlier, i.e. we have to pay atten-
tion to the citizenship arrangements as they were introduced from
Europe and the level of autonomy open to the coloniser communities.
And perhaps most importantly, we have to establish how ethnicity
impacted on citizenship, in both its formal and practical aspects.
Finally, we will have to return to the vexed issue of timing: was the
institutional difference between the British and Spanish colonies a given
from the time of their establishment, or did it perhaps only emerge
during the revolutionary era, i.e. in the decades around 1800, when
the European mother countries were in turmoil and the New World
colonies acquired independence?

New Circumstances, Old Institutions

Spanish and English colonisers brought their own ideas and
experiences of citizenship with them across the Atlantic. These were
then introduced into two vastly different environments.12 Whereas
Central and South America had traditions of urban life and centralised
states, the Indians ofNorth Americawere either nomads or at most lived
in small rural communities. Their tribes were much less organised than
the Mexican (Aztec) and Inca empires had been. And whereas, for this
and other reasons, the Spaniards could take over substantial parts of the
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societies they encountered upon arrival, the English rejected the natives’
style of life and their institutions as basically uncivilised and therefore
useless.

From the point of view of urban life, English settlers had to start
from scratch, while Spanish settlers could take over urban communities,
even if they radically reshaped them.13 Tenochtitlan, the Mexican
stronghold (now Mexico City), stunned Cortes and his men when they
first saw it in November 1519; with its estimated 150,000–200,000
inhabitants it was significantly larger than any Spanish city at the
time.14 It has been argued that the inhabitants of Tenochtitlan enjoyed
something resembling citizenship status. What’s more, Mexican urban
citizenship arrangements were accessible to both men and women.15

The presence of such urban communities and institutions can only have
reinforced the Spaniards’ predilection for creating urban communities
in newly conquered territories, because this is exactly how Spain itself
had been created in the face of Muslim opposition in the Iberian
Peninsula.16 The Spanish colonisers continued to display a strong pre-
ference for urban concentration, even after European diseases had
wiped out the great majority of the indigenous population. Around
1600 a systematic attempt was made to concentrate inhabitants of
numerous hamlets in New Spain into larger settlements.17

The combined effect of Indian traditions and colonial policies
was still clearly evident by themiddle of the eighteenth century, when an
estimated 13 per cent of the population in Spanish America lived in
towns of 20,000 and more, whilst in the British colonies of North
America a mere 8 per cent lived in communities of more than 2,500
inhabitants. The same startling contrast emerges from figures relating to
individual towns. In 1742 the largest urban community in British
America was Boston, with 16,000 inhabitants. Only Philadelphia and
New York City also had populations of more than 10,000. At the same
time the populations of no fewer than nine towns in the Spanish vice-
royalties of the New World exceeded the 10,000 threshold, six of them
exceeded 25,000, whilst the two largest, Lima andMexico City, reached
52,000 and 112,000, respectively.18 Clearly, the urban impact in the
two regions was very different. By European standards, Spanish
America was an urbanised region, with a level of urbanisation above
that of the Scandinavian countries and those of East Central Europe.19

These different levels of urbanisation had a distinct impact on
the formal status of citizens in North and South America. In both
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regions the status of urban citizen as such was a creation of the colonial
administration, imported from the metropolis. In South America, as in
Spain itself, there was very little difference between urban and rural
communities from a legal and political point of view; even villagers held
citizenship. By contrast, in North America the subjection of the colony
to the authority of the metropolis reduced to a minimum the number of
urban communities with the full range of formal citizenship and thus
made urban citizenship a public good that was in short supply.

In New York City citizenship as a formal status had been
introduced when the town was still called New Amsterdam. The citi-
zens’ status was continued after the English took over in 1664. In 1675

New York was incorporated under English law, and English rules of
citizenship were introduced.20 Between 1657 and 1661, 260 men had
acquired citizen status, but in 1675 all free adult males were automati-
cally granted citizen status. Between 1695 and 1735, another 1,700
men were made citizens.21 New York’s citizenship regulations were
modelled on those of London: citizenship could be acquired by local
birth, apprenticeship, redemption, i.e. purchase, and as a gift from the
mayor or an alderman.22 Only those who were formal citizens were
allowed to exercise a trade or open a shop. Citizens were also privileged
to vote in local elections. In 1811 the citizen’s oath was still sworn by
applicants, and in 1815 new rules were introduced regulating citizen
status. However, by that time new names were no longer being regis-
tered, suggesting that it was rapidly becoming redundant.23

Access through apprenticeship required free-born birth. This
meant that no bondmen’s sons could become apprentices and hence
citizens, but it very obviously also excluded slaves.24 Still, in 1741 an
estimated one in five inhabitants of New York City was of African
descent. In 1791 the city had more than 3,000 African-American inha-
bitants, most of them slaves, and even those who were no longer slaves
were still barred from citizen status.25

In SouthAmerica, the establishment of communities implied the
establishment of formal citizenship. Who was a vecino (citizen) was
initially registered meticulously by the Spanish colonial authorities.26

Access was easy, but regulated. Individuals who petitioned for vecino
status normally argued that they were willing to become and remain
members of the local community, which they would demonstrate by
acquiring real estate. Vecino status was open to people of Spanish,
Indian and mestizo descent. In the course of the seventeenth century,
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petitions for vecino status petered out. Instead of a legal category, the
term vecino came to mean social status, equivalent to ‘Spanish-origin’.
In places of mixed racial composition, the vecinos as a result had
become an exclusive social group by the beginning of the eighteenth
century. In places with an exclusively non-Spanish population, the
formal status of citizen would remain accessible to the Indian, mestizo
and black inhabitants. Formal citizenship in Latin America was thus
subject to a double transformation: it became increasingly racially
segregated and at the same time it became less important for everyday
purposes.

Formal citizenship was a feature of all colonial societies in the
NewWorld. It was probably more generally accessible in the Spanish-
ruled territories, and might include inhabitants who were not of
Spanish descent. In that sense it was more inclusive than the all-
white citizenship regime of North America. At the same time, and
perhaps even for this very same reason, formal citizenship made less
of an impact in the Spanish colonies than in the British. These observa-
tions should be understood against the backdrop of the quite different
balance between white and non-white populations in North America,
where four in five were of European extraction in 1825, and in South
America, where it was the exact opposite and whites formed a rela-
tively small minority.27

Whereas the formation of formal citizenship was shaped by the
interaction between European traditions and local circumstances, the
formation of urban government was constrained by the relationship
between colony and metropolis. The English government saw its
American colonies as a source of raw materials and a market for indus-
trial products, while the Spanish government was more interested in the
aggrandisement of its empire and prepared, if necessary, to forego reven-
ues in order to achieve that. The Spanish Crown was also willing to grant
a significant degree of autonomy to local units of government.28 Urban
jurisdictions were large, encompassing a substantial hinterland.29 Quito,
for example, covered an area of 200 by 80 miles. Towns always had a
foro, or charter, outlining their privileges. Their governments were pre-
sided over by two alcaldes, who combined the functions of sheriff and
burgomaster. They were assisted by at least twelve regidores (aldermen)
and a cabildo (town council). The alcaldes were elected by the regidores
from amongst the vecinos (citizens). The members of the councils were
elected in general assemblies of the citizens, sometimes even by secret
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ballot.30This systemmight exclude significant proportions of the popula-
tion. In towns with racially mixed populations, Indians, blacks and
mestizos usually did not have the vote. In the newly created towns with
exclusively Native populations, all the political positions would be occu-
pied by Indians, and their town councils functioned as a ‘corporate body’.
So-called free coloured towns, located in frontier areas, provided their
Afro-American inhabitants with similar political opportunities.31

Culhuacán, in the Valley of Mexico, had been inhabited for
approximately 3,000 years before the Spaniards arrived. In the second
half of the sixteenth century it had some 3,600 Native inhabitants, and
the presence of the Spanish colonial authorities was mostly limited to
the appointment of the corregidor (governor). Like other towns in the
area, Culhuacán had long been used to a significant degree of autonomy,
which was largely continued under Spanish rule, even though its poli-
tical structures were reformed to match the Spanish model. The town
council was responsible for public order, taxation and, more generally,
the protection of local interests. The alcaldo and regidores together
‘regulated local life’. An important instrument in that regulation were
the Culhuacán town wards. Every inhabitant was a member of a ward.
Ward elders registered real estate transfers and handed out poor relief.
They also collected some of the taxes. Remarkably, women could be
elected as ward elders, perhaps another continuation of precolonial
traditions.32 In Cuernavaca, a much smaller Indian town located
south of Mexico City, many older elements of governance were pre-
served, but the Spaniards did require the introduction of elections for
the recruitment of local officials. Disputed elections were a common
feature of many urban communities in colonial Mexico in the seven-
teenth and eighteenth centuries.33

The Valley of Mexico had a tradition of urban republicanism
that long predated the Spanish presence, but was continued into the
colonial era. In 1731, the inhabitants of Chihuahua, located 1,000miles
to the north-west ofMexico City, referred to their town as a ‘republic’ in
a petition demanding the removal of their corregidor. The population
was indeed divided into ‘republicans’ and ‘plebe’, i.e. citizens and non-
citizens. The citizens made up the majority of militiamen, and their
opinions were often sought by the local authorities through cabildos
abiertos and juntas. The latter were unofficial guilds, of merchants and
vintners for example. The collective understanding of the republican
character of their community was almost entirely secular.34
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The cabildo abierto, or open council, was a feature of urban
governance throughout Spanish America. It was not approved by the
Crown, but nor was it expressly forbidden. From the viceroyalty of Peru
examples have been recorded in Quito, Santiago de Chile and Buenos
Aires. In Quito at least six were held between 1534 and 1600, not
exactly frequently but still enough to suggest that it was seen as a
possible instrument to help create legitimacy. That this was indeed the
purpose is suggested by the fact that they always dealt with principled
issues, for example taxation, or property rights. The fifteen held in
seventeenth-century Buenos Aires almost all dealt with financial issues,
such as requests from the Crown for extra contributions.35

As early as 1553 the first offices in Spanish America were put up
for sale. The number of venal offices was expanded in 1591, and in 1606
a huge list of such posts was officially published. These ‘officios vend-
ibles y renuciables’ thus became the property of those who could fork
out the requisite amounts of money. As a result, the metropolis started
to lose control over such offices. Even though the alcalde office was not
for sale, the number of Latin American, as opposed to Spanish-born,
incumbents increased rapidly. In the second half of the sixteenth century
thirteen out of seventy alcaldes appointed in Peru had been born locally;
in the seventeenth century this had increased to 71 per cent, and in the
eighteenth to four out of five.36 Local authorities therefore became even
more independent from the Crown.

In North America, the European tradition of urban autonomy
was probably strongest in New York City. This was the result of two
circumstances: its early development, and its Dutch ancestry. While
most English settlements in North America were still villages, New
Amsterdam already had 5,000 European inhabitants by the mid-
seventeenth century. Moreover, the Dutch authorities had given New
Amsterdam urban privileges in 1657, and when the English took over in
1664 they continued that status. Under English law this was somewhat
anomalous but, nevertheless, with the Dutch urban charter came formal
rights of citizenship for those who might claim access to the local
privileges. Access had also been granted to all English inhabitants on
the occasion of the acquisition of New Amsterdam.

Urban autonomy, and, by implication, ‘freedom’, were at the
same time precarious, because the New York colony was a private
possession of the king’s younger brother James, the Duke of York. In
his place, a governor was put in charge of the colony. On his arrival in
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the NewWorld in 1683, the new governor, Thomas Dongan, created an
Assembly to assist him in governing New York. This concession was
his response to various protests against the way in which James had
exercised his authority, including the tax regime imposed on the local
population in his name. The Assembly immediately asked for a proper
charter of incorporation – a request which may have been inspired by
the numerous charters of incorporation issued in England itself during
the 1680s.37 Come October the Assembly had drafted a ‘Charter of
Libertyes and Priviledges’, which Dongan signed and sent to London for
confirmation by the Crown.38 By the time the Duke of York was ready
to return the document with his signature, he had, however, succeeded
his brother as king of England and had second thoughts about the
wisdom of such a privilege in the context of national colonial policies.
As a result, the Charter was never properly registered.39

In New York the Charter nonetheless gained force of law, and
formed the constitutional basis for the city’s local government, which
was settled in the local Common Council.40 It did not, however, com-
pletely satisfy the ambitions of the local freemen, as became clear during
the Glorious Revolution. The introduction of the Charter had been
followed by the imposition, by the governor, of ‘patents’, making the
smaller settlements subject to ‘trustees’ representing the government.
This led to ‘much unhappiness’, reinforced by the imposition of yet
more taxes.41 When in April 1689 news of the dramatic events in
England reached the shores of North America, this immediately led to
disturbances in Boston, where colonial offices and officers were attacked
by angry inhabitants. Within weeks the unrest migrated to New York,
where the militia had been mobilised to deal with threatening Indian
activities. On 22 May, the New York City militia demanded improve-
ments to the town’s defences. Words between the commander of the
fortress and somemilitia officers then led to a mobilisation of the militia
without prior authorisation, and within days the city was taken over by
the militias, led by one of their officers, Jacob Leisler, a merchant of
German extraction.He took command of the city for the best of the next
two years – and paid for it with his life after the arrival of English
officials sent over by the new monarchs.42 Still, Leisler’s Rebellion did
help to get another Charter accepted in 1691 which gave more rights to
the citizens.

During the early eighteenth century Boston and Philadelphia
grew vigorously and by mid-century had achieved population numbers
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well above 10,000. The governance of the towns of New England was
remarkably ‘bottom-up’: town meetings allowed all adult males to
participate in discussions, although only freemen, i.e. formal citizens,
had the vote.43 Bostonians held ‘town meetings’ from 1634 onwards; in
1635 eight such meetings took place, in 1698 the male inhabitants
met six times.44 The Boston town meetings elected six ‘selectmen’ as
the local governing body. In 1760, Boston’s conservative elite attempted
to eliminate the ‘town meeting’, but this had the opposite effect of
strengthening the popular party.45

In Philadelphia, the owner of the proprietary territory of
Pennsylvania, William Penn, directly appointed the local officeholders.
However, here too the artisan middle class, under the inspired leader-
ship of Benjamin Franklin, began to organise, forming crafts and militia
organisations around the middle of the eighteenth century, organisa-
tions that would develop into the mainstay of the local revolutionary
forces during the 1770s.46 In Charleston, passing the 10,000 mark
around the middle of the eighteenth century, attempts by locals to
have the local government incorporated were vigorously opposed by
the governor of South Carolina. As soon as British occupying forces left
in 1783, the incorporation was swiftly enacted.47

Metropolitan systems of local governance thus providedmodels
for those in the colonies. At the same time, the imperatives of distance,
as well as the specific social features of colonial rule, forced the colonies
to diverge from the metropolitan model. In North America, outside
New York City, the traditions of corporatism were weak, partly due
to an absence of any native tradition of urbanism, and partly due to the
dominance of private interests in colonial governance. Even New York
City was part of the ‘private’ colony of the Duke of York. However, the
corporate institutions created by theDutch provided a platform for civic
politics that culminated in Leisler’s Rebellion. In Philadelphia they had
to be invented from scratch.48 In Spanish America, Castilian forms of
rule were introduced, giving urban citizens a substantial role in local
government. At the same time, these Spanish institutions were capable
of incorporating indigenous traditions of urban rule. Moreover, Indian
and Afro-American communities were allowed self-government on
terms more or less identical to those of the white settlers. Such institu-
tional liberties were not available to the non-whites of North America.
Formal citizenship and citizens’ participation were both more institu-
tionalised in the Spanish territories.
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Civic Organisations in the New World

Our discussion of urban governance and formal citizenship has
already pointed up significant differences between the English and
Spanish territories in the New World. To what extent were these pat-
terns confirmed, or mitigated, by civic organisations that allowed wider
groups, with or without formal citizenship, to participate in the public
life of their communities?

Guilds

Guilds in Latin America, modelled on European examples, were
established from early on. In Mexico City guilds were set up during the
1540s and 1550s. In Lima the carpenters and bricklayers elected their
first overseers and set up an exam system and the council ofMexico City
forced the local hat-makers to create a guild after complaints had been
filed about shoddy work. The silk weavers, chain-makers, cord-makers,
gilders, painters and shoemakers had preceded them – all during the
sixteenth century.49 These guilds were primarily occupational organisa-
tions, but also provided welfare, worshipped their patron saint and
initiated the next generation into the ‘mystery’ of the craft.

Apprentices included natives and mestizos, as well as Spanish
descendants. This was not self-evident, because like other social orga-
nisations, Latin American guilds had to take up a position vis-à-vis the
issue of race. Africans were more or less universally excluded, mestizos
as well, at least initially, but Indians had been made welcome from early
on. In fact, the purpose of guild organisations was also to regulate
competition from native artisans. In due course, the other excluded
groups managed to gain access too. The reason was simple: in the face
of continuous demand for labour, it proved very difficult to exclude
them. In 1788 even female silk-winders in Mexico managed to get their
own guild.50

As a result, Spanish America had numerous craft guilds and
a substantial membership, especially in the larger towns. In 1788 the
guilds of Mexico City are reckoned to have had a total of 18,642
members.51 That might be as much as 15 per cent of the population,
or more than half of all adult males, on a par with European standards.
Smaller places like Bogotá or Buenos Aires had no guilds, or a mere
handful. However, in 1780 all industries in Buenos Aires were ordered
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to set up a guild.52 This goes to show that the authorities were not
opposed to guild organisations, and indeed welcomed them, as a means
of regulating urban industries as well as the urban middle classes.
The guilds of Spanish America thus helped broad sections of the popula-
tion to obtain economic rights, irrespective of the colour of their skin.53

As in Spain, guilds in Spanish America had no formal political
rights. It could be that economic growth in the eighteenth century
undermined the impact of guilds on the economy, but this is difficult
to prove. Although the authorities in Madrid were keen to continue the
guild system, their concerns may well have been only indirectly related
to the core business of the guilds. For example, some guilds also formed
the basis of urban militia units that the authorities could ill afford to
lose, but would if they allowed the guild system to unravel.54

In North America, on the other hand, the colonial authorities
were reluctant to create special interest organisations for industrial
producers.55 These were seen as potential competition for rural interests,
but more importantly as a possible source of protectionism against
imports from the metropolis, whose interests were considered
paramount.56Guilds, insofar as they existed at all, were seldom chartered
by the authorities and hence not in a position to enforce regulations.57

Local authorities imposed rules on apprenticeship. In England, as we
have seen, the 1563 Statute of Artificers prescribed the unusually long
period of seven years for a proper apprenticeship. Due to the urgent
demand for labour, this rule had been relaxed in the colonies, where
only four years were required before a craftsman qualified for master
status. It was soon discovered, however, that this had a negative impact
on product quality.58 In Boston concerns were raised in 1660, and in
New York City it was decided in 1711, to return to the seven years of the
statute book, because after four years apprentices ‘were seldom masters
of their trades’. Apprentices who completed their seven-year term would
automatically acquire the freedom of the city, as was standard practice in
England.59 Formal status as a citizen was also a requirement for artisans
and shopkeepers in Philadelphia towork independently, even though this
rule does not seem to have been very strictly enforced.60 However, the
generally negative attitude towards guilds deprived North American
citizens of the possibility of organising and representing their economic
interests.

It is not surprising, therefore, that craftsmen themselves tried to
launch a variety of private organisations that would help them promote
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those interests. In the absence of official recognition, many of these
organisations found it difficult to sustain themselves over the years,
but their recurrence testifies to a genuine demand. In Philadelphia a
Carpenters’ Company was created in 1724. The Cordwainers’ Fire
Company, set up in the same town in 1760, was a thinly veiled attempt
to create an occupational organisation, whilst the Taylors’ Company of
1771 had the same objective. The silversmiths of Philadelphia had been
clamouring for quality regulation in the 1760s.61The Cordwainers’ Fire
Company required an apprenticeship from aspiring members, and other
craft organisations too were concerned with quality control, fearing the
competition from British manufacturers. The problem was that, in the
absence of a legal framework, none of the organisations could really
enforce its rules and regulations.62

Artisan politics became more urgent in British America as the
eighteenth century progressed. Calls for greater economic independence
from the metropolis and the growth of urban industries weakened the
colonial opposition to artisan organisations.63 Forms of ‘artisan repub-
licanism’ were already gaining credibility before the Revolution broke
out.64 InNewYorkCity the Sons of Liberty, or Liberty Boys, dominated
by merchants, was challenged from 1774 by a General Committee of
Mechanics that was more democratic than the Liberty Boys and also
demanded more accountability from the authorities. The members of
the Committee were prominent campaigners for independence, and
when it arrived they demanded a referendum on the draft constitution.
In 1785 they reformed themselves into a General Society of Mechanics
and Tradesmen which, among other things, provided credit to its
members.65

For various reasons, craft guilds in the colonies had more
restricted roles than those available to European guilds. In both North
and South America the most important cause of this restriction was
precisely the colonial relationship. In North America, the colonial
authorities were unwilling to grant occupational organisations corpo-
rate status to prevent them competing with metropolitan producers. In
Central and South America guilds as such were permitted, but they
remained instruments of economic control, rather than of artisans’ self-
organisation. Guilds were also undermined by the peculiarities of the
labourmarket in the colonies. Slavery and race created subdivisions that
were absent in Europe, and the very strong demand for labour made it
evenmore difficult to control labourmarkets than it had been in Europe.
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For all of these reasons, guilds in the American colonies failed to become
more than poor replicas of their European counterparts.

Civic Welfare

In 1699 the governor of New York, Richard Coote, Earl of
Bellomont, turned down an order from London to set up a workhouse,
stating that ‘there is no such thing as a beggar in this town or country’.66

Although this was not true, it is easy to see how he might have come to
this assumption. The Americas were land-abundant and, after the dec-
imation of the native populations, they were also labour-scarce socie-
ties. Given those conditions, anyone capable of working should be able
to find some sort of livelihood without recourse to welfare benefits.
Moreover, the inhabitants of European origin had come over volunta-
rily, and should presumably have included the risk of poverty in the
cost-benefit analysis of their migration. New England towns had a
‘warning out’ system that allowed them to remove inhabitants who
had been reduced to poverty.67 As it was, Coote, like so many contem-
poraries, was overlooking some basic facts about welfare. In Europe
itself, as was discussed in Chapter 4, the majority of individuals on poor
relief were incapable of working, either because they were too old or
disabled, or as single parents had to take care of their offspring, or
simply because, due to adverse weather or other circumstances, jobs
were temporarily unavailable. These circumstances applied in the New
World as much as in the Old.68

Coote’s objections were ignored, and the very next year a prop-
erty was purchased by the municipal authorities for a workhouse that
opened its doors in 1701. The creation of the workhouse may have been
simply the result of the gradual introduction of English institutions into
the formerly Dutch colony. In these years, enthusiasm for the work-
house reached an apogee in the British Isles, where many hoped that, by
forcing them to work, the poor would pay for their ownmaintenance.69

In New York it never reached that position, perhaps because of the
continuing role of the original arrangements as they had been intro-
duced by the Dutch settlers, whereby the Church – in this case the Dutch
Reformed Church – took care of all the poor, both Calvinists and
others.70 Poor relief was therefore technically provided by the Church
but in practice was a public service available to every inhabitant, irre-
spective of faith.
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Poor relief in New York City remained, however, primarily
funded through civic charity. Much of it was supplied by the wards,
where voluntary donations were collected to fund the activities of the
overseers of the poor.71 This system of voluntary contributions was
another feature borrowed from the Dutch.72 An additional source of
private charity was the common-origin organisations, like the French
Benevolent Society that provided support for French immigrants
who found themselves impoverished.73 The Dutch Reformed Church
likewise continued to support Dutch immigrant families and their
descendants.74 As in Europe, the supply of public welfare had shifted
away from the Churches to the municipal authorities. In eighteenth-
century Philadelphia, the overseers of the poor were in charge of dis-
tributing alms to pauper families, and collecting the poor rate that
financed their work. In Philadelphia too a workhouse was set up in
the 1760s, but was soon beset by the usual problems: it was much more
expensive to assume the entire responsibility for pauper families than to
supplement their income but allow them to stay in their own homes.75

The same over-optimistic expectations were evident in eight-
eenth-century Latin America. In 1774 Viceroy Bucarelli ordered the
opening of a workhouse in Mexico City, to stem the tide of beggars
and other vagrants. This workhouse was part of a much wider pro-
gramme of reform and modernisation undertaken by the Bourbon
monarchy, both in the colonies and in Spain itself. The Mexico City
poorhouse was financed by the Catholic Church, by private donations
and by the state, and it held 650 inmates in 1780.76 In Quito, a city of
25,000 in the late eighteenth century, a similar workhousewas launched
in 1785. It became home to a mixed population of Spanish descendants
and Indians, reflecting the composition of the municipal population as
a whole.77The citizens of bothMexico City andQuito were encouraged
to sponsor the funding of the workhouse; in Mexico City they contrib-
uted around 30 per cent of the original outlay.78

The New World may have been ‘the land of the free and the
home of the brave’ for many migrants, but for some of them at least its
realities turned out to be less wonderful. Indeed, some causes of poverty
have very little to do with circumstances and a great deal to do with the
human condition. Colonial communities therefore had to address the
problem of pauperism from the very start. In both the English and
Spanish Americas, role models and legislation borrowed from the
metropolis made a significant impact on the design of institutional
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frameworks. Both were also forced to redesign and reinforce their
welfare arrangements in the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries,
as their colonies became more populous and as a result more complex
societies. As in Europe, public authorities and religious organisations
were and remained key to the provision of charity, but they needed
citizens to help fund and administer welfare.

Civic Militias

The first European settlers arrived in the New World under
the umbrella of private initiative, even if states were lurking in the
background.79As colonialism took shape, states began to station troops
in the newly conquered territories. However, given the size of these
territories and the limited resources, the state could only provide mini-
mal protection so that the colonists also needed to fend for themselves.
As a result, military citizenship became especially prominent in the
Americas, as is still visible in the famous – or infamous, depending on
one’s evaluation of private gun ownership – Second Amendment of the
American Constitution.

In Spanish America the army acted as the default body for
defence purposes. Civic militias were perceived as supplementary
troops. The professionals made no attempt to hide their disdain for
the amateurism of the militiamen. Their critical opinions were based
on close observation, as professionals were much involved in the daily
operations of the militias. Given the space they were supposed to secure,
the number of professional soldiers stationed in the colonies was
relatively minute. In 1760 Veracruz had a garrison of 1,000, Mexico
City 1,700, but the rest of the viceroyalty of New Spain was served by
a mere 1,700 armed men.80 As a result, militias were a necessary evil.
The first militias were set up by a decree of 7October 1540. As was also
standard practice inmany European towns, militiamenwere required to
bring their own arms. Militias were created in all Spanish American
towns, but their greatest significance was in border areas and along the
coast. Officers were appointed by the town’s government, sometimes
after an election by the men. Professional officers acted as advisors, also
to optimise coordination between regular and amateur forces.81

Necessity also gave rise to a remarkable feature of the Spanish
American militia system: racially mixed companies, and even ‘free-
coloured’ companies. These latter were originally non-white companies,
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which emerged as early as the mid-sixteenth century, but would even-
tually become dominated by former African slaves. In the first half of the
eighteenth century the viceroyalty of New Galicia had thirty-seven
companies of Spanish, i.e. white, men, twenty-three that were composed
of ‘pardos, mulatos, negros and coyotes’, and another sixteen that were
‘racially mixed, indio andmestizo’ units. In total almost 4,000menwere
bearing arms in these militia units. In Mexico City the men in the free-
coloured units were overwhelmingly artisans: in other words, the poor
were excluded.82 This mirrors the social composition of similar organi-
sations in Europe and was no doubt inspired by the same considera-
tions: the authorities liked the idea of cheap armed forces, but were
anxious about the revolutionary potential of arming their citizens.
The frequent involvement of militias in political upheavals, not to men-
tion their prominent role in the American Revolution, provided con-
firmation in plenty for such anxieties.83 From the same point of view,
however, arming the non-white inhabitants in the Spanish colonies
amounted to the granting of a major element of citizenship status to
these sections of the population.

The British colonies went through a very different military and
social experience, which the militias, moreover, helped shape to a much
greater extent than in their southerly equivalents. The earliest English
colonists were not so keen to copy the English militia system that they
had left behind in the British Isles. Instead, they were protected by
a motley crew of veterans from the Eighty Years’ War in the Low
Countries. These men, however, were less than ideal members of the
religious communities that the Puritans hoped to create, and they were
also expensive to maintain. Against their original intentions, the colo-
nists were compelled to set up the trained bands that they had hoped to
avoid in the New World. The larger towns of Massachusetts all set up
such trained bands in the 1630s, voluntary units of men over the age of
sixteen, open to freemen and non-freemen alike and with the ranks
allowed to elect their own officers. The Charlestown militiamen opined
that these free elections ‘hath rendered us the most happy people that
wee know of in the world’.84

One remarkable aspect of these early trained bands was that
they recruited indiscriminately. Only the officers were supposed to be
freemen. Otherwise, all classes and races were accepted. In 1652 it was
ordained in Massachusetts, in so many words, that ‘all Scotsmen,
Negers, & Indians inhabiting with or servants to the English shalbe
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listed & are hereby enjoyned to attend traynings’. Note, however, that
these individuals were all subject to the authority of an Englishman.
In 1668, as part of a wider rollback of popular participation in civic
affairs, elections were abandoned.85 In Virginia, on the other hand,
blacks and slightly later also indentured servants, were already excluded
from militia service quite early. In South Carolina the turning point
came in 1739, when a large slave revolt was put down only with
considerable effort. From then on, its militias became exclusively
white organisations. By themiddle of the eighteenth century this applied
everywhere in the British colonies: Indians, free blacks, mulattos, white
servants and apprentices, as well as men without a fixed abode, were all
excluded from the militias.86 Exclusion was clearly motivated by con-
siderations of class and race.

The system had undergone another subtle but significant
change. The original militias were confined to police and representa-
tional duties, ‘hallmarks of respectability’ and a public demonstration of
‘full citizenship in the community’. When it came to the real fighting,
against Indians, or French and Spanish colonial competitors, another
type of militia unit was employed. These consisted of lower-class volun-
teers, who expected to be paid for their efforts.87 The latter units
resembled the British trained bands, largely consisting of replacements
paid by the people for whom they substituted.

The original militia, however, consisting of citizens, maintained
the powerful dream of the citizen army. We have seen how Benjamin
Franklin managed to make this the centrepiece of his political activities.
Philadelphia’s Committee of Privates, which he helped to launch, was
not alone in its opposition to standing armies. Two factors reinforced
the suspicion of professional soldiers among the British colonists.
The first was the debate, probably more lively in the British Isles than
anywhere else in Europe, about the dangers of a standing army in the
seventeenth century. Because England had been relatively late in absorb-
ing the innovations of the Military Revolution, the creation of a profes-
sional military force coincided with the attempts of the Stuart monarchy
to exercise tighter control over its citizens. There were thus good
grounds for the suspicion that this standing army would serve primarily
a domestic purpose, rather than improve England’s capacity to defend
itself against foreign foes. This debate made a deep impression on the
American colonists.88 And in the course of the eighteenth century they
too had increasingly good reasons for seeing the army as a force of
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domestic oppression rather than defence.More troops were stationed in
the colonies to help their expansion into French and Spanish territories.
However, as tensions rose between the colony and the metropolis,
military reinforcements became less concerned with those foreign
powers, and directedmore at policing the interior of the British colonies.

During the initial stages of the American Revolution and its war
of independence, urban and rural militiamen were heavily involved in
the fighting. They soon lost their taste for the soldier’s life, and increas-
ingly handed over to white and black working-class volunteers who
were paid for their contribution. Rhetorically, however, the militiamen
stayed on the battlefield.89 They would be rewarded in the Second
Amendment to the Constitution, established as part of the Bill of
Rights in 1791, which read: ‘A well regulated Militia, being necessary
to the security of a free State, the right of the people to keep and bear
Arms, shall not be infringed’.90 Despite heated debates about slavery
and its (un)acceptability in a ‘free state’, the right to bear arms was, and
for the foreseeable future remained, the exclusive prerogative of white
Americans. Because Indian tribes had sided with the French against the
British, that added another reason to exclude them.91 The revolution-
aries could not afford to split their own ranks over the abolition of
slavery, so Afro-Americans were likewise excluded from carrying arms
outside the context of military service. It would take another seven
decades, and then four years of bloody civil war, not only to bring
slavery to an end, but also to give African Americans full citizenship in
the Fourteenth Amendment of 1868. Native Americans would have to
wait until 1924 to receive full citizenship rights in their own country.

Conclusion

This chapter cannot pretend to cover all aspects of the institu-
tional history of the New World. I have deliberately focused on one
institution, and ignored the significant role of the Church as well as the
rural communities that housed the majority of the population and
where slavery was much more in evidence. What the foregoing pages
have attempted to do is establish a precise comparison in one institution:
urban citizenship. I have analysed citizenship with three questions in
mind: how did the colonial situation transform citizenship arrange-
ments imported from the metropolis, how did issues of ethnicity impact
on citizenship and was it true that this particular institution was
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somehowworse designed and implemented in the Spanish colonies than
in the British? It is now time to draw up the balance sheet. Even if we can
see numerous local differences between the citizenship arrangements in
Spanish and British colonies, some consistent patterns emerge that can
help us answer our three questions.

As to the first, we have seen how themodels of urban citizenship
in the metropolis exerted a powerful influence on the sort of citizenship
arrangements implemented in the colonies. In addition, we find a con-
sistent contrast between the attitudes of Spanish and British govern-
ments towards their colonies: whereas the Spanish authorities
supported the establishment of local citizenship in their colonies, the
English, later British authorities were more reluctant to do so in theirs.
Particularly in the eighteenth century, urban citizenship was fiercely
contested in places like New York and Philadelphia. We find little of
this in Latin America – possibly because it has not been investigated by
historians, but more likely because there was no need for it. The kinds of
civic institution that Benjamin Franklin and his contemporaries were
fighting for were already available in the South.

As to the second question, another significant pattern emerges
from the comparison: ethnicity was handled very differently in North
and South America.92 In both parts of the New World, settlers of
European origin or descent held many privileges over the Native popu-
lation or over former slaves of African origin, not to mention those who
were still enslaved and therefore denied citizenship altogether. In North
America there were some possibilities for free blacks to participate in
citizenship practices during the seventeenth century, but those openings
disappeared completely during the eighteenth. By the start of the
American Revolution, citizenship was a whites-only institution in the
United States. The implications of this development remain visible in the
twenty-first century.93 In contrast, citizenship in Spanish America was
open from its sixteenth-century beginnings, and remained open down to
the end of the Old Regime, to various ethnic communities. This was
partly due to Native traditions that predated the colonial era, but it was
also the result of the sort of citizenship that the Spaniards had developed
in their own country during the Reconquista.94

Putting these two conclusions together leads us to a more or less
straightforward answer to our final question. This comparative investi-
gation of citizenship practices in Spanish and British America does not
confirm the idea of ‘bad’ institutions in South America and ‘good’ ones
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in North America. On the contrary, if we were to set them side by side
on the eve of the American Revolution, Spanish urban citizenshipwould
seem to be the better established, wider-ranging and more inclusive of
the two. This result supports revisionist histories of Spain’s colonial
policies which emphasise the problems faced by European governments
to control developments in the Americas.95 It would also seem to
corroborate the work of those economic historians who argue that
the distinct trajectories of North and South America originated in the
decades around 1800 when the colonies achieved independence.96 An
institutional gap was opened by the revolutionary episodes. The inde-
pendence of the United States had to be established against the powerful
forces of the British Empire, which required the mobilisation of signifi-
cant sections of the population, and resulted in the inclusion of civic
militias in the American constitution. The Latin American revolution-
aries, on the other hand, were familiar with the outcome of the French
Revolution. They were facing a weakened Spanish Empire. Their revo-
lutions were mostly internal struggles for power, settled to the disad-
vantage of citizens. The institutional difference between North and
South America thus seems to have been less the result of long-term
trends and structures, but rather of the intervening process of decoloni-
sation in the two regions, and the institutions that emerged out of the
revolutionary episodes around 1800.97

295 / Recreating European Citizenship in the Americas

terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316219027.013
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. University of Sussex Library, on 26 Jul 2018 at 18:32:34, subject to the Cambridge Core

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316219027.013
https://www.cambridge.org/core


CONCLUSIONS
Citizenship before and beyond the French
Revolution

Citizenship regulates the relation between the governors and
the governed. From the point of view of the governors, its purpose is to
allow them to govern. From the point of view of the governed, its
purpose is to be governed well. In the long run, to be governed well is
in the interest of both the governed and the governors. What it means to
be governed well was and is, of course, a contentious issue. Citizenship
thus defined is a feature of any polity, but it comes in different shapes.
Citizenship therefore has a history, and this history matters for the way
we experience citizenship today and how we conceive of its future.

Before the French Revolution

This book has charted the development of this relation between
governors and governed in urban environments over almost a millen-
nium before the modern period, i.e. before national citizenship was
invented and formalised in the aftermath of the French Revolution. It
has been shown how, in an era of political anarchy and economic
growth, European towns began to experiment with new forms of gov-
ernance from circa 1000 CE onwards. From this bottom-up movement
emerged communes with a formal membership which became known as
citizenship, but also a set of organisations and practices that included
wider groups of urban society than merely those who held formal
citizenship.
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These practices related first of all to the governance of the
urban community as such. Even though urban governors were usually
recruited from the upper strata of local society, the wider community
often participated in their selection, and even where this did not happen,
other channels allowed ordinary citizens to influence political decision-
making that affected them. These channels ranged from the presence of
a representative council, to consultations of citizens, to petitions and to
citizen participation in a broad range of administrative processes. In the
absence of any significant professional police force and knowing that
their citizens were armed, even the threat of rebellion could have an
impact. Rebellions were frequent and when they were not around the
corner, local elites were still aware of the potential. Even though many
town councils were subject to oligarchic tendencies, local authorities
could not ignore the opinions of their citizens.

This was also because European urban communities encom-
passed numerous civic organisations. An average town in the Middle
Ages or early modern period had dozens of craft and merchant guilds,
possibly even more religious confraternities that often doubled as social
welfare institutions and, through their civic militias, empowered citizens
almost literally. Many of these organisations followed more or less
democratic procedures, in the sense that there were general meetings
where important issues were discussed, and the board of the organisa-
tionwould be elected, or at least confirmed, by themembership. Because
they raised their own funds, these organisations were financially inde-
pendent from the local authorities, even if these checked the accounts
and provided other forms of oversight.

Citizenship arrangements before 1789 varied from country to
country, and in their details also from town to town. Although there
was no obvious geographical or temporal pattern to this variation – in
terms of open versus restricted access, or limited versus extensive
rights – citizenship was much more widespread than is often assumed,
even as a formal institution. Cities where formal citizen status was
limited to an elite, like Berne and Venice, were exceptional. It was quite
usual to find at least a third, but often half, and sometimes even two-
thirds of all (urban) households headed by a citizen. Local citizenship
was predominantly a male institution.Women had difficulty obtaining
formal citizen status, and when they did, found their rights of citizen-
ship seriously curtailed. By no means did all households, let alone all
individuals, have formal citizen status. Working-class households, for
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instance, were less likely to have formal citizen status than households
in the middle and upper strata of society. Nonetheless, a significant
number of households did and formal citizenship reached deep into the
social hierarchy. Citizenship practices included still wider strata of
society.

In some aspects the organisational landscape of European
towns changed during the roughly 800 years covered by this book.
Most civic organisations, and indeed the town itself as a corporate
institution, did not exist in 1000 CE, but by 1300 the whole gamut of
organisations was there. After that point in time, names would change,
and numbers might go up or down. Within the guild system, for exam-
ple, guilds of long-distance commerce became less important, while
craft guilds became more important. Civic militias lost much of their
military role after circa 1500, and by implication their civic and police
duties became more significant. South of the Alps, poor relief was
probably more the preserve of confraternities, whereas in the north
local authorities took charity more into their own hands. However,
everywhere voluntary contributions from citizens were and remained
a pivotal element of the system. Despite regional and temporal varia-
tions, with regard to all of these aspects, it is possible to speak of a single
model of premodern urban citizenship. This model was built around the
tens of thousands of civic organisations that enabled their numerous,
mostly urban, members to act in the public domain.

The implication of our results is that the contrast between pre-
modern and post-revolutionary citizenship, as we find it in European
textbook narratives, is first and foremost the result of a change in per-
spective. Before the French Revolution citizenship was overwhelmingly a
local institution, whose significance has been largely overshadowed by
the introduction of national citizenship after 1789. This book has empha-
sised the value of liberating the concept of citizenship from its legal and
national shackles, and the value of the local reorientation pioneered by
Isin and Sassen.

While local models of citizenship were broadly similar across
time and space, the way they were embedded in state contexts was
not. On the contrary, in this respect variations were significant and
consequential. In all European countries, the Middle Ages and early
modern period constituted an age of rapid – and some would argue
revolutionary – state formation. Almost everywhere, this state forma-
tion created fundamental oppositions between local communities and
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state institutions. The proper relations between the two were debated
and fought over again and again by contemporaries. Nonetheless, for a
time at least, three regions were able to establish some sort of balance
that aligned the interests of citizens and states.

Italy, the Low Countries and England were, by common con-
sent, the most economically advanced in successive stages of European
history between roughly 1000 and 1800 CE. The three regions shared
two features that set them apart from the rest of Europe. The first was
that urbanitesmade up a relatively large share of the population: rates of
urbanisation were high in Italy and the Low Countries from early on,
while in England they started to increase later, but very rapidly carried
England to the top of the urbanisation league table. Secondly, urban
interests became represented directly at state level. The ways in which
these regions achieved coordination between urban political institutions
and the state differed, and in each case they succumbed to problems of
sclerosis and overstretch in the long run. Whether this was due to
inherent flaws in their particular political systems, or part of a broader
historical pattern, should be the topic of another book.1 But for 100–200
years this alignment of the interests of citizens and states gave states more
taxes, and hence greater capacity, whilst giving citizens better economic
policies, and ultimately greater welfare.

Why would this be so? The literature on state formation sug-
gests two reasons, and this investigation of citizenship regimes sup-
ports the importance of both: competition and coordination.2 Due
to the competition between thousands of cities and dozens of states,
Europe offered its populations a wealth of institutional menus to
choose from. The migration of merchant communities, first from
Bruges to Antwerp, and later on to Amsterdam, shows how apprecia-
tive contemporaries were of such choice, and how they used that
choice to their advantage. At the same time, best practices could, at
least potentially, move rapidly from one place to another.3 In other
words, competition encouraged a movement around the continent of
both institutions and people. At roughly the same time, a small number
of regions managed to become zones of high-intensity growth.4 These
regions, mostly situated in an area that has been described as Europe’s
‘dorsal spine’, or the ‘blue banana’, combined high levels of urbanisa-
tion with low levels of state integration.5 Whereas initially states
organised around urban institutions – i.e. city-states – produced the
most effective form of coordination, in the long run larger units were
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required to remain competitive in the economic and military struggle
for survival.

If we accept the proposition that institutions helped determine
the quality of societies, we are now in a better position to specify some of
the claims in the recent social science literature. Whilst our European
data provide support for Putnam’s emphasis on the contribution of civic
institutions to prosperity, his construct of a straight line from the
Middle Ages to the present has to be questioned. The mechanisms that
determined the regional variations that he uncovered in Italy remain
unclear. In Besley’s model the electoral mechanisms of modern democ-
racy are held responsible for a positive outcome, but in the urban
communities of the premodern era, because of their small size, personal
interactions between officeholders and citizens could act as a brake on
elite misbehaviour. We have found confirmation for Acemoglu and
Robinson’s thesis that economic development was predicated on poli-
tical transformations, but we have also shown that their emphasis on the
Glorious Revolution exaggerated the importance of property rights,
under-rated the role of citizens through the representation of urban
interests and overlooked the half millennium leading up to 1689 as a
formative period of both European citizenship and capitalism. North,
Wallis andWeingast are too optimistic about the nineteenth century, and
too pessimistic about the preceding centuries, as we see in the following
section, where we look at the impact of the French Revolution. None of
these theories provides an adequate explanation for the emergence of
successful citizenship regimes in precisely Italy, the Low Countries and
England. Historical contingency still seems the best answer.

Our definition of citizenship as a set of practices rather than a
formal institution has enabled us to revisit the contrast between Europe
and the rest of theworld. Thus, the opposition betweenAsia and Europe
which rests on the absence of an Asian idea of citizenship is in fact found
to be less fundamental once citizenship practices in Asia resembling
those found in Europe are taken into account. In the cases of the
Ottoman and Chinese Empires, historians have generally been too
optimistic about the capabilities of governments in far-away capitals
to steer and control the business of urban communities in often remote
parts of their empires.

From a local perspective, empires actually hadmuch in common
with the European states with which they are routinely contrasted.
The proper comparison is not with Italian city-states, the Low
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Countries or England, but rather with the Holy Roman Empire, Spain
or Poland. In such a comparison, what we find in Asia does not seem so
fundamentally distinct from the patterns of European citizenship. The
one truly distinctive element of European urban citizenship is that it
had an ideological component with the potential to develop into the
kind of inclusive arrangements promised – but not initially delivered –

by the French Revolution. The similarities are especially striking in the
economic (guilds) and social (welfare) domains. Civic militias and local
representative councils, on the other hand, were less developed in Asia
than in most European towns. Local political institutions, however,
lost substantial powers in East Central Europe, and also in France.
Absolutism made European urban citizenship more akin to the equiva-
lent situation in Asian towns.

The contrasting developments in the Spanish and English colo-
nies in the NewWorld also provide an opportunity to gauge the results
of a natural experiment on the medium and long-term impact of pre-
modern citizenship arrangements. From the very beginning of their
settlement, the Spanish colonisers transferred European institutions to
their colonies, with urban institutionsmodelled on the situation in Spain
itself. Citizenship in Spanish colonies was more egalitarian and inclusive
than citizenship in English colonies, and although Spanish colonial
institutions discriminated against native Americans and former slaves
of African descent, they were nonetheless accessible to them. Our posi-
tive assessment of urban citizenship in the Spanish colonies chimes with
the more positive assessment of their economic performance as was
recently proposed.6

The English colonial authorities, on the other hand, were reluc-
tant to grant North Americans the right to set up the kinds of institution
that existed in the mother country. In New England civic institutions
were nonetheless quite common, but in New York and Philadelphia they
were limited. Demands for greater citizen participation in local govern-
ance, or even the right to set up guilds, were repeatedly rejected there.
In the struggles over local governance, native Americans and former
slaves of African descent were generally excluded from civic initiatives.
During the American Revolution, citizen participation became much
more widespread and important, helping to unleash the country’s great
potential for economic growth and prosperity. However, the American
Revolution delivered an inclusive and encompassing citizenship for
whites only. The prosperity that it helped to create was racially skewed;
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not only did it lead to a bloody civil war in the mid-nineteenth century, it
continues to plague American society in the twenty-first century.

Local coordination through civic organisations was a feature
of towns and cities in Asia and the New World as well as in Europe.
Citizenship varied across all continents, but those variations were
confined to a relatively small spectrum. From a global perspective,
European citizenship had some unique features, most notably its con-
ceptualisation in political theory and in a civic ideology, but it was not as
fundamentally different from citizenship arrangements elsewhere as
Max Weber proposed early in the twentieth century. The effects that
he ascribed to European citizenship in general, actually only materia-
lised in very few European regions. These regions managed to connect
the integrating capacities of urban citizenship, and the coordinating
capacities of urban environments, with the capacity of the state to
provide military protection for schemes of economic expansion.7

Beyond the French Revolution

The negative verdict on premodern citizenship was shaped by
the events in late eighteenth-century France. The revolutionaries them-
selves were very sceptical about what they saw as the feudal heritage
of the Old Regime and on 4 August 1789, they abolished it in one
gigantic sweep. In 1791, the Loi Le Chapelier forbade guilds and
journeymen organisations and more generally ‘combinations’. All
sorts of civic organisations could now be declared illegal. These revo-
lutionary changes happened, perhaps predictably, in a country where
urban citizenship had always been comparatively underdeveloped,
and had been further weakened by a century and a half of royal
policies. In fact, the French state had already attempted to abolish
the guilds in 1776.8

After 1791, other parts of Europe followed suit, either when they
were incorporated into the French Empire, or otherwise of their own
volition: Belgium in 1795, the Netherlands and Switzerland in 1798, the
Italian states in 1806, Westphalia in 1808, northern Germany in 1810.9

The limited evidence stemming from the Netherlands that is currently
available shows that it became easier to access urban trades after the
abolition of the guilds.10 Gradually, however, complaints emerged about
the decline of skills, andmore importantly of political agency. Early labour
unions that sought to empower the workers – very often artisans – were
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seldom direct continuations of guilds, but they borrowed heavily from the
guild vocabulary and discourse.11

The abolition of the guilds was part of an encompassing pro-
gramme of creating – to use PierreRosanvallon’s expression – ‘generality’.
In France in particular, the Revolution sought to clear away all ‘corpora-
tist’ vestiges. As one contemporary wrote in 1793: ‘The constitution
recognises only one corporation, that consisting of all the French; it
concerns itself with only one interest, that of the nation, which comprises
the combined interests of all citizens’.12The same logic was at work in the
newly formed United States of America. The first draft of the American
Constitution opened with the phrase ‘We the people of the States of New
Hampshire, Massachusetts, Rhode-Island and Providence Plantations,
Connecticut’, and so on, but in the final draft this became ‘We, the people
of the United States’.13 In practice, this lofty ideal of a single people was
full of contradictions. All citizens were supposed to be equal, but in actual
fact they were anything but, as women were soon to find out.14 French
citizens received the right of free assembly, but from 1791 they were not
permitted to associate. The Haitian Revolution of 1791 laid bare the
limitations of the ‘equality’ discourse.15 In the newly formed United
States of America former slaves might be free, but they were not citizens;
between 1783 and 1820 their position solidified as mere ‘denizens’.16

From the point of view of citizenship, Europe in the nineteenth
century was a different place than it had been. It would be helpful if we
couldmake direct quantitative comparisons between citizenship rates in
pre-industrial Europe and similar measures in the nineteenth century,
but for various reasons this is impossible. The package of rights on offer
to citizens varied widely around Europe, within and between both
the premodern and post-1789 worlds. The rights of citizens differed
between England and German-speaking cities in 1700, but also between
Hamburg in 1710 and Hamburg in 1800 or 1848. We can nonetheless
try to get some sense of what it meant to be a citizen in nineteenth-
century Europe, by comparing some key figures. For a start, democracy
had given citizens the right to participate in national elections. For a
long time, however, access to this right remained very restricted, judging
from the small percentages of enfranchised citizens throughout most of
the nineteenth century in most European countries.17

Compared to the absence of any national voting rights outside
the British Isles before 1800, this looks like progress; yet if one sets
these data against the long tradition of citizens’ participation in public
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administration in many towns, and recognizes that, after the French
Revolution, municipalities in many parts of Europe had to sing to the
tune of central state institutions, the picture looks decidedly less favour-
able. Denmark and France were early democracies; in the rest of Europe
democracy was perhaps an ideal, but definitely not a practice. Only
from the 1870s do we see enfranchisement rise above 10 per cent in a
significant number of countries.

Similarly, the figures currently available for social spending
suggest that, apart from a spike during the Napoleonic Wars, per capita
expenditures on social security decreased markedly in northern and
central Italy, in the western provinces of the Netherlands and in
England between the middle of the eighteenth century and the first
half of the nineteenth, or even the 1880s. Data on France and Belgium
show the same pattern. From the United States, a series for the city of
Philadelphia shows stability between 1770 and 1850, but no progress.18

This trend again suggests that urban populations probably did not
experience greater access to the social rights associated with citizenship
until well into the second half of the nineteenth century.19

Numbers mean less when we look at the military dimension of
citizenship; still, the trend was unmistakably the same. The French
Revolution, through the levée en masse and conscription, created a
genuine citizen army.20 At the same time, the decades of revolutionary
warfare forced states to centralise their armed forces; the restoration

Table 12.1 Enfranchised population as percentage of the adult population,
1820–1899

1820s 1830s 1840s 1850s 1860s 1870s 1880s 1890s

Austria 10.6 13.0 35.7
Belgium 1.9 3.1 3.3 3.6 3.7 3.9 37.3
Denmark 25.7 25.8 25.8 26.7 28.3 30.0
France 0.5 0.9 36.3 42.0 42.0 43.7 41.6 42.0
Germany 37.4 37.3 37.8
Italy 3.4 3.8 14.1 16.6
Netherlands 4.6 5.0 11.8 20.9
Norway 11.1 10.0 9.7 9.3 8.8 8.5 11.8 16.6
United Kingdom 6.0 6.8 14.5 14.9 29.3 29.3

Notes: Highest recorded values per decade are included in the table. Adults consist of those
aged twenty and above.
Source: Flora et al. 1983, ch. 3
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after 1815 required them to depoliticise those same forces. In the
Netherlands, where civic militias had been the mainstay of the revolu-
tionary Patriot movement during the 1780s, the local militias were,
between 1798 and 1811, merged step by step into the national military
structures and deprived of political agency.21 In Prussia, the role of the
popular Landwehr was curtailed in 1813 in favour of the regular army,
precisely because of fears it might become a platform for liberal agita-
tion. In France, the armywas purged in 1815–16, reformed in 1818, and
purged again in 1830 to clip its political wings.22

All in all, we see little movement towards more agency for
citizens during most of the nineteenth century in any of the four dimen-
sions of citizenship charted in this book. In many European countries,
the French Revolution had swept away urban citizenship and its institu-
tions, and replaced it with the principles of national citizenship, but
preciously little of its practices. Modern citizenship was only properly
established in the later nineteenth century and the early decades of the
twentieth, with the creation of labour unions, employers’ organisations
and political parties capable of articulating citizens’ demands and help-
ing to transform these into real policies. Significantly, many of these
organisations were first established, and their policies first implemented,
in towns and cities before being extended to cover the nation as a
whole.23 Seen from this perspective, national, or ‘modern’, citizenship
is not necessarily the culmination of a historical arc that was destined to
make landfall on the shores of a modern paradise. Rather, it is a phase
of a historical process that is bound to continue as long as citizenship
and its implications remain contested – as they are likely to be for the
foreseeable future.24

Revising our ideas about citizenship in the past has implications
for our visions of the future. In Europe, national citizenship as it was
established by the French Revolution is going through particularly
stressful times. Its problems are partly caused by the European Union,
which is busy creating a supranational EU form of citizenship.
Globalisation and migration are fanning the flames. Those flames,
however, have been created by national citizenship itself. In the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries, national states promised political voice
and socio-economic security to those holding national citizenship.
Nationalism also gave citizens a cultural identity, with a shared lan-
guage and history. In the twenty-first century none of this looks secure
any longer, and national governments find it increasingly difficult to
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satisfy their citizens, not to mention the migrants who are also raising
their voices.

If we are willing to accept this book’s argument that urban
citizenship was not as bad as it was portrayed by the revolutionaries
who sought to overthrow it, and that national citizenship was not as
perfect as they claimed, it is perhaps time to reconsider its abolition.
That is not a plea for the dismantling of the national state, because in
this new constellation urban citizenship would offer an additional citi-
zenship arrangement that is multidimensional, rather than exclusively
local.25 The reintroduction of urban citizenship would indeed imply
devolving some of national governments’ prerogatives to local autho-
rities, but this process is long overdue and already under way.26 Local
citizen initiatives are blossoming, and local authorities could support
these more effectively if they were embedded in some form of local
citizenship. This could be acquired as a form of ius domicile, as Rainer
Bauböck has proposed.27 A ‘nested’ or ‘multilevel’ form of citizenship
would have the potential to combine the strength of local citizenship in
engagement and commitment with the strength of national citizenship
in equality and freedom.28 If the objective of citizenship is ultimately to
create agency for the individual members of society, then surely it would
be better to utilise several, rather than one, institutional resource for
that purpose. In Europe especially, but in fact worldwide, urban citizen-
ship has a pedigree that is not only worth revisiting; it could indeed be a
source of political and social inspiration.

306 / Conclusions: Citizenship before and beyond the French Revolution

terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316219027.014
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. University of Sussex Library, on 26 Jul 2018 at 18:33:34, subject to the Cambridge Core

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316219027.014
https://www.cambridge.org/core


NOTES

Acknowledgements
1. Under the European Union’s Seventh Framework Programme for research, technolo-

gical development and demonstration, grant agreement no 320294.
2. Isin 2012a.

Introduction
1. Soliday 1974, 40–53; Koch 1983, 76–81; Roth 1996, 65–75.
2. Soliday 1974, chs 5–6; Koch 1983, 8–28.
3. Koch 1983, 29–34, 40–45, 47 (quote), 54–55, 70, 331–38. For other German towns

and cities, see the fourteen titles in the Stadt und Bürgertum series, edited by Lothar
Gall; cf. Gall 1991.

4. Compare Prak 1999, 253–59 and chs 12–16; also Ramos 2007, 176–79.
5. Isin 2002; Sassen 2006; Gordon and Stack 2007.
6. For details, see pp. 15-16 below.
7. In this book, as in much of the historiography, ‘premodern’ mainly covers the

medieval and early modern eras, in this case more specifically between roughly
1000 and 1800 CE.

8. R. Smith 2002, 105–06; see also Heater 1999.
9. Isin 2012b, 109.

10. Marshall 1950, ch. 1. Although the two are obviously closely related, especially in
the works of Thomas Paine (2000 [1791/92]), this book does not discuss the issue of
human rights; see Hunt 2007, ch. 1.

11. Bottomore 1992; Bulmer and Rees 1996; Turner 1997.
12. Sassen 2002, and 2006, ch. 6; also Crowley 1998.
13. J. Shaw 2007; Dougan, Shuibhne and Spaventa 2012.
14. EU Citizenship Report 2013, http://ec.europa.eu/commission_2010–2014/reding/

factsheets/citizenship-report/.
15. See e.g. Heater 1990, ch. 1; the historical chapters (part 2) in Isin and Turner 2002;

as well as Lefebvre 2003, 16; Hindess 2004, 314; Isin and Turner 2007, 6.
16. Fahrmeir 2007, 9, 27.

terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316219027.015
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. University of Sussex Library, on 26 Jul 2018 at 18:33:41, subject to the Cambridge Core

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316219027.015
https://www.cambridge.org/core


17. Cf. Isin 1999, 2002, 2007 and 2008a; also Somers 1993, 589; Bauböck 2003; and
Staeheli 2003, as well as aGerman historiography as exemplified in Riedel 1972, and
Dilcher 1988 and 1996a. A local history using this approach is Roney 2014.

18. Isin and Nielsen 2008. On the practices approach, see the pioneering work by
Bourdieu 1980, as well as Reckwitz 2002; this approach has been dignified as
‘praxiography’, e.g. in Bueger 2014. The focus on practices implies that I have
largely ignored a substantial historiography of the idea of citizenship, as summarised
in Costa 1999.

19. Isin and Turner 2002, 2; Isin and Nielsen 2008; Andrijasevic 2013.
20. Tilly 1995, 8.
21. I changed the word ‘state’ into ‘polity’ to allow for urban citizenship.
22. Cf. Herzog 2003, 20.
23. Bellamy 2008, 3, 6.
24. Tilly 2004, 117; Tilly here also portrays citizenship as a post-1789 phenomenon.
25. North, Wallis and Weingast 2009.
26. A different chronology is proposed by Bavel, Ansink and Besouw 2017, 123–28.
27. The subtitle of Acemoglu and Robinson 2012, ch. 13.
28. Acemoglu and Robinson 2012, 202, 208.
29. Putnam 1993 and 2000.
30. Putnam 1993, 85 and ch. 5.
31. Brucker 1999; Muir 1999; C.F. Black 2009; Eckstein and Terpstra 2009.
32. Van Dijck, De Munck and Terpstra 2017.
33. Sen 1999, 10 (quote), 18, 157, 190–92, 294.
34. Besley 2006.
35. De Moor 2008, and 2015, ch. 1.
36. Bowles and Gintis 2011; see also Axelrod 1984; M. Taylor 1987; E. Ostrom 1990.
37. Olson 1971 [1965], 38; Ogilvie 2011, 420–21.
38. On economic coordination, Seabright 2010.
39. Cf. S. R. Epstein 2000a, 8.
40. E.g. Tilly 1993; Te Brake 1998.
41. Streeck and Schmitter 1985, 124–36 (quotes at 125); also Holbach 2016.
42. The technical term is gross domestic (or: national) product per inhabitant, abbre-

viated as GDP/capita, which is used throughout this book.
43. Zanden 2001, 71–73, and 2009, 38; Acemoglu, Johnson and Robinson 2002, 1232;

Bertinelli and Black 2004. For surveys of European and global urbanisation, see de
Vries 1984; Hohenberg and Lees 1985; Clark 2009 and 2013; Bosker, Buringh and
Van Zanden 2013; Yi, Van Leeuwen and Van Zanden 2015.

44. De Vries 1974; Hoffman 1996.
45. Bosker, Buringh and Van Zanden 2013, 1433.
46. Maddison 2001, 2003 and 2007.
47. R.C. Allen 2001; Broadberry and Gupta 2006; Allen, Ma, Bassino, Moll-Murata

and Van Zanden 2011; Malanima 2011; Zanden and Van Leeuwen 2012;
Broadberry, Campbell, Klein, Overton and Van Leeuwen 2015.

48. I do this in the spirit outlined in Kenneth Pomeranz, ‘The data we have vs. the data
we need: A comment on the state of the “Divergence” debate (Part I)’, https://
nephist.wordpress.com/2017/06/06/the-data-we-have-vs-the-data-we-need-a-com
ment-on-the-state-of-the-divergence-debate-part-i/.

49. Skocpol 1984; D. Smith 1991.
50. B.Moore 1966;Wallerstein 1974; Skocpol 1979; Swaan 1988; Tilly 1990 and 1993;

Ertman 1997; North, Wallis and Weingast 2009.
51. The best example is Ragin 1987.

308 / Notes to Pages 7–14

terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316219027.015
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. University of Sussex Library, on 26 Jul 2018 at 18:33:41, subject to the Cambridge Core

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316219027.015
https://www.cambridge.org/core


52. For a variety of approaches in comparative history, seeMahoney and Rueschemeyer
2003.

53. Tilly 1984, chs 6 and 7.
54. Weber 1968 [1922], 1240.
55. Weber 1968 [1922], 1226.
56. Weber 1968 [1922], 1226–33; see also Isin 2003, 316–20.
57. Nippel 2000, 25–26.
58. Weber 1968 [1922], 1241, 1248–49.
59. Weber 1968 [1922], 1281–82.
60. Nippel 1991, 27–28.
61. Isin 2005.
62. Nippel 1991, 20.
63. Pomeranz 2000; see also Frank 1998.
64. The best introduction to the ‘great divergence’ debate currently available is Vries

2013.
65. Zanden 2009.
66. Rosenthal and Wong 2011, ch. 6; for a similar argument Hoffman 2015.
67. E.g. Clark 2013, 3, 221, 231, 386, 421, 452, 584.
68. B.Moore 1966, 174; Acemoglu, Johnson and Robinson 2002, 1240; Le Galès 2002,

21, 34–37; Sassen 2006, 55–57, 67–71. To be sure, Pirenne himself published more
sophisticated versions of the story: Pirenne 1939.

69. T. Scott 2012, 130–35, 149, 158, 164–92, 218–21.
70. Blickle, Fuhrmann and Würgler 1998; Blickle 2000.
71. De Vries 1984, 39; Zanden 2009, 40.

1 Formal Citizenship
1. Bowsky 1967, 208–10.
2. Kirshner 1973, 694–95.
3. Anderson 1983.
4. Bowsky 1967, 197–203, 210, 215, 226–30.
5. Bader and Dilcher 1999, 447.
6. Möller 1998, 22–23; Hafner 2001, 63, 261.
7. Deeters 1987, 32–33.
8. Oexle 1985; Bader and Dilcher 1999, 263, 271–74, 278, 280–82; Wickham 2014.
9. N. Heuvel 1946, 306 (’s-Hertogenbosch); Rappaport 1989, 29, 35 (London);

Isenmann 2012, 223, 237 (Cologne).
10. Berman 1983, ch. 12; Isenmann 2012, 195–207.
11. More about this in Part II.
12. Friedrichs 2000, 13–17; also chapter 2.
13. Müller-Herrenschwand 2002, 482.
14. Walker 1971, 140; Berkenvelder 2005, 123.
15. Zeller 2015, 68.
16. Bonin 2005, 111; also Mottu-Weber 1996, 33–34; Isenmann 2012, 147.
17. McCants 1997, chs 3 and 4; Kuijpers and Prak 2002, 128.
18. Isenmann 2002, 225–27, and 2012, 146–47; Berkenvelder 2005, 125–27; Pult

Quaglia 2006, 108; Junot 2009, ch. 2.
19. Barry 2000, 189.
20. Cf. Isenmann 2002, 229–30.
21. Soliday 1974, 41; Friedrichs 1979, 39n8.
22. This paragraph is based on Nader 1990, 27–45, and Herzog 2003, ch. 2.
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23. Herzog 2003, 31.
24. Tingle 2000, 101; Bonin 2005, 51–53; Zeller 2015, 93, 96.
25. Di Corcia 1978.
26. Wells 1995, 31, and 1999, 441; also Sahlins 2004, 66–68.
27. Sahlins 2004, 141, 159; also Bayard 1990, 310; Cerutti 2007.
28. Kivelson 2002, 474–75, 486–87; also Kamenskii 2015.
29. Dilcher 1996c, 142–43; also Carter 1994, 65.
30. Kuijpers and Prak 2002, 119.
31. Obradors-Suazo 2017.
32. Kint 1996, 161; Prak 1999, 35.
33. Bellavitis 2001, 65, and 2015; on Venetian citizenship also Pullan 1971,

99–111.
34. Rappaport 1989, 23–24; Minns and Wallis 2012, 570.
35. Kuijpers and Prak 2002, 123.
36. Niggemann 2013, 47–50; De Meester 2014; Linden 2015, 46, 48.
37. Lindemann 1990, 61.
38. E.g. Kuijpers and Prak 2002, 123; Berkenvelder 2005, 196.
39. Roth 1996, 71n91.
40. Studer 2002, 170; compare also Müller-Herrenschwand 2002, 484.
41. Wiesner 1986, esp. 13–35, and 1998; Roper 1987; Howell 1988.
42. Berkenvelder 2005, 383–91.
43. Kuijpers 2005, 127.
44. Sharlin 1978; also de Vries 1984, 179–98.
45. De Vries 1984, ch. 10; Moch 2003, ch. 2; Clark 2009, 59–62, 160–64.
46. Gerber 2002, 263.
47. Gerber 2002, 255–56; Schwinges 2002.
48. Fuks-Mansfeld 1989, 39.
49. Kuijpers and Prak 2002, 123–24; also Cavallar and Kirshner 2011.
50. Prak 2002, passim (quote on 163).
51. Gilomen 2002, 126–54; Isenmann 2012, 153–58.
52. Israel 1998, 54–55.
53. Soliday 1974, 15, 180–81, ch. 7; also Hsia 2006.
54. Nader 1990, 30.
55. Merrick 1987, 52, 59 (quote), 66; Bonin 2005, 60; Zeller 2015, ch. 2.
56. Wallis et al. 2015, table 4.
57. Prak 1995, 336–37; Kuijpers 2005, 130–34.
58. Wallis et al. 2015, table 4.
59. Most of the groundwork for this section was done in a paper, ‘The scale and scope

of citizenship in early modern Europe: Preliminary estimates’, produced for the
bEUcitizen project by Chris Minns (lead author), Clare Crowston, Raoul De Kerf,
Bert DeMunck,Marcel Hoogenboom, PatrickWallis andmyself; the paper is cited
asMinns et al. 2014. This part of the research was funded by the EU under the FP7
framework.

60. Kuijpers and Prak 2002, 124–25; also Schultheiss 1972, 190; Boone and Stabel
2002, 319; Müller-Herrenschwand 2002, 497.

61. Mettele 1998, 33; Minns et al. 2014.
62. Schultheiss 1972, 188.
63. Minns et al. 2014, 34–35, table 3; this calculation ignores the exclusively English

data on the nineteenth century.
64. Deeters 1987, 77–78; Lindemann 1990, 67; Hahn 1991, 16; Möller 1998, 27.
65. All numbers in this paragraph are from Minns et al. 2014.
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66. On Nördlingen: Friedrichs 1979, ch. 2.
67. Minns et al. 2014, table 3.
68. This paragraph relies entirely on Haemers 2012, 151–55; quotes on 153 and 155,

respectively.
69. Prak 2000b, 77.
70. Liddy and Haemers 2013, 790–91 (quote on 791).
71. Liddy and Haemers 2013, 793–800 (quotes at 793 and 794); also Haemers 2009,

268, and for a later age Withington 2001.
72. Holmes 1973; Najemy 1979, and 1982, 9, 14, 242–43.
73. Najemy 1979, 61.
74. Najemy 1982, 228.
75. Najemy 1979, 66.
76. Najemy 1982, 268, 304; compare also Brucker 1977.
77. Prak 1999, 210–11; also Prak 1997.
78. Hafner 2001, ch. 5 (quote on 150).
79. These developments are discussed in the Conclusion of this book.
80. For its visual expression, see Gamboni and Germann 1991.
81. Schilling 1992a, 6–30; I have adapted the order of Schilling’s features to suit the

purposes of my own argument. See also Mager 1988, 73–74; Lindemann 2015,
78–86.

82. Najemy 1982; Blickle 1988 and 2000, ch. 8, but also Friedeburg 1994.
83. Prak 1991a, 379.
84. Bierschwale and Van Leeuwen 2005, 60–67.
85. Prak 1994, 61.
86. A. Black 1996, 111, disagrees. For classical republicanism, see Gelderen and

Skinner 2002.
87. Pocock 1975, ch. 3 esp. 74; Nauert 1995, 13, 33–34, 70–71; but see also Maissen

2006.
88. Two important early contributions are Pocock 1975, and Haitsma Mulier 1980.
89. Lengen 1995.
90. Althusius [1965], 28.
91. Costa 1999, 89–90.
92. Costa 1999, 44.
93. See alsoHüglin 1997; A. Black 2003, ch. 11; Carney, Schilling andWyduckel 2004.
94. Schwerdhoff 1994, 96.
95. National Library of the Netherlands: Knuttel 14844; see also Pethegem 1988;

Dixhoorn 1999; Hafner 2001, 166–67.
96. Woltjer 1975.
97. Dumolyn 2008; also Schwerdhoff 1994, 109; Boone 1997; Wells 1999, 444;

Dutour 2012, 195.
98. See the essays collected in Lecuppre-Desjardin and Van Bruaene 2010; also

Rubinstein 1958, 183–86; Rublack 1984, 27; Q. Skinner 1986, 9–14, 43, and
1999, 9–14; Isenmann 1997, 190, 213; Corteguera 2002; Meier 2002; Dumolyn
2008, 13–17; Haemers 2009, 263–69.

99. Isenmann 2003, 414; also Isenmann 2010.
100. Bierschwale and Van Leeuwen 2005, 68–69 (quote at 69) and passim; also

Oostrom 2013, 150–75.
101. Suter 2000, 34 (quote); Lerner 2012, 34.
102. Lantschner 2015, 29–39.
103. Prak 1991a, 379; also Wallace 1994, 931–32.
104. Barry 2000, 194–95; also Filmer 2000; Rosser 2015.
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2 Urban Governance
1. Würgler 1995, 78–81.
2. Parts of this chapter have been published earlier in Prak 2012.
3. The classic work is Namier 1929. On prosopography, see the almost equally classic

Stone 1971 and the more recent Keats-Rohan 2007. Modern examples of this type
of work include Diefendorf 1983; Clark 1984; Maillard 1984; Jong 1985;
Kooijmans 1985; Prak 1985; Cowan 1986; Litchfield 1986; R. Schneider 1989b;
Schuttelaars 1998; Junot 2009; see also Friedrichs 2000, ch. 2.

4. Underdown 1985; classics include Rudé 1964; Hobsbawm and Rudé 1969.
5. For a European survey, see Te Brake 1998; earlier surveys include Zagorin 1982

and Bercé 1987.
6. Some of the more influential surveys were written in the 1990s, among them Tilly

1990; Downing 1992; Ertman 1997. They all share this fixation on national
politics.

7. Beik 1985; also Cosandey and Descimon 2002, and Collins 2009, preface to the
second edition.

8. Data in S. R. Epstein 2000a, 20–23; Epstein’s interpretation is somewhat different
from the one presented here. See also Zanden and Prak 2006 and Stasavage
2011, 39.

9. I’m following here in the footsteps of Friedrichs 2000, ch. 2.
10. On the early Italian developments: Wickham 2015, and Chapter 6.
11. Clark 2009, 21; also Verhulst 1999.
12. Bensch 1995, 48–52, 63, 68–70, 81–82, 172–78, 181 (quote), 206–20; also Dutour

2012.
13. Mundy 1954, 5, 14–16, 30–33, 46.
14. Mundy 1954, chs 11–12.
15. Palliser 1979, 60–69; see also Liddy 2017, ch. 6.
16. Prak 2000b, 77.
17. Hsia 1984, 16–30; Kirchhoff 1988; Hanschmidt 1994, 268–78.
18. R. Schneider 1989a, 198.
19. Maillard 1984, 33–35, 75–76.
20. Bowsky 1981, 23–24, 28; Waley 1991, 42, claims they usually came from

Lombardy and Emilia Romagna.
21. Waley 1991, 42.
22. Waley 1991, 48; Ascheri 2001.
23. Bowsky 1981, 85–86; Waley 1991, 49, 52.
24. Waley 1991, 46.
25. Caferro 1998, 21–24, 184–85.
26. Cowan 1986, chs 5–6; also Jong 1985; Kooijmans 1985; Prak 1985; Amelang

1986; Verkerk 1992; Adams 2005; Junot 2009, ch. 6; Marraud 2009.
27. Waley 1991, 48; also Bowsky 1981, 306–09.
28. Leach 2005; also Blockmans 2010a, 324.
29. Lamet 1979; Prak 1985; Kan 1988; Noordam 1994; Brand 1996.
30. Kan 1988, chs 2 and 3.
31. Brand 1996, 256–57.
32. Lamet 1979, 185–89.
33. Noordam 1994, 80, 83–85.
34. Prak 1985, 125–26, 209, 211.
35. Clark 1984, 315, 318.
36. Lindberg 2009, 621.
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37. Irvine 1989, 125; Descimon 2003.
38. Amelang 1986, 27.
39. Nicolini 1979, 250 (table 31); also Herborn 1985, 344; Looz-Corswarem 1985,

431–32.
40. Schilling 1992b; Friedrichs 2000, ch. 2.
41. Oer 1998, 1, 4 (quote), 18–19 (quotes); see also Weikert 1990.
42. Schmid 1995, 81, 88–91; for Cologne, see Militzer 1980.
43. Kaiser 1992, 143–45; for Paris, see Diefendorf 1983, 34–49.
44. Prak 1994b, 61; Velema 2007, 59; also Bader and Dilcher 1999, 553–54.
45. I am not convinced by Archer’s argument that the freemen’s options were unduly

constrained because many of the candidates in local elections were proposed by
those holding office, or because their wealth did not reflect that of the average
London household: I. Archer 1991, 19–20, 64, 68–69; see the final paragraph of
this section.

46. Krey 1985, 10.
47. On London guilds, see Gadd and Wallis 2002a.
48. Krey 1985, 40.
49. Krey 1985, 40–41; also Latham 2012 and Liddy 2017, ch. 4.
50. The following is a summary of Saupin 1996, chs 3 and 4.
51. Saupin 1996, 86–87.
52. Saupin 1996, 110 (quote); for other Breton towns, Saupin 1991.
53. Babeau 1884 vol. 1, 55–68; Bordes 1972, ch. 9; Holt 1991, 98–101, 105, 109; Gal

2000, 82–85.
54. Naegle and Solórzano 2014, 588–93, 595; Solórzano 2014, 184–86.
55. Németh 2009.
56. Hrdlička 2009, 102–07.
57. Bowsky 1981, 85–98; Waley 1991, 49–52.
58. Palliser 1979, 61–62, 67–68.
59. Van Honacker 1994, 93–95.
60. Prak 1994b, 64–70.
61. Wahl 2015a, 2015b and 2016.
62. Friedrichs 2000, 17–18.
63. Cf. Holt 1991, 99–100; Prak 1994b.
64. Tilly 1978.
65. Cieslak and Biernat 1995, 54, 69–72, 85–92, 221–28; compare Solórzano 2014,

188–203.
66. Najemy 1982, 27.
67. Najemy 1982, passim, and 2006, ch. 6; also Nussdorfer 1992, ch. 8.
68. Dumolyn 2014, 22–23, 26, 29–34.
69. Schulz 1994 and 2010, ch. II.4; see also Soly 2008.
70. Cf. Dumolyn 2014, 46–47.
71. Deceulaer and Jacobs 2002; also Deceulaer 2009, esp. 196–97.
72. Lis and Soly 1993, 6; see also Dorren 1998 and 2001, ch. 3; Walter 1971, 13.
73. Kent and Kent 1982, 13, 75–86, 107–16, and passim; also Eckstein 1995; Nubola

2009, 41; and, for a later age, Rosenthal 2015.
74. See Chapters 3 and 5.
75. C. Shaw 2006, 172–74.
76. Maillard 1984, 86; also Robbins 1997, 218–19.
77. These petitions can be found in Gemeentearchief (Municipal Archive) Amsterdam,

archive 5061 (Judicial archives), n°s 684–725: petitions to the Aldermen; and 5028
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(Burgomasters), 515–19: petitions filed by the guilds. For the analysis of their
contents, see Prak 1996.

78. Gemeentearchief Amsterdam, 5061: 697, n° 1 (1751).
79. Gemeentearchief Amsterdam, 5061: 723, n° 23 (1786). Compare 5061: 694, n° 46

(1747-’48); 5061: 702, n° 9 (1756); 5061: 713, n° 1 (1770); 5061: 720, n° 6 (1778).
80. Nierop 1997, 286–87; also Kümin and Würgler 1997, 46–58.
81. Zaret 1996, 1509–13; Heerma van Voss 2001; Cerutti 2010 and 2012, ch. 3.
82. Nubola 2001, 47.
83. Bowsky 1981, 57; compare Haemers 2014 and 2016.
84. Shapiro and Markoff 2001.
85. Solórzano 2014, 189–91, 199.
86. Würgler 2001; Vermeesch 2012, 99–103.
87. Vermeesch 2012.
88. Zaret 1996.
89. Cunningham and Grell 2000.
90. Moeller 1962; also Greyerz 1985; H. Schmidt 1986; Hsia 1987; Cameron 1991,

ch. 15; Hamm 1995 and 1996; Te Brake 1998, ch. 2; Close 2009, chs 4–5.
91. B. Kaplan 1995, ch. 3; Marnef 1996; Nierop 2000; Dambruyne 2002, 644–77.
92. Tittler 1998, chs 7–10; also Collinson and Craig 1998.
93. Benedict 1981, ch. 4 (quote on 98).
94. Descimon 1983; Diefendorf 1991, ch. 10.
95. Klötzer 1992, 22, 25, 32, 34, 36 and passim.
96. Kirchhoff 1973, 36–37 (table 5), 40 (table 5a), 48, 87; also Schilling 1975.
97. Compare Dumolyn, Haemers, Herrer and Chalet 2014; Lantschner 2015.
98. Najemy 1982, 243.
99. Boone and Prak 1995, 101–13; Boone 2007 and 2010a, ch. 2; Arnade 2008, ch. 4

and passim.
100. Kirchhoff 1980, 161, 231, and passim; also Kannowski 2001.
101. Lantschner 2015, 207.
102. Beik 1997, 264; also Hildebrandt 1974; Friedrichs 1978.
103. Blockmans 1988; Boone and Prak 1995, 100; Te Brake 1998, 15–16; Friedrichs

2000, 22–24.
104. Te Brake 1989.
105. Most of this section was first published in Prak and Van Zanden 2009, 143–44,

154–55.
106. Feld and Frey 2002; also Andreoni, Erard and Feinstein 1998; Frey 2003; Torgler

and Schneider 2005; Frey and Torgler 2007; Luttmer and Singhal 2014; and,
finally, Levi 1988.

107. Rosenthal 1998.
108. Aalbers 1980, 3–23; Liesker 1985.
109. Historisch Centrum Overijssel (HCO), Oud Archief Zwolle (OAZ), 217:

Resolution of council and common council, pp. 217–32; see also 8 April 1748
(pp. 246–47).

110. HCO, OAZ, 4516, no. 1: Commissioners for the Liberal Gift, 7 April 1748.
111. HCO, OAZ, 4516, no. 15: Revenue of the Liberal Gift.
112. For an example of what would happen in their absence: Diefendorf 2016, 205.
113. Bowsky 1970, 71–76, 82–85, 305–08.
114. Bowsky 1970, 2–6.
115. Kent and Kent 1982, 24.
116. Herlihy and Klapisch-Zuber 1978, 26; Kent and Kent 1982, 25–26.
117. Herlihy and Klapisch-Zuber 1978, 78–85, 95–99, 630; also McLean 2005.
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118. But six in France and the Dutch Republic, and four in the Swiss
Confederacy.

119. In collecting the data I have received help fromAndreaGamberini, Christian Liddy,
Laurie Nussdorfer, Andreas Rehberg and Giulio Sodano.

3 Economic Citizenship through the Guilds
1. Gent 1832, 11–12 (first quote), 66–67 (second quote). I owe this reference to

Patrick Wallis.
2. Apprenticeship contracts usually contained a provision forbidding the apprentice

to marry: J. Lane 1996, 195.
3. Gadd 2004, 40; see also Gadd and Wallis 2002a.
4. Pettegree 2010.
5. Blayney 2014, ch. 11; Gadd 2016.
6. Ward 1997; Gadd and Wallis 2002b, 1; Melling 2003; Berlin 2008.
7. Gadd and Wallis 2008.
8. Blayney 2014, 1024–25 (quote).
9. Schmid 1996; Lourens and Lucassen 2000; Dambruyne 2002, 184; Kluge 2007,

128–32; Sonkajärvi 2008, 50.
10. Wallis 2008, 234.
11. Prak 1996.
12. Greif 2006, ch. 4.
13. See the papers collected in Epstein and Prak 2008a, and especially the editors’

‘Introduction’ (2008b); also Davids and De Munck 2014; Wallis and Prak 2019.
14. Ogilvie 1997, 2007 and 2011 are the key works.
15. E.g. in Ogilvie and Carus 2013, 419.
16. Cf. Horn 2015, 38.
17. Rosser 2015, 8–9, 19–28.
18. Oexle 1981, 333–37, and 1985; S. A. Epstein 1991, ch. 1; Kluge 2007, 35–42;

Schulz 2010, 40.
19. This definition excludes the companies created for non-European trade that

emerged around 1600, because these had no members, but rather employed mer-
chants, whose efforts led to one balance sheet total, whereas in guilds members
worked for their own profit (or loss). It also excludes the Hanse, or Hansa, which
was a league of towns rather than merchants. Lumping all of these together, as in
Ogilvie’s 2011 survey of the subject, ultimately creates unnecessary confusion.

20. Greif 2006, 121.
21. Dilcher 1996b, 11–14, 26.
22. Greif 2006 versus Ogilvie 2011.
23. Schmidt-Wiegand 1999, 8.
24. Gelderblom 2013, 172–73.
25. Gelderblom and Grafe 2010; also Gelderblom 2013.
26. Lindberg 2009; Gelderblom, de Jong and Jonker 2013; Petram 2014.
27. For terminology Schmidt-Wiegand 1999; Heusinger 2010, 39; Dumolyn 2014,

17–18; Rosser 2015, 3–6.
28. Landes 1983.
29. De Vries 2008, 1–3.
30. Turner 2008, 267, 269–70; for shipbuilding: Unger 1978, chs 2, 5 and 6.
31. Pfister 2008a; but critical remarks in Davids and De Munck 2014, 8.
32. Berlin 2008.
33. Haupt 2002; for France also Bossenga 1991 and S. Kaplan 2001.
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34. Rommes 1998, 143; Slokker 2010, 55.
35. Prak 1999, 91.
36. Walker 1971, 85; Farr 1988, 22; Roper 1989, 137.
37. Hovland 2006, 151–52, 168, 172.
38. The following was compiled from the documents collected in Overvoorde and
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tively, in the records of the Turkey Company: HUA, SA II, 2075, 18 June 1784.
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85. Kraus 1980, 21, 124–26.
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28. Reynolds 1997, 162–63, 173–80; also Keller 1988.
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40. Verbruggen 1977, 126.
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45. Martines 1983, ch. 7; Jones 1997, ch. 4, and 2010; Dean 2004; Jane Black 2010;

Meek 2010.
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54. Rowen 1972, 70; the original text of the Union of Utrecht has been published in

Groenveld and Leeuwenberg 1979.
55. W. Temple 1972 [1673], 52.
56. Montesquieu 1951 [1748], 370; also Masterson 1975.
57. Grever 1981 and 1982; Bruin 1991, chs 8–9.
58. Mörke 1997, 37–42.
59. Hooft 1925, 7.
60. Prak 1989; Mörke 1997.
61. Aalbers 1980; Hovy 1980.
62. Aalbers, 1977, 92.
63. Israel 1989, 410–13 and passim; Adams 2005; Hart 1993a and 2014; see also

numerous case studies in Lesger and Noordegraaf 1999.
64. Bruijn 1993, chs 6–7; Hart 2014, ch. 6.
65. Prak 2005, ch. 7.
66. Israel 1979.
67. Hovy 1966, ch. 2 and passim.
68. Zanden and Prak 2006, 130.
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64. Levin 1969, 2 (quote), 29, 50–57, 89–90, and passim.
65. Pincus 2009, 157–60.
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68. Knights 1997, 1169.
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74. Hoppit 2002, 269, 279.
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105. R. C. Allen 2009; Mokyr 2009; see also Beckett 2014.
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4. Stollberg-Rilinger 2008, 305 and passim.
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46. Schroeder 1991, 103 (quote), 106, 108; also Iländer 2000, 30.
47. Hildebrandt 1974, 239–40; Schilling 1993, 86–87.
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52. Chevalier 1982, 101–08 (quote at 101); also Benedict 1989, 8–9.
53. Descimon 1983, 50–65; Holt 1995, ch. 5; Finley-Croswhite 1999, 11–12; Konnert

2006.
54. Fundamental critiques of the concept of ‘absolutism’ in Cosandey and Descimon

2002, and Collins 2009, esp. the preface to the second edition.
55. Descimon 1988.
56. Finley-Croswhite 1999, 4, 23–37, 67–72 (quote at 67), 77, 81–86, 90, 104–06,

182–85; also Descimon 1988, 122–26.
57. Dee 2009, 16–24, 33–37, 40–41, 45–46, 51–57.
58. Esp. N. Temple 1975.
59. D. Parker 1980, 21, 52–54, 155 (quote); Robbins 1997, 35, 62.
60. Bien 1987.
61. N. Temple 1975, 71–80; also Bossenga 1987, 120;Wallace 1994, 919; Bayard 1997,

63–64.
62. Beik 1997, ch. 10.
63. Ranum 1993, 251–52 (quote at 251); also Westrich 1972, 51–59; Beik 1997,

242–49.
64. Beik 1997, 239–40.
65. Breen 2007, 72, 92, 97–99, 102, 113–17, 123–27, 137.
66. R. Schneider 1989a, 206–12; also Maillard 1984, 106–09; Collins 2009, 218, 231.
67. Beik 1994, passim (quote at 71); Saupin 1996, 98–104, 118–24.
68. Hunt 1976.
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69. Dessert 1984, esp. chs 4–5.
70. Collins 2009, 208–27, 308–22; also Bordes 1968; Bossenga 1987; Saupin 2002,

231–32.
71. Bonin 2005, 51–53; Tingle 2000, 101; Zeller 2015, 93, 96.
72. Thompson 1993, chs 6 and 8; MacKay 1999, 42; Ruiz 2007, 124–25.
73. Haliczer 1981, 115–27; also Ferrero Micó 2009, 41–42.
74. Haliczer 1981, 137, 166; Pelizaeus 2007, 41–42, 57–63; Espinosa 2009, 71–82.
75. Nader 1990, 2–3, 7, 27, 105, 119, and 1996; Espinosa 2009, 106–08; Grafe

2012, 180.
76. Grafe 2012, ch.6; Irigoin and Grafe 2008, 178–79 and 2013, 217–23; also

Thompson 1993, ch. 7; Mackay 1999, 59; Herzog 2003, ch. 4.
77. Biskup 1980, 165.
78. Miller 2008, 124–27, 130, 169, 172; also Kubinyi 1980, 236–45, and Friedrich

1999, 52–54.
79. Bogucka 1982, 141–47.
80. Wyrobisz 1989, 152; also Rădvan 2015, 180–82. This view is challenged in Tóth,

Czoch and Németh 2017, 191.
81. Heinrich 1981, 158, 163.
82. Davies and Moorhouse 2003, 252.
83. Davies 2006; C. Shaw 2006, 579, 586.
84. For the broader context, Elliott 1992.
85. Herzog 2007.

10 Original Citizenship in China and the Middle East
1. Regrettably, Africa had to be excluded, because its historical record for the cen-

turies covered by this book is limited to archaeological data and foreign testimo-
nies, insufficient to deal adequately with citizenship. Cf. Connah 1987, 2; Freund
2007, ch. 2.

2. Fei 2009, 2, 29, 52–55; see also Brook 2010, 118–19.
3. Weber 1968 [1922], 1227, 1229.
4. There is a tradition that opposes states and empires as two distinct polities; in this

chapter empire is treated as a subset of states, distinguished by their size and multi-
ethnic populations: Burbank and Cooper 2010, 8–11; Marcocci 2016.

5. Burbank and Cooper 2010, 133, 139–40, 205, 208–09, 218; also Karaman and
Pamuk 2010, 624–25; Brandt, Ma and Rawski 2014, 66–73, 79.

6. G. Skinner 1977a, 19–21; Brook 2010, 31–32.
7. Rowe 2009, 48–49, 52; Rosenthal and Wong 2011, 212.
8. Wong 1997, 4–7; on citizenship specifically, Wong 1999.
9. Rowe 2017, 127.

10. Rosenthal and Wong 2011.
11. Rozman 1973, 279–85.
12. De Vries 1984, 45.
13. Yi, Van Leeuwen and Van Zanden 2015, 16 (table 10).
14. De Vries 1984, 63–67.
15. European figures from de Vries 1984, 39 (table 3.7), multiplied by 1.5.
16. Rozman 1973, 6; see also G. Skinner 1977d, 345; Cartier 2002.
17. G. Skinner 1977e, 548–49.
18. Rowe 1989, 81–82, 297, 301–03, 313.
19. Fei 2009, 29–62, 95.
20. E.g. Rowe 1989, 207–15.
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21. Fuma 1993, 65–70.
22. Fei 2009, 94, 101, 112.
23. Calhoun 1992, chs 8–13.
24. The most important contributions, by Huang, Rankin, Rowe andWakeman, were

published in a special issue of Modern China 19 (1993) and later published as a
separate volume, edited by Brook and Frolic 1997; also Wong 1997, 124–26.

25. Rowe 1993, 149, 153, and 2002, 543.
26. Rankin 1993, 159 (quote); Huang 1993.
27. Moll-Murata 2008, 247.
28. Rowe 1984, 277.
29. Belsky 2005, 41–42.
30. Moll-Murata 2008, 218; Tan 2013, 239.
31. Goodman 1995, 91–92.
32. Rowe 1984, 277; Goodman 1995, 119–21, 137–38.
33. Belsky 2005, 6.
34. Weber 1968 [1922], 1241, 1260; due to high adoption rates, Chinese ‘lineages’

were not necessarily biological lines of descent: Faure 1997; Lee and Feng 1999, 49.
35. Rowe 1984, 294–97.
36. Dijkman, Moll-Murata and Prak 2014.
37. Rowe 1984, 303–06.
38. Fewsmith 1983, 622.
39. Will and Wong 1991; Shiue 2004.
40. Rowe 1989, 94, 99.
41. Rowe 1984, 317, and 2002, 546–50; L. C. Johnson 1995, 132; Belsky 2005, 138.
42. Goodman 1995, 90; L. C. Johnson 1995, 136; Belsky 2005, 121.
43. Rowe 1989, 105–07, 112; J. Smith 2009, 36, 46, 48, 50, 56, 98, 120, 220–21.
44. J. Smith 2009, 84, 143–47.
45. J. Smith 2009, 5, 60, 114, 121, 234, 248–78; also Rowe 1989, 92; Goodman

1995, 110.
46. L. C. Johnson 1995, 108.
47. Rowe 1984, 318–19, and 1989, 139–41,169; L. C. Johnson 1995, 144.
48. Rowe 1989, 123–24.
49. Farmer 2000, 463, 467–68, 486.
50. Goodman 1995, 77–83.
51. Rowe 1984, 319–20.
52. Goodman 1995, 126.
53. Fuma 1993, 48–49.
54. J. Smith 2009, 141.
55. Fei 2009, 29.
56. Brandt, Ma and Rawski 2013, 72–76; also Zelin 1985.
57. I have disregarded the North African regions of the Mamluk and Ottoman

Empires, apart from Egypt.
58. Behar 2003, 7–8; compare Weber 1968 [1922], 1233, 1244.
59. Pamuk 2004, 228. See also Eldem, Goffman and Masters 1999, 11; Barkey 2008,

12; Tezcan 2010, 8, 233; Yilmaz 2015.
60. E.g. Faroqhi 1986; Raymond 1995 and 2002; Adanir 2006, 158.
61. Abu-Lughod 1989, 357; Bosker, Buringh and Van Zanden 2013, 1424.
62. Raymond 1984, 5–8.
63. Bosker, Buringh and Van Zanden 2013, 1424.
64. This is discussed in detail later.
65. Lapidus 1967; and for a summary Lapidus 1969.
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66. Abu-Lughod 1987, 155–56, 159, 162; Eldem, Goffman and Masters 1999, 1–16;
Feldbauer 2002, 81–83; Isin 2005, 39, 45–46; Luz 2014, 11–18, 228–30.

67. Mantran 1962, 124–25; Khoury 2008, 78.
68. Abdel-Nour 1982, 69 and other works cited in the following footnotes.
69. Masters 1999, 21–22.
70. Marcus 1989, 82; also Bodman 1963, 34; McGowan 1994, 661; Tezcan 2010,

197; Yilmaz 2015, 253–54.
71. Marcus 1989, 40.
72. Bodman 1963, 55–69; Marcus 1989, 73, 83–92; Raymond 2002, 67–74; also

Tezcan 2010, 213–24.
73. Zubaida 2008, 230.
74. Abu-Lughod 1971, 71.
75. Raymond 1995, 38–39.
76. Raymond 1995 and 2002.
77. Compare Barbir 1980, 89–90; Schatkowski Schilcher 1983, 107–10; Khoury 1997,

2; Behar 2003, ch. 2.
78. Raymond 1984, 5–19; Adanir 2006, 161.
79. Raymond 2002; Faroqhi 2009, ch. 8; Elbendary 2015, 125–36; Lantschner 2014,

565–68.
80. Luz 2014, chs 4 and 8.
81. Raymond 2000, 195; also Raymond 1984, 19, and 1985, 130.
82. Raymond 2000, 121, 244.
83. This was the position Gabriel Baer defended in various articles that opened up the

topic: see Baer 1970 and part III, ‘The Turkish Guilds’, in Baer 1982.
84. Faroqhi 2009. The modern historiography of Ottoman guilds, like that of their

European counterparts, emphasises their ‘flexibility’: Yi 2004, 112; Faroqhi 2005,
18; Yildirim 2008, 80.

85. Raymond 1973–74, 514.
86. Baer 1970, 18–20.
87. Yi 2004, 42, 128.
88. Raymond 1973–4, 508–14; Faroqhi 2009, 129–30.
89. Maniatis 2001, 341–42; Yildirim 2008, 77.
90. Baer 1970; Maniatis 2001, 351–57.
91. Winter 1992, 248.
92. Masters 1988, 201.
93. Raymond 1973–4, 552–57; Masters 1988, 201–03; Ghazaleh 1999, 36, 43–44,

47–48; Yi 2004, 72–74.
94. Raymond 1973–74, 559–60; Hanna 1984, 8–9, 59; Yi 2004, 60.
95. Hanna 1984, 10; Faroqhi 2009, 214; Wilkins 2010, ch. 4.
96. Yi 2004, 85.
97. Raymond 1973–74, 568–74; Faroqhi 2009, 145–47.
98. Raymond 1973–74, 692–93; McGowan 1994, 659; Faroqhi 2009, ch. 7; Tezcan

2010, 199–212.
99. Faroqhi 2009, ch. 8; for guild riots in Istanbul, however, Yi 2004, 213–32.

100. Bodman 1963, 106–25; Masters 1988, 73, 83–93; Raymond 2002, 67–74.
101. Singer 2008.
102. Lev 2005, 4, 21, 28.
103. Marcus 1989, 212; Lev 2005, 157.
104. Lev 2005, ch. 6.
105. Marcus 1989, 214–15, 297–98.
106. Lev 2005, 68; Gerber 2010, 75.
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107. R. Leeuwen 1999, 11.
108. Kuran 2011, 110–14.
109. Auke Rijpma pointed this out to me; see also Isin 2008a, 39.
110. Cf. R. Leeuwen 1999, 65; for a European example, Cavallo 1995.
111. Gerber 2010, 68.
112. Khoury 2008; Karaman and Pamuk 2010, 607, 617–18.
113. Cf. Arjomand 2004.
114. Cohen 1984, 46.
115. Cf. Wilkins 2010, 289.
116. Cf. Friedrichs 2009 and 2010.
117. Schilling 1992.
118. Friedrichs 1975; Blickle 1981; DuPlessis and Howell 1982.
119. Yi 2004, 197–211.
120. Bodman 1963, 115.
121. Blockmans 1994.

11 Recreating European Citizenship in the Americas
1. I have benefitted from many helpful references by Simon Middleton on British

America, and Caroline Pennock on the military in Spanish America.
2. Roney 2014, ch. 3 and passim; see also Franklin 2005, 80, 82–83, 87–88, 96–99.
3. Ryerson 1974, 577, 581, 586; Schultz 1993, 28, 33; Roney 2014, ch. 7.
4. Rosswurm 1987, 49, 56, 67–70, 100; Ryerson 1978, 117–18; Nash 2005, 269–72;

Roney 2014, ch. 7.
5. Herzog 2003, 43.
6. Elliott 2006, 4.
7. Acemoglu and Robinson 2012, 9.
8. Mahoney 2010, 227; also Adelman 1999; Lange, Mahoney and vom Hau 2006.
9. Engerman and Sokoloff 1997, 2002, 2008 and 2012; also Allen, Murphy and

Schneider 2012; Bértola and Ocampo 2012, 50–52.
10. North, Summerhill and Weingast 2000.
11. Landes 1998, ch. 12.
12. Elliott 2006.
13. Compare Richter 2011, 21.
14. Bray 1972, 167.
15. Pennock 2011, 528, 529, 536.
16. Herzog 2003, 17.
17. Cline 1949.
18. Elliott 2006, 262.
19. Compare data in de Vries 1984, 39, 56–57, 59; also Kinsbruner 2005, 132;

Burkholder and Johnson 2008, 183–91. By focusing on these areas – the north-
east of the present United States, the Valley of Mexico and the Andes – this chapter
disregards the Atlantic littoral of South America, as well as the southern regions of
North America and the islands in the Caribbean, and thus by implication the
plantation economies that in so many ways dominate our picture of the NewWorld.

20. McAnear 1940, 418; Middleton 2006, 38–40.
21. Hodges 1988, 229; Seybolt 1918, 19.
22. Seybolt 1918, 4–5; Hodges 1988, 228.
23. Seybolt 1918, 34–35.
24. Seybolt 1918, 11; Hodges 1988, 228.
25. Davis 1985, ix; White 1991, 4.
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26. The following is based on Herzog 2003, ch. 3; see also Conway 2014.
27. Engerman and Sokoloff 2002, 53.
28. Grafe and Irigoin 2012, 612; also Elliott 2006, 134; Espinosa 2009, 263.
29. Urban communities were distinguished between capital (municipalidad), ciudad

with at least 4,000 inhabitants and smaller communities called pueblos.
Kinsbruner 2005, 5, 33.

30. J. Moore 1954, 79–82; Kinsbruner 2005, 33–35; Espinosa 2009, 264.
31. Kinsbruner 2005, 36, 42 (quote), 46.
32. Cline 1986, 36–41 (quote), 53–58; Pennock 2011.
33. Haskett 1991, 2742.
34. Martin 1996, 82–84.
35. J. Moore 1954, ch. 8.
36. Burkholder 1986, 82–83; also Burkholder and Chandler 1972.
37. Withington 2005, 19.
38. Lovejoy 1964.
39. Ritchie 1977, 48–50, 169, 171–72, 176–77; Hulsebosch 2005, 46–53.
40. Ritchie 1977, 182.
41. Ritchie 1977, 183–86.
42. Merwick 1990, ch. 5; also Reich 1953; Middleton 2006, 93–95; Richter 2011,

303–13.
43. Zuckerman 1970; Zimmerman 1999, ch. 2; Janiskee 2010, ch. 1. Syrett 1964, 360,

however, claims that all propertied inhabitants could vote and that ‘property qua-
lifications did not disenfranchise very many people during the late colonial and
Revolutionary periods’; also Brown 1955, 91.

44. Zimmerman 1999, 19; on Boston as a ‘city-state’, Peterson 2006.
45. Nash 1979, 30–31, 273–82.
46. Nash 1979, 54–75, 16, 199, 231–32, 282–90; also Zuckerman 1970, ch. 4.
47. Hart 2017, 200, 203.
48. This explains the unusual position of New York as highlighted in Shorto 2004.
49. Ly. Johnson 1986, 230–31.
50. Kinsbruner 2005, 91–95; also Lockhart and Schwartz 1983, 146; Johnson

1986, 243.
51. C. Archer 1977, 147.
52. Ly. Johnson 1986, 233, 246.
53. Ly. Johnson 1986, 237–39, 243.
54. Ly. Johnson 1986, 232, 244–46.
55. They are conspicuously missing in Tomlins 1999.
56. Olton 1975, 19–20.
57. Middleton 2006, 114–15.
58. Bridenbaugh 1950, 138.
59. Seybolt 1918, 12 (quote), 13.
60. Bridenbaugh 1950, 143–44; Olton 1975, 8.
61. Bridenbaugh 1950, 144–46; Olton 1975, 15–16; Roney 2014, 71, 74–78.
62. Olton 1975, 16–17.
63. Bridenbaugh 1950, 97–105.
64. Bridenbaugh 1950, 173–80; Wilentz 1984, 61–66.
65. Lynd 1967, 88–89, 93, 95–96, 104–05.
66. Ross 1988, 138; Middleton 2006, 122.
67. Zuckerman 1970, 112–13.
68. Cf. Mohl 1971, 14–15, 33; Alexander 1980, 15–21.
69. Slack 1999, 133–42.
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70. D. Schneider 1938, 9–10, 13–14; Carras 2004. For Holland, compare C. Parker
1998, ch. 6.

71. D. Schneider 1938, 65–66; also Cray 1988.
72. M. Leeuwen 2012a; Teeuwen 2012.
73. Mohl 1971, 20, 28.
74. D. Schneider 1938, 38–39.
75. Nash 1976; Alexander 1980, 86–91, 98.
76. Arrom 2000, 11, 14, 18, 51–53, 81.
77. Milton 2007, 29, 153, 161.
78. Arrom 2000, 50–53; Milton 2007.
79. Lockhart 1972, chs 2 and 6; Restall 2003, ch. 2; Mawson 2016.
80. Campbell 1976; Grafe and Irigoin 2012, 634.
81. C. Archer 1977, 137–39; Vinson 2002, 10–12.
82. Vinson 2002, 25, 105–07.
83. See Chapter 5.
84. Breen 1972, 81–83 (quote at 83).
85. Breen 1972, 84–86, 92, 96 (quote at 84).
86. Shy 1963, 177, 181–82.
87. Shy 1963, 182–83 (quote at 182).
88. Malcolm 1994.
89. Nash 2005, 216–22, 272–76; also Raphael 2013, 125–26, 131.
90. Malcolm 1994, ch. 8; Cornell 2006.
91. Nash 2005, 115–24, 152–66, 210–16, 323–39, 345–46; Richter 2011, ch. 16.
92. Cf. also Richter 2011, 212.
93. Baldwin 2009, 216.
94. Cf. Herzog 2003, 17, 61; Kinsbruner 2005, 86.
95. Grafe 2006; Grafe and Irigoin 2012.
96. Coatsworth 1998, 2005, 2008; Prados de la Escosura 2006; also Arroyo Abad,

Davies and Van Zanden 2012, 160; Arroyo Abad and Van Zanden 2016, 1202–03.
97. Cf. Przeworski and Curvale 2008; also Bulmer-Thomas 2003, 29.

Conclusions
1. As Wallerstein (1980, 38) wrote of the Dutch Republic’s golden age: ‘To be at the

summit is to be certain that the future will not be yours, howevermuch the present is;
but it is sweet nonetheless’. Also Kennedy 1987 and Bavel 2016.

2. This paragraph is based on a paper I wrote with Regina Grafe. See also Irigoin and
Grafe 2013, 217–23.

3. Cf. Gelderblom and Grafe 2010, and Gelderblom 2013.
4. De Vries 2001.
5. Wallerstein 1980, 75; Davids and Lucassen 1995, 11–19; Isaacs and Prak 1996,

208–10.
6. Grafe and Irigoin 2012, 637; Arroyo Abad and Van Zanden 2016.
7. This is a restatement of what I think is the core argument of Stasavage 2011 and

O’Brien 2014.
8. S. Kaplan 2001, chs 3–4; Fitzsimmons 2010, ch. 1.
9. Kluge 2007, 428–29; see also the essays in Haupt 2002.

10. Heuvel and Ogilvie 2013, 83; Schalk 2015, 71–74.
11. Sewell 1980; Hunt and Sheridan 1986; Prak 2014, 294–96.
12. Rosanvallon 2007, 4, 30 (quote), 45.
13. Bradburn 2009, 97–98.
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14. Hufton 1992.
15. Koekkoek 2016, chs 2–3; compare Hunt 2007, chs 4–5.
16. Bradburn 2009, 262 and ch. 7.
17. Tilly 2004, 213–15.
18. Lindert 2004, 46, 59; Bavel and Rijpma 2016, 180.
19. Lindert 2004, 20–21, chs 4 and 7.
20. Hippler 2008; also Somers 1998, 122–31.
21. Prak 1999, 272–76.
22. Best 1982, 208–09, 216–19.
23. Clark 2009, 337–44.
24. To keep in touch with the latest developments, read the works of Engin Isin and the

journal Citizenship Studies that he co-edits.
25. Isin and Nyers 2014, esp. the contributions by Hartley Dean, Teresa Pullano and

Katherine E. Tonkiss; also Isin 2008b, and Wood 2014.
26. Frug 2008; also V. Ostrom 1994.
27. Bauböck 2003, 150.
28. Faist 2001; Hooghe and Marks 2003.
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