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1. Introduction

‘In any event, it was surely one of Europe's great advantages that its first capitalist entrepreneurs worked and
flourished in autonomous city-states, hence political units where the influence of landed wealth was necessarily
limited [...]. Fragmentation, as we have seen, entailed competition, specifically competition among equals'.1 Thus
David Landes explained the exceptional economic growth of early modern Europe. The absence of a single
ecumenical empire, together with division into city-states and nation-states, created the conditions under which
resources, science, and technology came to be used in an international contest for power.

The political structure of the Dutch Republic (1579-1795) was a microcosm of the European one. Other parts of
Europe had known fragmentation into small political units too, but by the seventeenth century few countries had such
a complex constitution as the Dutch confederation of provinces. The central body of the system consisted of the
States General and the Council of State, occasionally “headed' by one of the Princes of Orange. Yet the provinces
remained sovereign. Within those provinces, cities had inherited a special legal status, which was further enhanced
during the time of the Revolt. Another area in which there was heterogeneity was that, although Calvinism was the
preferred religion among public authorities, several other major denominations were tolerated. A “Dutch’ community
with common cultural structures and legitimacy norms simply did not exist. Even the provinces were confederations
of rural areas and towns rather than integrated political systems.

Such fragmentation into semi-autonomous units had a major impact upon the execution of economic policy by
the central state. Nevertheless, following Jonathan Israel, the Dutch state was “exceptionally strong and efficient' as
compared to other major European states, with a “capacity [...] to protect and promote the vital interests of the first
world-trade entrepf)t'.3 Israel's view of a strong state seems to ignore the advantages of a federation. Was Dutch
economic development fostered by fragmentation and competition, or was it due to efficiency in economic policy?

This article examines the array of capacities of the Dutch state and the impact of the internal contest for power
during 1570-1670. First, the main tasks of the central state are delineated, such as the protection of national territory
and economic war policies. Tariffs, monetary reforms, and monopolies that were imposed nationwide will be
discussed next. Then, the economic policies of the provinces are raised, dealing with fiscal strategies, rural policy,
and methods to promote trade and industry. Finally, policy-making of the cities is discussed, dealing with guilds,
urban settlement, and welfare.

Throughout these levels, however, several categories of economic policy can be discerned. A first category
concerns the creation of favourable conditions for production bearing indirectly upon the economy, such as defence
and the safeguarding of property rights, health policies and care for the poor. A second category comprises more
direct economic involvement, by granting monopolies and subsidies, and by generating demand through public
expenditure. Finally, government bodies can also act as economic actors, for example by constructing wharves,
mills, or foundries. As will be seen, this third category was virtually nonexistent in the Dutch case, because the central
state, which limited itself to more indirect economic policies, left most direct economic exertions to local authorities.

2. Defence and economic war policies

Defence against outside attack was delegated to the States General and the Council of State in The Hague. An army
of the Republic was set up, under the command of the Stadhouder of Holland, and also a navy, divided over five
admiralty boards. As most other administrative tasks were taken care of by regional and local authorities, defence
expenditures formed the lion's share of the central budget. Only a minor portion was devoted to central



administration, foreign policy, and service of the Republic debt.4

On the whole, defence policy proved effective during the period under consideration, at least as it concerns the
defence of the territory of the Republic. Yet it required a dramatic increase of overall expenditures. The 2.9 million
guilders budgeted annually in the 1580s for the war against Spain increased to over 22 million guilders in the 1630s.
These amounts fell after the conclusion of peace in 1648, but climbed again in the 1650s due to the first Anglo-Dutch
War and the Dutch naval expedition to the Baltic. In the 1660s another peak was reached, caused by the second
Anglo-Dutch War, with central expenses amounting to over 30 million guilders. Expenditures slowed down after the
1670s and were to increase again only in the eighteenth century.5

The demand generated by the central expenditures of the Republic affected mainly the area of provisioning.
Naturally, troops and sailors had to be fed and dressed. These deliveries were mainly local, so that it was the
surrounding areas of garrisons and admiralties that profited. Major orders resulted from the construction of vessels
for the navy. However, due to mismanagement by the admiralties and because of failing payments by the provinces,
fewer ships were actually built than originally planned. Therefore, in cases of foreign threat, most of the men-of-war
needed had to be hired or bought. But in the 1650s matters improved, and at least sixty vessels were buiIt.6

Another area of government demand was the construction of fortifications, which saw a boom in the late sixteenth
century. Walls and fortresses were built on the order of city councils, but such works could also be ordered by the
States General and the Council of State. The funding of these projects came partly from the central budget, partly
from the province, and the remainder from the township. Bulwarks and ramparts were carefully designed by
engineers, the most famous being Simon Stevin and Adriaan Anthonisz.7

The role of the central state as employer was limited, as the central government remained small. Only a couple of
hundred civil servants came to be employed in government offices. The navy and the army were more important in
this regard, although many of the troops - and even some of the officers - were foreigners.

The expenses of the central government were only for a minor part (about one-fifth) covered by central fiscal
revenues. The Republic imposed tariffs on incoming and outgoing goods, the so-called convooien en licenten, which
were collected by the five admiralty boards. The income from these tariffs was spent directly for the protection of
international trade and for warfare at sea. Furthermore, the central state imposed a tax on the wholesale of salt, a
stamp duty, temporary taxes on beer and soap, and a duty on passports. These restricted revenues were generally
used directly to cover the costs of the governing bodies in The Hague. And finally, taxes were introduced in the
conquered areas and in the so-called Generality lands. But this tax income was small and the proceeds went to the
local administration of those areas again.

The remainder of the central budget, about 80%, was borne by the autonomous fiscal structures of the provinces.
During the sixteenth century all provinces had constructed some sort of bureaucratic machinery, mainly for the
purpose of tax collection. Each agreed on paying a fixed quota, ranging from a mere 3.5% for the poorest province,
Overijssel, to 58% for Holland, the wealthiest province, housing almost half the Republic's popula’rion.10

Due to the crucial role of Holland in meeting the costs of war, that province exerted a strong influence upon the
foreign policy of the Republic. Also, most federal institutions were located nearby the Holland provincial government
in The Hague. Nevertheless, Holland always had to reckon with other provinces' preferences, because of the one-
province-one-vote system in the States General.11 This fact brought about an intensive tradition of bargaining and
trade-off politics.

Of enormous significance for trade and industry were the economic war policies. The blockade of the access
route to the port of Antwerp in 1585 and the closing of the Scheldt thereafter immediately ruled out one of the major
competitors in international trade, namely, the Southern Netherlands. The merchants of Amsterdam and other Dutch
ports profited tremendously. The blockade proved less advantageous for the harbours of Zeeland, though. In the
short run, a city like Middelburg gained, as it managed to take over several of Antwerp's functions, yet in the long run
international trade routes were shifted to the north, avoiding the Zeeland area altogether.12

Prohibitions of export to certain countries were rare. When there were prohibitions, the reasons were political, for
example the embargo imposed on trade with France in 1657 and 1688 in response to French mercantilist measures,
and on English trade during the wars in 1653 and 1665.13 Another instrument was the Dutch river blockades, such
as those imposed in the 1620s and 1630s. Several items were banned from export to nearby enemy territories,
notably arms, ammunition, copper, and naval stores, but also foodstuffs, timber, and horse fodder. Such blockades
were always highly controversial. In 1621-1622, for example, Holland reluctantly agreed, and only on the condition
that herring, fish, and salt were exempted. Yet a couple of years later, several Holland towns would welcome the
blockade on the eastern border. In this case, Haarlem and Leiden eagerly wished to shut out Westphalian
manufactures, whereas the maritime harbours profited from the diversion of trade from the inland towns in
Gelderland and Overijssel.14



At times, export bans with a more protectionist character were enacted. The measures were almost always ad
hoc, such as a prohibition on the export of wool in 1591 in order to protect the Dutch textile industry, and a law in
1593 prohibiting the import of pins. Another set of laws dating from 1614 prohibited import of dyed woollens, and was
followed by similar acts in 1634, 1650, and 1663, whereas a law of 1630 concerned tick weaveries. The latter were
voted for because of the poor situation of the domestic industry. Explicitly in retaliation against protective measures
by England, the import of English cloth was banned in 1651, at the instigation of Leiden drapers. Similar temporary
reprisals were carried out against French mercantilist policies, the restrictions being abandoned again after the end of
each of the Franco-Dutch wars. In the meantime, import duties for wool were always very low in order to stimulate
the textile industry. After 1655, they were even absent.15

3. Tariffs, monetary reforms, and monopolies

Thus, although free trade was generally acclaimed, certain sectors in the United Provinces did have some measure
of protection, albeit less than elsewhere in Europe.1 But in the imposition of most other tariffs, the fiscal argument
(to pay for the navy) was the primary motivation. Customs duties originated from the city convooien, which were
transformed into provincial duties in the 1570s. They were followed by a general list of tariffs for the whole Republic in
1581 with the purpose of financing the war at sea. But it took a long time to obtain uniform levels. For example, in the
1590s Deventer still levied higher duties on beer produced by Dutch cities like Delft, Dordrecht, and Kampen than on
beer coming from England, Libeck, Hamburg, or Bremen. Another thorny issue was trade with the enemy.
Prohibition of such trade resulted in frequent evasions and frauds. It proved more profitable to levy high duties
instead. These duties on trade with the enemy were henceforth called licenten.

A new list of customs duties was published in 1584, although due to strong opposition from Amsterdam and
Enkhuizen, several duties had to be lowered. The first major increase was approved in 1603, in response to the poor
financial situation of the admiralties. As a result of the Twelve Years' Truce, duties were lowered in 1609-1621, but
with the resumption of war most duties returned to the 1603 level. Apart from some minor additions, tariffs remained
at the same level up to the end of the war in 1648. Then, after an initial lowering, they were increased overall by one-
third in 1651-1655.

In addition, temporary duties existed for specific trade routes for which navy protection was not sufficient. In such
cases, a board of directors was set up, whose services were paid for by a levy on cargo. An example of the latter was
the board set up in Amsterdam in 1625 for trade with the Levant, which suffered severely from attacks by booty-
seeking pirates. This board had the power to enforce the convoying and arming of ships. On occasion it negotiated
with pirates, though usually with no effect. In 1631 another board was set up, this time for trade with the Baltic and
Norway, because of continual attacks by Dunkirk privateers.19

Still, despite the enormous pressures of war and the impoverished condition of the navy, the ordinary tariffs of the
Dutch Republic never exceeded 5%, which was quite low in comparison with other countries. After the 1620s the
additional costs of the navy were increasingly paid out of provincial taxes. Higher customs duties were opposed by
the influential merchant communities wishing to protect the Dutch position in international trade. An additional
problem was that each of the five admiralties tried to favour the province and city in which it was stationed:
Amsterdam, Rotterdam, Middelburg, Hoorn (taking turns with Enkhuizen), and Dokkum (later Harlingen). Therefore,
frauds in tariffs were deliberately condoned by local authorities so as to stimulate shipping at the expense of other
ports. Thus, although import and export duties were decided upon centrally, much of the implementation remained
local.

The tariffs were at times highly disadvantageous for specific trading communities. Zeeland bitterly witnessed a
further decline of its prosperity with the lifting of the blockade of the Flemish ports of Ostend, Nieuwpoort, and
Blankenberge. As a grain-producing province, Zeeland eagerly desired higher duties on incoming cereals, whereas
Amsterdam (and Holland) defended the “free trade policy' for the benefit of its staple market. But within Holland
disagreements existed too. The Truce period (1609-1621), with a lowering of tariffs, proved detrimental for the textile
industry. Leiden, Delft, and Gouda soon pressed for an increase of tariffs on cloth to the wartime level. The situation
improved only after the resumption of war. However, with the signing of the peace in 1648, import tariffs dropped,
and again the industrial towns of Holland noticed a sharp drop in production due to cheap manufactured imports from
Flanders, Liege, and Westphalia. Eventually, the 1651 tariff list was a compromise between manufacturing and trade-
oriented towns.

As with tariffs, monetary policy was a matter of coming to terms with conflicts of interest between regions.
Depreciation was always much feared among trade-oriented circles. Yet even the maritime provinces had resorted to
such despised measures. As soon as Holland and Zeeland became effectively independent in the 1570s, these



provincial governments devalued their silver coinage considerably. Moreover, each of the seven provinces,
considering itself sovereign after liberation, claimed the right to mint money, which had hitherto been centralized in
Dordrecht. Holland even had two mints (for its northern and southern halves), whereas several towns in the east part
of the Republic had received imperial coining privileges in the Middle Ages. The output of these mints varied
considerably in unit and alloy, bringing confusion to commercial transactions.22

The Mintmasters-General encountered strong provincial opposition in their efforts to increase supervision. But by
the time of the Truce, the central government - mainly through effective policies of the Bank of Amsterdam and
through strict regulation of the bullion market - managed to obtain a reasonably stable coin system based on the
silver daalder. Rates of exchange were officially established by the States General. To maintain these standards,
after 1647 the central government insisted that one-third of the foreign mints be reserved for minting purposes.23

Monetary reform was necessary after the value of silver in the standard coins had declined. In 1659, an official
stamp was set on the distinction between real money and money of account, the terms being “current' money and
“bank’ money. The standard coin was assigned a lower intrinsic value, yet the wisselbanken were statutorily required
to assess their coins at their former official values. The reform was accompanied by a temporary ban on the export of
siIver.24

In a more direct way, the central government influenced trade by granting monopolies to specific companies. In
order to combat excessive competition in the Far Eastern trade in the 1590s, the authorities urged several merchant
companies to merge in 1602, creating the Verenigde Oostindische Compagnie, or East India Company. This large-
scale permanent enterprise obtained a monopoly on trade with the East Indies by decree of the States General.
Initially the monopoly was to last ten years, but it was always renewed up to the end of the Republic.

Plans to set up a similar West India Company had been in the air as early as 1606, yet it was halted in view of the
expected truce with Spain. In 1614, a four-year monopoly was granted by the States General to the Compagnie van
Nieuw Nederland for trade in furs with North America. This monopoly was partly transferred to the West India
Company in 1621, which came to dominate trade with the Americas. And in order to combat English whalers, the

Noordse Compagnie was granted a monopoly on whaling, which lasted until 1642.25

4. Provincial strategies in taxation, trade, and rural policy

As noted above, few central taxes were imposed. Instead, the provinces retained fiscal autonomy, paying the
required sums according to a fixed quota to the central government. Naturally, taxation strategies varied widely from
one province to the other, due to the differing institutional make-up of the provincial governments. Inland, the semi-
autonomous corporations of the gentry and the traditional division into rural areas weighed relatively more heavily. In
the maritime west, cities had an overwhelming influence in provincial governments, where they outvoted the rural and
noble delegates.26 Nevertheless, everywhere the main argument for provincial taxation was fiscal, resulting in the
levy of those duties which were likely to provoke the least resistance. The consequence was that traditional local
duties endured, with some new taxes added only in the maritime regions.

Another factor explaining the fiscal variety among the provinces has to do with the old crown domains that had
passed into the hands of provincial authorities. Friesland was the province owning the most extensive domains, and
therefore needing less recourse to taxation. But in most other provinces the extent of such domains had been
drastically reduced. Many domains had been sold during the 1560s because of financial difficulties of Philip Il, and
the policy of the independent provinces themselves had been directed to sale of these lands too.

A further influence on fiscal strategies was the number of towns in the area. Urbanized regions could easily levy
indirect taxes on consumption and trade, whereas rural districts had no choice but to obtain their funds from taxation
of land. Taxes on property were less elastic and more difficult to assess as compared to excises and customs. This is
not to say that taxation did not affect trade. In Holland, the province which levied the most excises, complaints were
voiced over the heavy overall burden of taxation. The burden was not a figment of the imagination, as this province
was depicted by foreign contemporaries, too, as being the most heavily taxed in Europe.28

A major side effect of the emphasis on public finance at the provincial level was the emergence of consolidated
provincial debts. When expenses could not be paid out of current tax revenues, loans were contracted, which were
converted by the provincial government into long-term obligations. The most famous example is the public debt of
Holland, which sky-rocketed as a result of the Eighty Years' War. Payment of the debt was secured by a wide array
of excises and occasional levies on property. Rates of interest were modest, declining from 8 to 12% in the late
sixteenth century to only 4% at the end of the seventeenth century.29 But the investments were highly secure, which
was a major advantage for merchants wanting to spread their risks. Other secure investments were bonds sold by
the Republic, the provinces of Zeeland and Utrecht, the five admiralties, and the major cities.30 Manifold investors in



the debt (among them many town council members, responsible for voting on new taxes) profited increasingly from
the state. Debt charges came to absorb more than half of the expenses of the province of Holland in the 16605.31

Despite the high tax burden in the Republic, which was caused from first to last by war, taxation did to some
extent stimulate commercialization. It instigated peasants to produce for the market and it channelled funds to the
larger urban communities. And although fiscal demands were quite burdensome in the maritime west, urban
capitalists invested huge sums in the countryside again by way of land reclamation and canals.

Of course, such rural policies varied by region. Cities exerted a major influence in drainage boards, partly
because so much land was owned by burghers, and partly because the main investors in polder projects were urban
based. Supervision of dikes, dunes, and polders was traditionally entrusted to specific boards of dijkgraven,
heemraden, and waterschappen. Maintenance of dikes and polders was an obligation divided among the households
that benefited from it; the boards supervised the system and fined the negligent. In general, provincial authorities
intervened only indirectly.33

Before the Revolt, supervision of sea dikes had been vested in provincial authorities. In the 1570s however, this
tradition was largely neglected in Holland, and only revived after the floods of the 1670s. Occasionally, the province
intervened, such as in 1587 over the neglected Schellingwoudse Dijk, for which the provincial government provided
2,500 guilders, and in 1610 for the construction of a dike near Callantsoog at an estimated cost of 60,000 guilders.
Upon request of the island of Texel, provincial authorities also supervised construction of a sea dike. The province
showed concern for the Westfriesche Zeedijk too, which they tried to improve by promising a monetary subsidy of
200,000 guilders.>*

As in Holland, the local drainage boards in neighbouring Utrecht and Zeeland held much power. No provincial
inspection existed, the provinces restricting their task to approving the decisions of the boards and settling disputes.
In Zeeland, though, some financial support was provided by the province for impoverished polders bordering the sea,
the so-called calamiteuze polders.

In the province of Groningen, a much more active rural policy was pursued. Here, provincial inspection of sea
dikes was a general rule, which can be explained by the fact that the province was a major landowner itself, after
confiscation of former church lands in 1594. In 1650, the province even paid for two-thirds of the pileworks, the
remainder of the financing being provided by landowners. In Friesland, too, the province exercised close scrutiny
starting in 1579 through a provincial board of commissioners that oversaw the local drainage boards. This
supervision proved effective, for example in 1610, when floods had devastated several sea dikes. As the repair work
carried out by the local boards was insufficient, the province promulgated a rule that the dikes be improved to a
specified height. Furthermore, common watermarks were established for whole regions and for sluices in particular,
which was an important aid for shipping. Also, the dikes of the Middelzee were constructed by the province of
Friesland.

Polder construction was a major concern in Holland, Utrecht, and Friesland in particular, although most of the
provincial intervention was indirect. Provinces offered tax exemptions to new landowners for a considerable period of
time, bought land from unwilling participants, and granted far-reaching self-governing powers to the new polder
boards. Holland and Utrecht were especially interested because of the damage to land from extensive peateries.
Peat digging had created lakes, which reduced tax revenues from land. From 1592 and 1593 onwards, several
decrees were issued by the provinces of Holland and Utrecht, stipulating that drainage boards were to be responsible
for making the land fit to use again after the peat had been dug away. These measures proved little effective, though,
and improvements came about only in the eighteenth century through the introduction of a specific tax called
stuiversgeld.37

However, not all rural policies were aimed at the improvement of economic conditions in the countryside. In 1531,
the towns of Holland had won in a conflict with landlords over trade and industry in rural areas. This Order op de
Buitennering prohibited retail trade between countryfolk and townspeople and the establishment of new industries
within the vicinity of towns. Cities frequently disputed the right of weighage in villages and tried to obstruct transport
routes that avoided their markets.

Urban powers became more extensive after the Revolt, as cities came to dominate the body politic. The
provincial government of Groningen even granted the city of Groningen a highly disputed set of staple rights in 1599,
which forced the surrounding countryside to conduct its trade through the city market. Brewing of beer by inhabitants
of rural areas was prohibited too. In 1600, the States General even promulgated a rule, for the whole Republic, that
all breweries outside cities had to be demolished.39

Nevertheless, some rural industry sprang up, at times even with the support of urban elites. Around Tilburg a
significant woollen industry developed, as Leiden entrepreneurs wished to profit from low wage levels in the
countryside. But the most famous example of a successful rural industrial area was the Zaanstreek in Holland. The
villages there, which had been employed by Amsterdam in the wood trade, started to develop their own mills and



wharves, aided by their knowledge of trade routes, the low level of wages, the absence of guilds, cheap land, and an
abundance of timber.40

Trade conflicts were frequent among cities too. The assignment of market rights, together with the authorization
of weigh-houses, had been transferred to provincial authorities during the Revolt. Neighbouring towns bickered over
the right to hold annual fairs. Claims by staple markets (such as Groningen and Dordrecht) even drew distant
communities into the disputes.41

Due to conflicting interests of trading cities in Holland, shipping was hardly stimulated by this province. Only a
couple of actions were undertaken, such as the deepening of the Dordsche Kil in 1599 and 1650, and the
improvement of the Merwede in 1596. Some canals were dug, which improved communications between cities, in
particular for the trekschuit system. The existing regular shipping services between towns, the beurtveren, were
intensified too. The costs were borne by local communities and financed by way of fares and local duties. However,
intercity rivalries prevented the digging of several new canals.42

Utrecht, a province less affected by such rivalry among cities, proved more active, and deepened the Vaartsche
Rijn, widened the Eem River, and took care of the shallow parts of the Rhine and the Lek. The silting up of major
rivers worried the inland provinces in particular. For rivers at the eastern border of the Republic, some funds were
even provided by the central authorities - not to stimulate shipping, but as a defence strategy. However, no effective
policy came about, due to provincial bickering over costs. In a struggle over sovereignty, moreover, Arnhem refused
to allow the Council of State to supervise the works in its territory. Indeed, by 1672 the Rhine had become so shallow
that French enemy troops experienced no difficulties at all in crossing the river.43

In comparison with waterways, roads over land were neglected even more. Their maintenance was delegated to
local rural boards or waterschappen. For a long time, roads were made only to fill in the gaps in the network of
waterways. Holland issued a decree in 1645 for the construction of roads, which was hardly efficacious. Again, more
than any other province, Utrecht took care of its roads over land, in particular through ordinances of 1662 and 1666
stipulating general rules for the condition of roads and bridges. But frequent coach services came into being only
after 1660. Coach travel was not very comfortable, as the first non-urban paved road dated only from 1671,
connecting Hoorn to Enkhuizen.44

Although provincial action to stimulate trade was rare, it was not totally absent. Upon request, new tools and
processes were granted patents. A patent typically granted exclusive rights to production for a certain number of
years, mostly ten to fifteen, the province imposing penalties on the use of the invention without authorization.
Renewals and methods learned abroad were protected too.45

An exceptionally strong protection existed for the herring fisheries, the "'mother trade' of the Dutch. A board was
installed, in which the following cities held seats: Rotterdam, Den Briel, Delft, Schiedam, and Enkhuizen. This College
van de Grote Visserij supervised trade, controlled the barrelling and salting of the fish, coordinated journeys,
protected the vessels with convoys, collected taxes from the fishermen, and from 1625 even exerted high legal
powers over the vessels and their crew. The board declined requests from new centres of herring fisheries wishing to
be represented.

The central state supplemented protection of the fisheries with a couple of measures. Export of Dutch fishing
boats was prohibited, and export of material for shipbuilding, such as rope and masts, was permitted only by explicit
consent. Staves and herring barrels were not to be exported either, and high import duties were levied on foreign-
caught herring. As for whaling, similar rules were imposed: Dutch sailors were not allowed to take part in whaling for
another country, and materials for whaling were not to be expor‘[ed.46 As for other goods, few regulations existed at
all. Madder, a typical Dutch crop used for dyeing, was protected by an export ban on its seeds and the necessary
tools. A prohibition on the import of pepper and nutmeg was issued because of rumours about dilution of the Dutch
East India spice trade. Similar rules prevented the mingling of hops and the dilution of flax with hemp in the 16205.47

5. Urban economic policies

Trade and industry were influenced less by the central state than by the urban keuren. Indeed, local government was
given a boost by the Revolt at the expense of central power. City councils, whose members were predominantly
chosen by co-option and only rarely by the guilds, saw their powers increase. The larger cities gained a significant
say in the provincial government, and thus had a voice in increasing provincial taxes. The powers of judicial bodies
remained largely unchanged, most responsibilities devolving to city sheriff and bailiffs. In some provinces, a higher
court of appeal existed. But in the case of Holland the jurisdiction of such courts was quite limited, as any lawsuit
against a city government could be appealed only after the city council in question had approved of the
intervention.



Towns, in general, took care of their own roads, bridges, embankments, culverts, fortifications, hygiene, and (at
the end of the seventeenth century) lighting. To raise the necessary funds, the inhabitants of the street were often
charged with additional duties, or neighbourhoods were charged explicitly with a task. Houses could be expropriated
to make room for fortifications or market places. Polluting industries were located at the periphery, and dredgers were
bought to keep canals and harbours clean. To increase security, a town like Hoorn stipulated in 1608 that all
thatched roofs should be replaced by tiled ones. Firefighting was a semi-official task, which was extended after the
fire engine was improved in the 1670s.

At harbours and markets, taxes (weighage duties) were paid and wares were inspected on site. The unloading of
ships was strictly regulated. For instance, peat had to be carried by official town carriers. Towns intervened in the
way goods were sold on the market, and specific locations were assigned.50

For the protection of their trade overseas, cities housing one of the five boards of the admiralty cherished this
institution. They aimed at the appointment of officers willing to listen to their faction's interests. Although all harbours
could appeal to the service of the convoying vessels of the navy, some organized their own convoys too. Such
companies were not always merely defensive: those with obvious pirating purposes sometimes received
authorization from city councils.

For transactions at home, a major step forward was the institution of the public bank of Amsterdam in 1609, the
famous Amsterdamse Wisselbank. Originally, its main task was to combat disorder in money circulation, the city
granting the new bank a monopoly on exchange. But the bank's role was extended such that any bill of exchange
valued at more than six hundred guilders had to be deposited with the bank, with the result that almost all leading
merchants held an account with the bank. Although the bank's statutes forbade the use of its stocks for commercial
credits (funds were to be deposited only), a loan was granted to the East India Company in 1615, and again several
times later during the period of the Republic. And in 1624, Amsterdam lent funds to the provincial government, drawn
from the bank's funds. The capital was never paid back. The new town hall was partly financed by the bank too, and
in 1650 the city advanced bank funds to the Stadhouder William II.52

Similar public banks, though none with a role comparable to the Amsterdam Bank, were set up in Middelburg
(1616), Delft (1621), and Rotterdam (1635), all supervised by their respective city council. The Bank of Middelburg
also advanced sums to both the East and the West India Companies. In addition, almost every major town had its
own municipal lending bank. In Amsterdam, for example, the Bank van Leeninge was set up in 1614, advancing
funds to small private ventures and major merchant enterprises alike. The establishment of these public banks
lowered transaction costs significantly. Moreover, a Chamber of Assurance (also under supervision of city authorities)
came to control the insurance business. The sale of goods was channelled increasingly through the public bourses
(in Amsterdam since 1611). Price lists were published, for all to read. The general careful management of funds
secured the existing system of property rights, which favoured the growth of commerce and allowed an unequalled
accumulation of capital, with lower rates of interest than elsewhere.

In this way, through the endorsement of local institutions like banks and bourses, city authorities pursued an
active economic policy. They also judged over guild regulations. Some guilds were even erected by city authorities.
But the guilds' claim of share in city government was small. During the Revolt, city authorities managed to further
minimize the influence of the guilds, although it must be stated that guilds had traditionally been weak in the
mercantile communities.54

In this respect Dutch guilds differed from similar bodies in other parts of Europe. But there were other differences
as well. In contrast to most guilds in German cities, not all Dutch guilds had forced membership for persons engaged
in their trade, and not always did the guilds own a monopoly on production. Many new industries had no guilds, for
instance sugar and silk production in Amsterdam. Also, some guilds were loosely constructed and had few
restrictions, whereas others included merchants or reders, whose interests were primarily in quality improvement.
Dutch guilds were also less closely supervised by public authorities as compared to France, where guilds had been
erected by the Crown with the purpose of benefiting the central government in Paris through the regulation of tax
payments.55

One of the industries in which city governments showed great interest was shipbuilding. Land was consistently
set aside for use by shipbuilders. There was a sharp increase in such development projects around 1600. Up to the
late seventeenth century, cities frequently subsidized the development of new shipbuilding docks and constructed
cranes for aiding native shipbuilding.56 Likewise, urban economic policies supported the more traditional textile and
beer industries.

Restrictions on production were imposed, nevertheless, by the power of city authorities to limit the number of
masters and journeymen. As the Dutch economy grew, proprietors of smaller workshops demanded more protection
against “foreign' competition. New guilds came to be erected in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth century too,
even in the maritime trading centres. As for wages, however, local authorities meddled only to the extent of protecting
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journeymen when master artisans tried to lower existing wage rates.

Some guilds acted to prevent mechanization. In Rotterdam, a major fulling mill could not be erected, as city
authorities feared violence from the journeymen. In Amsterdam, timber sawers protested the introduction of a
sawmill, which was invented in 1592. They ultimately lost, however. In Leiden, in 1604, the guild of ribbon makers
objected to mechanization by means of a ribbon loom producing up to twelve ribbons at the same time. At first, city
authorities were prepared to listen to the guild's demands. Then, it was feared that production was going to shift to
Delft (where the guild was more tolerant), and Leiden had the new loom installed after aII.58

Obviously, intercity rivalries created possibilities for entrepreneurs bent on modernizing. Whereas the Utrecht
guild of tick weavers was highly restrictive, Rotterdam and Schiedam gave this industry greater liberty. As central
restrictions were absent in the Dutch Republic, crippling regulations imposed by guilds in one town could not
seriously hamper the welfare of the rest.59

6. Settlement policy and the attraction of skilled workers

Another area having a major bearing on economic policy was the settlement of migrants. Towns manipulated the
number of inhabitants by raising or lowering the requirements for citizenship (poorterschap), although one could often
be an inhabitant (ingezetene) without being a burgher or poorter. For example, the rates for poorterschap in
Amsterdam were increased in 1624, 1630, 1634, and again in 1650. Ingezetenen, however, enjoyed fewer privileges,
whereas membership of most guilds was only open to poorters.60

A major influx of new inhabitants occurred during 1585-1595, continuing up to the 1620s, made up of fugitives
from the Southern provinces. Exact numbers are unknown, yet estimates mention a level of 125,000. In some
Northern cities (Leiden and Haarlem) as many as two-thirds of the inhabitants were refugees from the South. In the
late seventeenth century, another substantial exodus followed, this time consisting of French Huguenots, numbering
50,000 to 75,000. They started to arrive in 1661, and the main wave followed in the 16803.61

During these massive migrations, many city authorities pursued an active policy to attract the skilled artisans and
merchants among the flow. They offered specific advantages, such as tax privileges, free housing, and free
burghership, and even working capital bearing no rent. Often, the new settlers were allowed to practise their trade
outside the guilds. At times, premiums were even paid. For example, in 1577 the city of Haarlem contracted Jan
Hendrixsz from Duffel in Brabant, who promised to work for six years in Haarlem in return for 72 guilders. In 1598 34
immigrants obtained sums ranging from 300 to 700 pounds for operating a loom in Haarlem. Rotterdam, likewise,
offered privileges to immigrant Flemish entrepreneurs. Gouda converted six disused monasteries into workshops for
weaving and dyeing tapestries, manned by Flemish refugees. In Leiden, Walloon immigrants introduced new mills for
the fulling of woollen cloth in 1585, and the manufacture of light cloth was given a boost by refugees from
Hondschoote. The new products opened up fresh markets and diversified production, making it less vulnerable to
fluctuations in demand.

Similarly, with the arrival of French Huguenots in the late seventeenth century, towns offered favourable
settlement conditions for this new wave of entrepreneurs. As a result, several luxury trades were stimulated, mainly in
printing and paper making, the manufacture of soft hats, silk and velvet, yarn and cambric, fans and printed wall
paper, and glass.

Other immigrants also benefited from favourable settlement conditions. In 1610, the city of Rotterdam attracted a
large group of Portuguese Jewish merchants by allowing them to hold their own religious services. And weavers from
Aken (Aix-la-Chapelle) who settled in Amsterdam in 1614 demanded, and got, a subsidy of 50 guilders for each
loom.” " In all, during the seventeenth century the Dutch Republic was a net recipient of immigrants from a large part
of Europe. Living conditions in the maritime west of the Dutch Republic seemed attractive. And indeed, recent
calculations have shown that in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries purchasing power compared
favourably with other major European countries.65

But urban settlement policies did not always yield a net profit for the region. Several towns in Holland tried to
pinch skilled workers from each other. In 1595, Delft secretly attracted Flemish textile manufacturers living in Leiden
by offering them 900 guilders, free housing, and free labour. Alkmaar persuaded the famous damask-producer
Passchier Lammertijn to move from Haarlem by offering him an interest-free loan, free housing, and some orphans
as unsalaried workers for his workshop. Also, eight major merchant-entrepreneurs in says and fustians left Leiden
and settled in Haarlem, for which they received a premium of 1200 guilders each. And in 1616 Hoorn drew on the city
budget to build houses for wool weavers from Alkmaar.

Guilds could prove restrictive to the settlement of foreigners. At times, native-born craftsmen enjoyed priority,



such as in Amsterdam, where journeyman masons and carpenters had the right to demand expulsion of foreigners in
case of insufficient work. In 1632, Amsterdam hatmakers were forbidden to contract foreigners. Foreign craftsmen
could also be obliged to cede part of their wages to the guild. In The Hague, the period of training for immigrant linen
weavers was doubled. Yet such regulations were by no means valid for all guilds or for all cities. Leiden's guilds, for
example, had no such restrictive policies.

Of course, public authorities were apt to clash with guilds, if they tried to attract skilled foreigners by
compromising guild regulations. Frequently mentioned privileges granted by city authorities to immigrants were
exemption from a master's test and exemption from guild dues. Guilds sometimes protested such actions on the part
of the city; for example, in 1590 the Haarlem guild for carpenters and chest makers demanded that Flemish loom
makers should pass a general master's test in carpentry. But the city declined the request in view of the enormous
contribution of Flemish loom makers to the material well-being of the city.68

7. Welfare and health policies

As for welfare policies, the central state and the provinces left most of the work to local authorities. The running of
many almshouses and orphanages was turned over to the city after the church applied to the city for support. Some
health care was provided by doctors and midwives paid from city funds. Public schools were established, alongside
the parochial ones.69 And despite the lack of central legislation, the system of relief for the poor in the Dutch
Republic was, by contemporary standards, relatively well organized. Foreign travellers noticed fewer vagrants and
vagabonds roaming about than elsewhere. They praised charitable institutions for their number, wealth, and
efficiency, and marvelled at the fact that the bread distributed as alms was made of wheat instead of the expected
coarse rye.

Of great importance is that during the Revolt monastic lands were confiscated. Revenues from church property
had been used to maintain the clergy, but as the new clergy was radically reduced in size, funds were liberated for
the purposes of charity and education. Indirectly, this policy influenced the level of literacy, which was quite high in
comparison with other countries.71

As far as welfare is concerned, competition among religious sects proved advantageous. Almost every
denomination maintained its own system of relief for the poor. Due to the requirement of the Calvinist church that one
had to be a member in order to receive support, other churches organized their own relief to prevent loss of
members. Welfare payments from the city were often no more than supplementary. In addition, some guilds had their
own relief funds for widows, the elderly, and the disabled. But the number of poor seems to have increased
dramatically during the early 1650s due to the first Anglo-Dutch War. Leiden, for example, was notorious for the large
number of poor within its city walls. Amsterdam faced enormous difficulties in providing for the destitute, among
whom were large numbers of Walloons. The cities were able to manage only by passing on costs to religious
institutions.72

Although charity was widespread throughout the Republic, relief for the poor was not overly generous.
Poorhouses and other relief for the poor invariably functioned under restrictions, such as requirements of church
membership or several years' residence in the town. Unemployed and begging strangers were expelled from towns,
or even from the province, as was the case in the province of Holland in 1589. Brass and tin workers coming from
outside the province of Holland were refused admittance in 1608, 1622, 1623, and 1644. In Zeeland, it was even
decided to return penniless Calvinist refugees to the Spanish-controlled territories. In addition, in almost all provinces,
forced labour was practised in public workhouses, called tuchthuizen, spinhuizen, and rasphuizen, and on the town
fortifications. Most orphanages boarded out (male) inmates over seven years of age too. Punishment in the form of
assignment to galleys or forced labour for one of the India Companies was rare, though.73

Dutch charity as a whole could not provide a reasonable living standard for the working class. Therefore, Joel
Mokyr's allegation that the welfare system raised the wage level must be discarded. The sums spent on relief for the
poor were simply too small, and they were partly paid in kind, such as in bread and turf. But Dutch charity certainly
did see to it that the lower classes did not starve, as was stated by Jan Luiten van Zanden recently, in particular
during the low season and periods of high unemployment.74

Regulation of food prices supplemented the local welfare system. In times of dearth, such as in 1571/1573,
1585/1587, 1596/1597, 1624, and 1630/1631, towns issued keuren and ordonnanties to maintain the living standard
of the poor. Such regulations included fixing maximum prices, inspecting wares, obliging wealthy burghers to store
provisions, distributing bread, and even seizing food provisions. Prohibitions were issued for the transit and export of
foodstuffs, for the production of starch, beer, and brandy, and for the baking of white bread, rusks, and cake.
Advance buying (before goods entered the market), which forced prices up, was sometimes banned. In general, food



hoarding, monopolies, and speculation in trade were discouraged by local authorites as much as possible.
Occasionally, such food-price regulations were even promulgated at the provincial level, such as in 1596 and
1630.75

Price policies existed for land too, for example when a city's boundaries were enlarged, to prevent speculation.
Yet speculation was extremely difficult to combat, the more so as some magistrates profited from their own private
businesses on the land market.76 Towns had few regulations on house rents. Only rarely did they provide housing
for the poor. However, rules as to the drafting of rental contracts did exist. Only written contracts came to be declared
legal, first by town keur and after 1677 also by provincial law. Some cities also made provisions as to the terms of
payment and the duties of tenants and landlords. Furthermore, many cities had a fixed day of removal, often the first
of May.77

In addition to supervision of prices, cities pursued policies to prevent the spread of diseases, in particular the
plague. They established pesthuizen, and caused the houses of the sick to be disinfected. Street gutters were
cleaned and special pestdoctoren were appointed.78 Although most of these regulations stemmed from local
authorities, after the 1650s there was a trend towards centralization. The central government might have been
motivated by fear that France, England, Scotland, Spain, and Portugal could refuse admittance of Dutch vessels to
their harbours. Provincial health certificates were issued, declaring that goods came from plague-free regions.
Moreover, provincial quarantines were imposed, whereas before, quarantines had been applied strictly locally. In
1664, far-reaching central measures were ordained by the States General concerning the examination and expulsion
of sick travellers, and in 1679 was declared the first quarantine under the Republic.

8. The advantage of competition ?

In all, Dutch authorities protected existing property rights and mercantile pursuits reasonably well in comparison with
other countries. An indirect approach to economic policy was actively pursued, by organizing sufficient defence and
by providing for the poor and the sick. Trade transactions benefited from favourable bank and bourse policies. Once
the standard coin had stabilized, major devaluations belonged to the past. Government spending generated strong
demand in the areas of provisioning troops, shipbuilding, and the building of fortifications, as well as in the public
debt. As for direct actions, some measures were enacted at the central level, such as the granting of monopolies to
the large merchant companies. Yet the level of government that had the most impact on economic conditions was
the local level, through guild policies, settlement regulations, and trade monopolies. Few government bodies, though,
could be said to be economic actors, although some wharves were erected with public funds.

Following David Landes, the Dutch economy benefited from the presence of powerful, urban-based mercantile
communities and the overarching invitation to compete. Competition also arose out of self-preservation and was
enhanced by intercity rivalry. The different religious sects had a drive for competition too. Brothers and sisters of the
same denomination supported each other, such as was the case for the Portuguese Jews, who became one of the
wealthiest groups in Amsterdam. In the Zaanstreek was another example, the Mennonites, who used their capital to
the advantage of their sect through a cohesive brotherhood structure.80

Obviously, the loose federal system of the Dutch Republic provided cities and provincial governments with ample
opportunities to promote their own interests in the national arena. The burghers, who were responsible for paying war
taxes, gained an enormous say in the body politic. Autonomy was generally sufficient to allow for differing measures.
A great diversity of economic activity was the result, generally under the rule of “freedom for oneself and restriction to
others'.

The province of Holland, above all, benefited from the loose federal system, which provided Holland with
opportunities to consolidate its economic upsurge. As this wealthy and commercial province had the most to gain
from a smoothly functioning and effective central government, its political leaders (like Oldenbarnevelt and De Witt)
played a prominent role in national policy-making. Foreign policy was, of course, of great relevance to the mercantile
interests of Holland. In this respect, the “close economic collaboration of a network of maritime towns, inland
manufacturing towns, fishing ports, and inland specialized agriculture’, as mentioned by Jonathan Israel,81 was
biased towards aiding the commercial policies of Holland. The power of the central state, albeit reduced, favoured
peace and quiet for European trade (so important for Holland's ruling cliques), even though this conflicted frequently
with the interests of industry (which benefited from high wartime tariffs on imports) and of colonial traders (who
benefited during war from attacks on the possessions of other countries).

Not all sectors benefited from the Dutch federal system. It was disadvantageous for almost all rural production
inland, and for internal trade, which was hampered so much by intercity rivalries. Like all central measures,
nationwide stimulation and protection of trade was contingent on coalitions among cities, and between Holland and



other provinces. And when discord ruled in Holland itself, the whole procedure of decision-making tended to drag on
for months or even years. In the provincial assemblies and in the States General, the right of veto on matters
concerning war and finance frequently blocked effective action in foreign politics. Notoriously bad was the financing of
the navy throughout the period of the Republic. For years, Dutch convoys were powerless against the Dunkirk
privateers, whereas rivers at the eastern borders failed to be deepened. Major missteps occurred too, such as the
selling off of Dutch men-of-war after peace was signed in 1648, with the result that the Dutch navy had no chance
against the English navy in the Anglo-Dutch War of 1652-1654.

As long as Dutch wealth was based on expanding commerce, while other countries were in serious turmoil or
experienced the adverse effects of the seventeenth century crisis, the federal system worked and the limited amount
of protection proved sufficient. However, as foreign competition became more fierce, in particular after 1650-1670,
the ad hoc measures were inadequate. As Jonathan Israel failed to deal with the Dutch state in less successful
circumstances, his Dutch Primacy of World Trade speaks too positively of the influence of government authority
during the Republic.83 The development of economic forces on a nationwide scale was seriously hampered by the
federal character of the Dutch state. In the end, the same complex of power relations that had stimulated competition
also came to weaken the international economic position of the Dutch by the beginning of the eighteenth century.
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