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Introduction 

 

1.1 Research questions and approach 

 

In modern societies, public services are often collectively arranged.  Every day we use 

public services, ranging from tap water, public transport, schools, roads, refuse 

collection and bridges to national defence, government activities and law-

enforcement. All we have to do is pay our taxes. And if we encounter hardships, we 

have a diverse network of facilities at hand: police, fire services, hospitals and social 

security organizations. The scale, scope and nature of these public or civil services 

depend for a large part on the nature of our government. We have certain expectations 

of our governments, not in the least because we pay for services we receive through 

taxes. The distribution of financial means of our town, city, state and country is based 

on concepts of priorities. Through voting we influence what the conception of 

priorities. Heated discussions about the role of the state and a sense of awareness of 

the existence of societies in which people live their lives without many of the services 

we are so used to, make clear that the provision and nature of services are by no 

means self-evident.         

 The role of the government in providing services, as well as the scale and 

scope of public services are subjects of ongoing debate in many political, social and 

economic discussions. This is not very surprising, considering the role public services 

play in their feelings of our well-being and our notions of civil rights. In early modern 

Europe there was no formalized civil right to public services, but people had the same 

need to protect themselves from hardships. In this study, the development of public 

services in early modern Dutch cities under the influence of population growth, stands 

central. The context of analysis is twofold. We will look at Leiden and Utrecht and 

discuss their particular characteristics. At the same time we hope to find patterns by 

systematically comparing the two cities.       

 On this basis a comparative method naturally suggests itself. The subject 

needs to be confined to make it workable and measurable. We can restrict the study 

on the side of units of analysis, on the side of explanatory variables or on both sides. 

The units of analysis, public services, will be confined to two Dutch urban centres 

with distinct population growth rates in the seventeenth century: Utrecht and Leiden. 
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On the side of the explanatory variables we will try to assess the explanatory value of 

population growth. The main question in this study therefore is: what was the 

influence of population growth on the development of public services in Utrecht and 

Leiden in the seventeenth century? By answering this question we attempt to find out 

if and how population growth stimulated or curbed the development of public services. 

 The comparative method is the most obvious characteristic of the tradition of 

Comparative History. Comparative history is characterized by committing to explain 

large and currently important topics and outcomes.
1
 Most comparative scholars tried 

to explain developments on a macro level, by using case studies (micro-level). It 

becomes easier to do so, when one can look at a level that combines the two. The 

institutional level combines large themes with smaller Institutions evolve under 

influence of independent factors, but once created, they start to play their own roles in 

history. Institutional path-dependency is a concept that is often used by historians to 

analyze the development of institutions. In this study, services are also investigated on 

an institutional level. In our case, the outcome is largely unknown, but the topic, the 

development of public services, is as much an important and debated subject now, as 

it was three centuries ago.       

 Comparative history is furthermore known to combine two very different 

methodological approaches: the case-oriented approach and the variable-oriented 

approach.  The more personal case-oriented or qualitative approaches can 

acknowledge the complexity and particularity of cases, but struggle with large 

numbers of cases (large N-cases), due to an overkill of data. Larger patterns are more 

difficult to discern through this approach Variable-oriented studies are more 

analytical and start with simplified assumptions, making it easier to draw general 

conclusions. Its main weakness is, however, that these generalizations tend to be 

abstract and hard to test on real cases. Complexity is not acknowledged and therefore 

conjunctural causation is hard to identify. Ideally, a combination of the two 

approaches solves all problems. C. Ragin has tried to combine the profoundly 

different features of the two approaches. He distinguishes between combined and 

synthetic strategies. Quantitative (comparative) case studies are an example of the 

first, but they still would struggle with large numbers of cases. Synthetic strategies are 

designed to take in large numbers of cases and at the same time identify combinations 

                                                
1
 J. Mahoney and D. Rueschemeyer (eds.), Comparative Historical Analysis in the Social Sciences, 

Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2003, 4. 
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of conditions. They can include both generalization and individual complexity. 

Qualitative comparative analysis is the key to a synthesis of the two approaches, 

according to Ragin.
2
          

 The Boolean approach is an algebraic method, suitable for a comparative 

analysis of case studies, because it allows for conjunctural causation and restricts 

complexity by the use of binary data. After defining a small number of variables and 

an outcome, one adds the case-characteristics, only defined by the absence or 

presence of the separate variables. Further equations lead to identification of 

necessary and/or sufficient causes or causal combinations. However, we do not need 

to use the Boolean method here, because we cannot clearly define our outcome yet 

and because we only have one variable. We will use the combined strategy of 

comparative quantitative case studies. As a consequence we cannot use many cases, 

because the data from many cases would take too much time to process. This strategy 

does allow us to look at the cases more carefully. This allows us to measure the 

variable in the broader context of the two cases. By approaching this study 

quantitatively, we restrict our data sets and hope to subtract a general conclusion on 

the topic. The real function of including more cases is to provide possibilities that 

help to eliminate possible explanations or to specify certain conjunctures. In that case, 

the small number of two cases is sufficient to assess the rough impact of population 

growth, but insufficient to discern a large pattern. The qualitative data sketches the 

outlines of the early modern urban structure, while the quantitative data make a direct 

comparison possible.        

 Like most people, historians are inclined to view the development of public 

services as a linear process towards more and better services. This is perhaps not 

surprising, as social and other public services have indeed increased both in scale and 

number. This, however, is a historical study and if we approach the subject too 

deterministic, we might be blind for evidence that does not easily fit our frameworks. 

Historian Christopher Friedrichs warns for an unconscious tendency to search the 

records of urban history for shifts or patterns towards our present-day conditions.
3
 

This study of early modern public services aims to combine modern concepts and 

historical developments. 

                                                
2
 C.C. Ragin, The comparative method. Moving beyond qualitative and quantitative  

strategies. Berkeley/Los Angeles/New York, 1987, 84. 
3
 C.R. Friedrichs, The early modern city, 1450-1750, London, Longman, 1995, 9-10. 
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The question, from which the research question in this study is subtracted, is: 

what determines the size of demand for and the size of supply of public services at a 

certain place in a certain time? Economic historian Peter H. Lindert has addressed the 

causes and effects of the nineteenth and twentieth century rise in social spending.
4
 His 

focus is somewhat different than ours, but his questions, methods and problems are 

relevant for this study. Lindert identifies the extension of voting rights as the driving 

force behind the rise of social spending. In his arguments determinants of the size of 

supply of services are key factors of influence in the rise of social spending. 

Motivations and the social, political and economic nature of the people who should 

provide and/or finance, determine the size of supply. The development is driven by 

the extension of a political voice by which other motivations and people came to 

influence public policymaking. In democracies people vote and elected 

representatives are supposed to promote and look after the voters’ interests. In 

answering the question which forces drove public services before the extension of 

voting rights, Lindert points to the same dynamic: self-interest of landed elites, 

namely the only people with a (political) voice, determined policies and thus the size 

of public spending. The level of public services was for the largest part influenced by 

factors that influenced the supply side.       

 The way the larger question is phrased, suggests a (analytical) distinction 

between factors that influence demand levels and factors that influence supply levels. 

Obviously, we also assume a dynamic in which the two types of factors and the levels 

of public services influence each other. For earlier times it is hardly disputed that an 

important force in the development of public services was medieval population 

growth and urbanization. How reciprocal were supply and demand? In other words: 

did supply follow the demand? How did factors that clearly influence the size of 

demand for services, such as population growth, influence the size of supply of 

services? It seems only logical that population growth leads to higher levels of 

demand for services, but it is less clear how population growth influenced supply 

levels. 

 The independent variable population growth is relatively easy to measure and 

define. Two years in a time span of fifty years have been chosen to mark population 

growth. Utrecht and Leiden differ greatly in demographic experiences in the 

                                                
4
 P.H. Lindert, Growing public: social spending and economic growth since the eighteenth century, 

Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2004.  
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seventeenth century. Utrecht’s population size remained roughly the same between 

1620 and 1670: around 30,000 inhabitants. Leiden, on the other hand knew rapid 

growth. Population increased to at least 50,000 in 1665.
5
 Leiden’s growth spurt had 

already started before 1620 and population size was at its height around 1670. I have 

attempted to choose years, in which the cities were not upset by external factors, like 

war and disease, nor by internal turmoil. In short: ‘normal’ years. For Utrecht the 

chosen years are 1621 and 1669. Leiden knew a severe malaria-outbreak in 1669 and 

1669 has been replaced by 1666.. The starting point for Leiden was more 

troublesome. Disagreement on population size around 1666, forced us to be on the 

safe side regarding capturing a large population increase. According to historian D.J. 

Noordam the increase between 1621 and 1666 was perhaps 10,000 at the most, while 

Lourens and Lucassen come to a difference of more than 20,000 people.
6
 To capture 

large population growth 1612 was chosen as the first year in the investigation on 

Leiden; following the growth pattern of both calculations there were 30 to 35,000 

inhabitants. In chapter three, I will provide per capita calculations, based on both 

estimations of Leiden’s population size in 1666.  

The units of analysis (public services in Utrecht and Leiden) are more difficult 

to measure and to define. What are public services and how do we measure? Lindert’s 

method of measuring is in expenditure per capita on services. His research starts at the 

point where data become usable for econometric analysis. We may argue that in 

theory the growth or decline of urban public services is reflected in urban 

expenditure. The most important material in this study is the ‘city-year accounts’. 

City-year accounts are at first sight a usable indication of public expenses, but 

historians are critical of these sources as Walter Prevenier concludes in his synthesis 

on municipal expenditures, based on a colloquium held in Belgium in 1982.
7
  This 

financial approach has both advantages and drawbacks. It can shed light on the 

financial size of public services, but may obscure public services that were not 

expressed numerically in accounts, namely before modern times. The Belgian 

                                                
5
D.J. Noordam, ‘Demographische ontwikkelingen’ in: R.C.J. van Maanen, and S. Groenveld, Leiden: 

de geschiedenis van een Hollandse stad, deel 2: 1574-1795, Leiden, Stichting Geschiedschrijving 

Leiden, 2003, (42-53) 43-4.  
6
 P. Lourens and J. Lucassen, Inwoneraantallen van Nederlandse steden, ca. 1300-1800, Amsterdam, 

NEHA, 1997, 112-114; Noordam, ‘Demographische ontwikkelingen’, 43-4. 
7
 W. Prevenier, ‘Synthese van het colloqium’ in: Het openbaar initiatief van Belgie. Historische 

grondslagen (Ancien Regime). Handelingen van het 11e internationaal Colloquium van het 

Gemeentekrediet van België, Spa, 1984 (720-743).   
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historian R. van Uytven mentions two other problems. First: one expense may serve 

multiple purposes. For example, gateways and guards had multiple functions: they 

served to protect, to control import and export and to collect certain taxes.
8
 Political 

propaganda is another hindering factor: expenses on city-halls, instalment of 

preachers or the expansion of churches and schools may be inspired by several 

motives. Second, the structure and nature of city-accounts make a clear distinction 

more difficult. Architects of these accounts had different objectives than present-day 

scholars have and this can sometimes make it difficult to find what is searched for.  

Furthermore, city-expenses do not show total amounts spent on services, but only 

what they contributed to. Cities often made frameworks and people available, while 

letting or making the urban user pay the largest share. This makes it possible to 

comment on urban intervention and get an idea of the distribution of urban financial 

means, but difficult to gain a detailed insight in total costs of certain public services 

and government contribution.       

 City-archives do not reflect expenses by other institutions that acted in the 

same public domains. As there were many urban services, there were numerous 

institutions that provided them. In addition to city-government institutions and 

churches, many other institutions, such as guilds, neighbourhoods, hospitals and 

courts of almshouses provided social, religious and other public services. Accounts of 

these institutions provide additional material. An inquiry into early modern public 

expenditure will be incomplete if one does not look at these other providers of 

services. Therefore I have not restricted this research to urban governmental 

expenditure. Public services were provided through a complex network of municipal, 

civic and church initiatives and institutions. In this study, services are investigated on 

an institutional level. This, again, may obscure informal initiatives that did not leave 

archival traces. Qualitative sources, such as resolutions and traces of intellectual 

discussions may complement quantitative data, but bring other problems. Perhaps one 

of the decisive advantages of financial measuring is that it avoids the problem of 

discrepancy between theory and practice. By bringing in secondary literature on 

services and providers, that includes material like resolutions, I hope to escape at least 

some parts of the restrictions of financial research. But, bearing these limitations in 

                                                
8
 R. Van Uytven, ‘Stedelijke openbare diensten te Leuven tijdens het Ancien Regime’, Het openbaar 

initiatief van Belgie. Historische grondslagen (Ancien Regime). Handelingen van het 11e internationaal 

Colloquium van het Gemeentekrediet van België, Spa, (21-44) 22-3.  
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mind, city accounts still offer a pond of information, sufficient to answer 

(indicatively) our questions. 

For both Utrecht and Leiden, archives of city councils, city-related institutions 

and non-governmental institutions can be found. Provincial and state archives are left 

out here. I have included primary and secondary research on other institutions in 

Leiden en Utrecht. Diversity, scale and great lack of financial registers brought 

limitations. These practical problems have prohibited a strict comparison in most 

cases, but the research and a broad comparison are relevant. Expenditures in these 

institutions are compared on inter-city level, but also valued on an individual level 

where possible. This last approach offers insight in the financial contribution of non-

governmental institutions in the whole of urban expenditure. 

Public services are identified and measured both as individual categories and 

as a system on the total expenditure of the cities and several urban institutions. A 

determinant as population size may affect one expenditure category in a way that 

differs from the way it affects another category. For now it will suffice to state that 

the expenses used in this study offer an indication of public expenditure and by no 

means a precise reflection of all transactions in the sector. On top of this the case 

studies qualitative information on the size, nature and organization of public services 

will be provided, if only sometimes to show complexity.    

 Public expenditures as a total and as individual categories will furthermore be 

connected to the theory of population density of H.F. Ladd, professor in the field of 

public policy and economics. Ladd concludes the following after investigating the 

effects of different levels of population growth and density on local public spending: 

higher density is likely to increase per capita spending, as more services, such as 

refuse collection, must be provided.  More people can  cause an increase in criminal 

offences, which in turn can increase public safety costs. On the other hand high-

density development is supposed to result in significant savings to government by 

reducing both the capital and operating costs of police, fire and solid waste collection 

and disposal services. Fixed costs spread over a larger number of people, it might be 

argued, would lower the per capita costs of public services.  At low-density levels, 

increased population density lowers costs of providing services such as police 

protection.  But beyond very low levels of density, as density goes up, so do costs to 

government.  Rapid population growth also imposes costs on the local population 



 9 

through lower service levels. Demand for new services and demand for improved 

quality of existing services will rise, even at slow growth rate.  

She arrives at this conclusion by using data for 247 American counties form 

1985 in a regression model. This model is set to control other causes of per capita 

spending in order to isolate two effects of population change: rapid population change 

and population density.
9
 In chapter four this model will be further explained and its 

results will be compared with a simple calculation on Utrecht’s and Leiden’s 

population growth, densities and per capita government spending. The context of this 

study is after all twofold. One the hand it looks for effects of population growth on 

developments in organization and financing of the services, while it also assesses the 

impact of population size on per capita expenditure.   

  

1.2 Theory on public services  
 

What do we understand by public services, also known as collective goods? Do we 

distinguish public from private services by who provides, who finances, who receives 

or by nature of the service? The economist P.A. Samuelson is credited with laying the 

foundations for many theories on public goods.
10

 He distinguished ‘private 

consumption goods’ and ‘public consumption goods’. The former can only be 

consumed by an individual or a small group of people. These goods are distributed 

through the private market.
 11

         

 Public goods, however, have characteristics that make them distinct from 

private goods and difficult to provide for via the private sector. There are three basic 

criteria that define public goods. First, joint-supply (or non-rivalrous): if a good can 

be supplied to one person, it can also be supplied to all other persons without extra 

costs. Goods are rival goods when one person's consumption of a good necessarily 

diminishes another person's consumption of it. Second, non-excludability: by having 

supplied the good to one person, it is impossible or not lucrative to withhold the good 

form others who do not wish to pay for it. One can thus not be prevented from 

enjoying its benefits even if the person is not contributing in the costs. This is also 

                                                
9
H. F. Ladd, “Population growth, density and the costs of providing public services”, Urban Studies 

29:2, 273-295.  
10

 P.A. Samuelson, “The pure theory of public expenditures”, The Review of Economic and Statistics 

36: 387-9. 
11

 M. Olson, The logic of collective action, Harvard, Harvard University Press, Cambridge, 1971, 2. 
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known as the ‘freeriders-problem’. This problem can hinder development or 

malfunctioning of the collective good. Goods are excludable if people (ordinarily, 

people who have not paid for it) can be prevented from using it. Third, non-

rejectibility: once the good is supplied, it has to be equally consumed by all who wish 

to do so.
12

         

 These categories are not always immediately clear. Take for example a toll-

road. It is excludable, but not rivalrous. Or is it? When there is traffic, it can be argued 

it is. A normal (non-toll) road should be considered non-excludable, but when this 

road too is congested it becomes rivalrous. Geographer S. Pinch provides a 

geographic perspective on practical problems of implementing the abovementioned 

theory in the light of understanding collective consumption. He shows that the purity 

of certain public services is corrupted by geographic factors. In short three 

geographical factors undermine the above theoretical purity. First, jurisdictional 

portioning: local government units vary enormously in quantity and quality of goods 

and services. Second distance-decay effects: supply and utilisation decreases when 

distance increases (this undermines non-exludibility and joint supply) Third, Pinch 

mentions externalities. By externalities is referred to positive or negative side effects 

of public services locations. Basically only very few services and goods possess the 

theoretical qualities described above: defence, legal system, monetary standards and 

social security benefits. The geographic perspective offers three above mentioned 

factors that influence (the purity of) collective consumption. Pinch further tries to 

explain patterns of public service delivery from three major theoretical frameworks: 

public-choice theories, neo-Weberian theories and neo-Marxist theories
13

. These 

theories disagree mainly on who makes decisions regarding service allocation and 

whose interests are served by these decisions. Simply put, two basic systems 

coordinate processes of consumption: the communist command system and the 

capitalist market exchange system. The latter is based on equilibrium between supply 

and demand, on consumer sovereignty (individual is best judge) and methodological 

individualism (human being is free to make rational decisions). But of course this is 

                                                
12

 S. Pinch, Cities and services: the geography of collective consumption, Boston, Routledge and 

Kegan Paul. 1985, 6-7. 
13

 Ibid. Public choice theory: role of politicians is emphasized in the decision-making process. Neo-
Weberian perspectives: bureaucracies of local government in interest of self-preservation. All 

strategies are destined the interest of survival of the organization. Politicians are insignificant. Marxist 
perspectives: holistic way of examining social issues: no direct sayings on this. Conflicts in production 

are the most important struggles in society.  
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restricted and constrained by social and economic forms beyond individual control. 

While market-led services and products are in theory supposed to reflect a balance 

between supply and demand, it is believed that this is not the same for public services. 

The idea of supply and demand, however, remains: the perceived costs for the user 

should match his or her perception of the quality and quantity of the services. On the 

other hand are public services by definition non-exclusive, or at least they should be 

in theory.  

Nowadays many countries have a distinct public sector, which allocate 

services and goods mainly on non-market criteria. This sector is arguably born from 

dissatisfaction with inequalities in the distribution of services in the private domain. 

Therefore, a ‘social need’ is often at the base of distribution of these services, in 

contrast to the base of the ability to pay in so-called market forces of effective 

demand. Pinch argues convincingly that the nature of the services is often not the 

decisive reason to allocate the service by the public sector. He states: “The decision to 

allocate many services in the public sector has arisen, not because of their technical 

characteristics, but because of social objectives translated into political action.”.
14

 

In this study I will follow Pinch’s criteria for determining whether a social 

process falls within collective consumption, to determine which services may be 

considered as ‘public’. The process has to be one of consumption, the object of 

consumption is a service, the service is collectively organized and managed and the 

criteria for access are non-market ones. The last question is less relevant for this 

study, because I have already stated I also include services that Pinch would call 

‘publicly managed commercial services’.15
  

Knowing the flaws of existing definitions, should we hold on to a division of 

public and private as is done in contemporary economics? The idea that the division is 

based on the services itself, as Samuelsen and Olson state, rather than on separate 

aspects of the services such as organization or finance, remains attractive and 

problematic. By adding both the concept of club goods and Pinch’s criteria to the 

theoretical characteristics mentioned above, a significant and appropriate 

classification of goods has been made. Hopefully our identification of services as 

                                                
14

 Ibid, 12. 
15

 Ibid, 13. A (not watertight) definition can be: ‘Collective services are…’those goods and services 

provided through the public sector on a non-market basis, which reveal variations in both quality and 

quantity between areas because of jurisdictional portioning, tapering and externality effects’.’  
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‘public’ has been sufficiently justified and will prove of help in understanding early 

modern services as well as the institutions, which provided them.  

As will become clear in the following chapters these criteria of public services 

cannot be strictly followed in the study of early modern services either. Exclusion was 

a widespread method to relieve overstretched public facilities. Here it is important to 

note that the original theory on public services is based on characteristics of public 

goods and services, not on provision through public or private sectors of the 

economy.
16

 Another example of goods that are considered as public services, but that 

do not fit the definition is club goods. These goods are non-rivalrous, but excludable. 

Services that are provided by social or religious groups only for their members are 

considered club goods. The example above, toll-roads, are in their normal state club 

goods.   

Before we get to the quantitative body of this study, we will start with a 

general chapter on public services, population growth and city-finances. In the second 

and third chapter Leiden and Utrecht are taken under scrutiny. The last chapter 

attempts to compare the two cities and interpret results from the comparison.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
16

 Ibid. 
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Chapter 1. Public services and population growth 

 

1.1 The allocation of public services in the Dutch Republic 

 

In our time the idea that governments are responsible for the organization of certain 

collective services seems as self-evident as a distinction between public and private. 

There was no clear distinction between public and private in the seventeenth century, 

but there was a notion of government responsibility.
17

 As the functions of cities 

expanded in the Middle Ages, under the pressure of urbanization and population 

growth, so did the scale of public services and the range of government responsibility. 

Services were provided for locally rather than nationally. By the sixteenth century the 

north Netherlands was a relatively urbanized region. There were many middle-sized 

cities, rather than a few large towns.
18

 Leiden and Utrecht were both among the 

largest of cities in the North, but the struggle against Spain had left its marks on the 

population and economy of both Dutch cities.      

 The new state that had emerged from the Revolt consisted of the provinces 

that had formally united themselves in the war against Spain in the Union of Utrecht 

(1579). This Union heralded the formal separation of the south and north Netherlands. 

The United Provinces of the Netherlands, or in short the Dutch Republic, was not a 

federal state, but a confederacy of states. Although the union was not set up to be 

long-term, she remained as such until the French invasion in 1795.
19

 At the head of 

the Republic was the States General, a body of representatives of the provinces, 

seated in The Hague. The States General spent most of its budget on defence matters 

and foreign relations. This indicates which responsibilities regarding public tasks lay 

directly with the central government: general defence and foreign affairs. The small 

number of public duties ascribed to the central government was very much in line 

with the initial aims of the Union.
20

 Protection of provincial and urban privileges was 

one of the most important objectives of defenders of the Dutch revolt. The provinces 

and cities maintained relatively high levels of autonomy regarding internal affairs in 

                                                
17

 M. van der Heijden, ‘Early modern concepts of citizenship and public services’, unpublished paper 

2007, 4-5.  
18

 J. de Vries, European Urbanization 1500-1800, London, Methuen and Co, 78. 
19

 J. Israel, The Dutch Republic. Its Rise, Greatness and Fall, Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1995. 276.  
20

 Israel states that, although the central government was weak in comparison with other early modern 

European states, the States General were involved in more than international relations and defense, 

namely also in shipping regulation, church affairs and colonial expansion, Israel, The Dutch Republic, 

277. 
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the newly founded Dutch Republic.       

 The greatest threat to the relative autonomy (urban) governments was 

disruption of public order. Cities had to make sure they were strong enough to 

preserve stability. In the Republic cities did not desire to be protected by central 

government intervention because this would affect the relative urban autonomy. In 

search of a secure power base, city governments connected themselves to the middle 

classes of urban society. Cities were governed by oligarchies of renowned reformed 

families, which maintained themselves through a system of cooptation. Urban 

governments assigned parts of its power to social organizations: corporations.  

Corporatism is a concept that is often used to describe Dutch seventeenth century 

urban politics. Urban middle classes carried this corporate identity in providing urban 

services.
21

 An institutional system of corporations came to include, the often 

mentioned, guilds, but also civic militia, institutions of social care and other 

institutions. These institutions held a certain degree of independence from the city 

government through rights of self-governance and separate income-systems.
22

 This 

social system of corporate institutions that provided civic services was embedded in 

economic, political and cultural levels. 

In the Republic five formal levels of providers of public services can be 

discerned: central, provincial and urban governments, the church and urban 

institutions
23

. When we add the informal individual initiatives are added to these 

levels, we get a notion of the range of different actors that operating in the field of 

public services. As mentioned above, services were generally provided for locally and 

we will focus on the urban providers: city, church, corporations and private 

organizations.
24

 We do not yet know how duties were allocated between the various 

sections of the urban community. For two main reasons it is hard to distinguish actors 

                                                
21

 H. van Nierop, ‘Popular participation in politics in the Dutch Republic’, in: (ed.) P. Blickle, 

Representation, representation, and community, Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1997, 272-290; 

M.R. Prak, ‘Burghers into citizens: Urban and national citizenship in the Netherlands during the 

revolutionary era’, Theory and society, 1997, 403-420. 415. 
22

M.R. Prak, Republikeinse veelheid, democratische enkelvoud. Sociale verandering in het 

Revolutietijdvak: 's-Hertogenbosch 1770-1820, Nijmegen, SUN, 23  
23

 One may argue that corporations should not be considered purely formal organizations, but this 

argument is not included in the text. Focus is not on a distinction between formal and non-formal and 

the distinction serves only to distinguish between collective organizations and private individual 

initiative.  
24
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in the provision of services. First, there was no distinction between public and private, 

and second the different providers were often intertwined and their functions multiple. 

At the same time, various sections of urban society offered similar services and 

cooperation was not uncommon. We will have closer look at the various types of 

institutions in the next two chapters.    

 

1.2 Scale, scope and supervision 

 

One of the essential aspects of bureaucratization is the separation of private and 

public interest. This separation is necessary to enable the public servants to fulfil their 

tasks as professionally and efficiently as possible.
25

 We have hinted at the unclear or 

even non-existent division between public and private interest in early modern 

Europe. Services that were performed by urban officials were regarded as civic 

duties.
26

 Public servants were usually not paid and in lack of public budgets to 

accomplish public objectives. The funding of most structural services was organized 

through churches, civic institutions or wealthy citizens. Large projects were funded 

through urban loans. That the intertwinement between public and private went very 

far can be seen in the fact that public officials personally were sometimes held 

personally responsible for annual financial shortages.
27

 They were forced to fill the 

financial gap with their own capital. Many public servants used private capital to 

perform public services. Although a clear division remained absent between the 

sixteenth century and the eighteenth century, governments were indeed embarked on 

the process of bureaucratization.  

Bureaucratization, with features such as specialized civil servants, 

departments and budgets, is important for the development of public services. In early 

modern Europe, more and more services were assigned to government control. Van 

der Heijden states in an unpublished paper, that “…developments in public services 
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and bureaucratic organization not always occurred in a linear process, but through fits 

and starts”.
28

 Van der Heijden discerns changing attitudes towards public offices and 

private interest in the early modern period. Increasing amounts of work required 

adjustments of administration and organization. Government officials increasingly 

suggested budgets, fixed rules, professionalism and specialization for their public 

duties.
29

 The growth of public services and accompanying specialization and 

differentiation in early modern times are features of bureaucratization.
30

 This process 

was indispensable for the far going bureaucratization of the nineteenth century. 

 We will use developments in the allocation of poor relief to illustrate the 

complex intertwinement of various urban layers and general developments in the 

perception of government responsibility. While poor relief is a well-researched 

subject, especially for Western Europe, there are few studies that discuss the total 

spectrum of urban poor relief institutions in case studies.
31

 Later in this study various 

general studies on poor relief as social policy will be discussed. First we will discuss 

general sixteenth and seventeenth century developments in poor relief. Historians are 

divided among themselves on the main cause of reforms in relief schemes in the 

sixteenth and early seventeenth century. The discussion shifts from demand-

orientated approaches (social-economic developments as key variables) to supply-

orientated approaches (religious and intellectual developments as key variables).
32

 During the Middle Ages a large number of charitable institutions had been 

established. Individuals, clergy and urban corporations set up foundations and 

endowments for the poor. Larger towns had hostels, hospices, orphanages and courts 

of almshouses or vrijwoningen: small groups of cottages that were set up to provide 
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free accommodation for certain groups of poor.  In first half of the sixteenth century, 

population pressure, humanist ideas and the Reformation fuelled discussions on relief 

schemes. The increasing number of beggars and vagrants became a serious problem 

and influenced a reconsideration of traditional relief systems. The Reformation put 

catholic charitable institutions out of practice, leaving a gap in the provision of 

welfare that needed to be filled. The humanist ideal was concerned with discipline 

and order. Distinction between deserving poor (those who were poor by no fault of 

their own) and non-deserving poor asked for a coherent system of social care, 

implemented, controlled and coordinated by city authority. Inspirations for relief 

shifted from religious incentives to more secular objectives such as the checking of 

poverty and implementation of discipline and order. Every city was responsible for its 

own poor to prevent further increase of wandering, begging poor. In addition to this 

vagrancy and begging were prohibited in many cities.     

 In reality these ideals were not always implemented and humanists were 

divided among themselves on the allocation of relief. The Spanish humanist Juan Luis 

Vives and the reformed humanist Johannes Oecolampadius both published influential 

works supporting central organization of relief. Vives argues for secular and central 

coordination poor relief, by which churches would loose their top positions in 

providing relief, while Oecolampadius was a strong defender of centralized church 

charity.
33

 This discussion on allocation of services would characterize discussions on 

poor relief well into the nineteenth century. Sixteenth and seventeenth century 

reforms were marked by centralization of supervision and sometimes finances, 

specialization and the motives of donating. The importance of distinguishing between 

deserving and non-deserving underlay many of the early sixteenth century reforms.

 Cities in the Republic appear to have scored high on social service-levels, 

compared with other European countries. As Jonathan Israel states: “… few aspects of 

the Dutch seventeenth and eighteenth centuries were more striking than the elabourate 

system of civic poor relief and charitable institutions.”
34

 The high level of social care 

often took foreign visitors aback. Most Dutch urban authorities considered themselves 

the highest guardian of inhabitants in need, whether they were poor, sick, widows or 
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orphans.
35

 They were responsible for the city in general and therefore for the 

wellbeing of their citizens. The latter was essential for the city’s health itself and it 

can be safely said that Dutch civic welfare touched the life of large numbers of 

people, whether as financers, organizers or users. Cities had long-established systems 

of private, church and municipal charity. If ever possible, poor were supported in their 

own homes. Increasing numbers of poor, urbanization, a new religion and humanist 

intellectual discussions also stimulated the reconsidering of existing institutions in the 

north Netherlands. Where the south Netherlands had reformed urban poor relief 

systems early in the sixteenth century, in the Dutch Republic in the late sixteenth 

century institutional reforms were introduced only after the Revolt.   

 Although provinces in the Republic provided a legal framework for certain 

humanist objectives, towns were basically free to create their own relief-systems. The 

final organization of social care was for a largest part dependent on the specific local 

circumstances and this made for a variety of relief-schemes in the Republic.
36

 In some 

towns a relatively integrated scheme of poor relief was set up, while in others the 

churches still dominated the domain of public relief. 
37

 M.R. Prak distinguishes three 

general patterns: in the first pattern public relief was dominant and other institutions 

merely complementary, in the second public relief went hand in hand with reformed 

relief, while other religions had their own systems and finally the third pattern in 

which the churches served as primary providers of relief and public relief took care of 

the rest.
38

 Sometimes city authorities tried to organize relief centrally, keeping up 

with humanist ideals, while in other towns poor relief was still organized through 

churches. In any case most duties were left to committees, foundations and 

institutions, which the magistrate influenced directly or indirectly. Appointments of 

guardians and regents were performed directly. By controlling annual accounts and 

appointing overseers the city authorities exerted considerable influence.   

 We have now spoken of church relief and public relief generally, but this 
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covers a variety of hospitals, hospices, orphanages, homes for the elderly, poor-

houses and other foundations. As will also become clear in the next chapters, these 

institutions were not always only for poor people, in many cases they were even 

inaccessible for the poor, but set up to prevent middle classes from impoverishment. 

In some cases, guilds, neighbourhoods or other corporations took on certain 

responsibilities for relief, but often their welfare was aimed at the prevention of 

poverty rather than relief for the actual poor.
39

 In addition there were other institutions 

that in some cases could prevent households from ending up in formal relief schemes, 

like pawnshops (sometimes run by the city and sometimes by private entrepreneurs) 

or neighbourhood or family help. Such informal aid systems, can also be considered 

as relief (by the persons helping out) or as prevention (prevention of having to use 

relief).
40

 Considering early modern structural economic circumstances, the risks of 

impoverishment were considerable. The share of poor in society was huge by our 

modern standards, even in economically good times. It is important to keep in mind 

that wages were generally low and poor relief was always only complementary. As 

Prak states, without possibilities to assess risks in the economy it was impossible to 

create a coherent system of social security.
41

 This makes him conclude that there was 

little alternative to merely ‘muddling through’.     

 Poor relief schemes served other purposes than alleviating poverty. They can 

be embedded in larger theme of social politics and its evolution. C. Lis and H. Soly 

regarded social politics as a means for the elite to regulate of the labour market and 

preserve public order.
42

 Historians D. van Damme and M.H. D. van Leeuwen both 

acknowledge these functions, but in addition they stress the possibilities poor relief 

held for the poor.
43

 The complex relation between public and private and between 
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different providers of collective services is also visible in service systems for other 

public services.         

 In summary, in the Middle Ages two important phases of in the development 

of public services can be discerned. Population growth and urbanization were 

determining factors in both phases. In the course of early urbanization in the twelfth 

century cities took up more functions and responsibilities and simultaneously more 

public institutions emerged in the city. City, church and private civilians set up 

religious, economic and social organizations to provide services. The scope of 

services provided grew under population growth and urbanization. In the second 

phase, in the late Middle Ages, cities grew larger and the scale on which services 

were provided in urbanized areas grew. There was cooperation as well as tension in 

the allocation of services between church and city. Sometimes, when the scale of 

services increased, the magistrate or church took over private initiatives. The 

sixteenth and seventeenth century would take this last development, the expansion of 

government control and consequent bureaucratization, further. It is generally accepted 

that the early modern period is marked by greater specialization and differentiation of 

services. Allocation had shifted between city, church and private and the city came to 

supervise all services. The sixteenth century brought about changes in the allocation 

of the responsibility for the provision of services. The shift from church and private 

initiative to public (urban) responsibility is clearly discernible. For seventeenth 

century Leiden and Utrecht we will look at developments in domain of public services 

in terms of scale, scope and supervision.   

 

1.3 Categorization of public services  

 

It can be argued that the whole urban organization and administration existed to 

provide the most important public service: to look after and protect citizens. In theory, 

at least, all urban expenditure was directly and indirectly in service of the common 

good. While this may be true in general, definitions and criteria of public services, 

discussed below, enforce us to further distinguish within a wide range of services. 

Urban accounts offer a range of expenses, which are organized under different 

subjects in the accounts. The early modern categorization does not in all cases serve 

our purposes. Expenses in early modern categories are not grouped to reflect public 

services as we define them nowadays. Van Braam set up a useful categorization for 
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his study on bureaucracy in Zaandam in 1997. His focus was somewhat different than 

ours. He was looking at public servants, rather than public expenses, but his 

categorization can be use to categorize annual expenses.
44

 Because Van Braam only 

looked at public servants, he did not include expenses by the city on services provided 

by non-public servants. For many services there were no public servants, but even 

then the city could take up financial responsibilities related to the services. Some of 

these would not show up in Van Braam’s categories. For example, the funding of 

civic militia or schutterijen, shows government intervention in the task of preserving 

order, but van Braam created no such category. By making the categorization cover 

the whole spectrum of public services and not only direct government services, the 

perspective widens. By adding two categories: enforcement of law and order and a 

‘rest’ category, and by dividing public worship and education, we arrive at nine 

categories in which urban expenditure can be subdivided. In investigating the 

provision of services by other institutions this categorization will serve as a useful 

background. Below we will give a short description on how the services or facilities 

were organized in the Dutch Republic. 

 

Table 1.1 Categories of urban expenditure 

Categories of urban expenditure 

1 General administration, justice, finance 

2 Enforcement law and order 

3 Supervision of buildings, water, dikes, bridges etc. 

4 Garbage , sewage, fire-safety, public lighting 

5 Supervision of market goods and trading 

6 Social care: poor, elderly, orphans and sick poor 

7 Public worship 

8 Education 

9 Other  

Source: Van Braam, ‘Bureaucratiseringsgraad’, 457-484 
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General administration, justice and finance 

 

Category 1 may tell us something about bureaucratization. Expenses on urban 

government officials have been included to show the scale of urban administration. 

This category includes several different topics. All urban expenses on loans and 

annuities, like rents, interest and redemptions are included.
45

 Although these types of 

expenses are not specified as services in this categorization, we have to bear in mind 

that the city could have borrowed the money to spend it on services. In general, cities 

only resorted to these loans when they needed a lot of money and they needed it fast. 

This was the case when higher governments required sums of money for warfare or 

when cities needed to invest in infrastructure.
46

 Thus these rents, interests and 

redemptions could contributed to the level of provision of certain services. Because 

we have not investigated the accounts in the time period integrally, not all 

investments financed by urban loans will show up in our primary data.  

  

Law and order 

 

“Disorder was the eternal enemy of urban life.”47  

 

It may be argued that the preserving and ensuring public order was crucial in the 

range of tasks assigned to city governments, perhaps it is even the most essential 

motivation of all other functions. According to C.R. Friedrichs the early modern 

obsession with order was universal, not only imposed and executed by the stronger 

over the weaker and therefore not only hierarchical. Among social equals discipline 

was imposed.48 From control on the arranging of funerals to solving neighbourhood-

fights by parish wardens and from informal punishments to formal jurisdiction, 

objectives were the same: maintaining order. In the categorization above, the 

narrowest sense of the concept is followed: ‘law and order’ includes expenses on 

direct protection against threats from the outside and inside: law enforcement 
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officials, home guards, civil militia, gate-guards, the military day-watch and artillery.

 There were few paid specialized government-officials concerned with the 

preservation of order. A municipal police as have now, was net yet developed. Special 

corporate organizations were in charge of preserving order. The civil militia were 

organizations, in which burghers had united to practice in the use of arms, set up to 

protect the town. They closely resembled other corporate groups, like guilds. They 

civic militia kept order in the night and acted in times of distress. This type of 

organization originated, like guilds and fraternities, from the late Middle Ages. 

Although social aspects were important in the civil militia, its main task was to 

protect the citizens. Burghers were in many cities forced to partake in civil militia.
49

 

In addition to providing armed protection, the militia could be called upon when fires 

were spreading or with other internal problems or order. The militia held social, 

religious, cultural and sometimes even political functions. These corporate 

organizations seem to also have offered a way of expressing dissatisfaction with city 

authorities.
50

 Knevel elabourates on political influence by showing that demands for 

participation by civil militia reflected the satisfaction of its members with the urban 

government. This implies that when they did not desire any institutional changes in 

the first half of the seventeenth century, their interests were sufficiently served. 

Demands for participation in the second half of the seventeenth century s indicates 

that their interests were not served up to the mark.
51

 

 

Supervision of buildings, water, dikes, bridges etc. 

 

In early modern Europe the idea prevailed that inhabitants were responsible for the 

maintenance of public works, such as streets, waterways and bridges. Although city 

authorities took up more and more responsibilities in the sixteenth century, 

inhabitants were expected to take their responsibilities too. The city set up regulations 

and checked whether citizens lived up to the rules imposed by authorities. Wassink 

tries to answer the question if, in the light of the assumed process of civilization, a 

transition is visible in the field of public services. He asks if the focus of the city 

council of Weert changed from public order and safety to general wellbeing and 
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economic improvements.
52

 In some cities sheriffs and aldermen took care of 

infrastructure, while in other, mostly larger, cities special urban officials were 

appointed for public works. Cities owned several buildings in the city, such as gate- 

and watch-buildings, halls and buildings used for administrative purposes. Sometimes 

buildings were sold or issued to individuals, organizations. Maintenance was done 

through contractors in service of the city or through businesses hired by the city. 

 

Garbage, sewage, fire-safety, public lighting 

 

In cities where many houses stood close together, fire could spread easily. Especially 

when these houses were built from wood and straw. Neighbours were expected to 

assist in fire fighting and governments issued regulations that held instructions to 

prevent fire. These could range from prohibitions on the establishment of certain 

crafts in areas or restrictions to work in daytime. In the nighttime candles or oil-lamps 

enlarged chances of fire outbreaks. To confine fires, cities tried to stimulate the use of 

stones instead of wood to build houses with. The importance of the maintenance of 

chimneys was acknowledged and towns instigated official inspections by ‘fire-men’ 

as early as the later Middle Ages. When things did go wrong, haste was required. 

Cities issued charters to ensure effectiveness by obliging households to help out in the 

neighbourhood and hold fire-fighting materials, like buckets, sprayers and later also 

pumps. Neighbours formed human chains and handed over buckets. The presence of 

water was of course an absolute must. Water supply was arranged through wells in the 

city and of course in some cities through canals. The maintenance of public wells and 

later also of water pumps as well as the cleaning of streets and gutters was, by 

instructions of city, forced on people who lived closest to them.
53

 In some cities fire-

fighting corporations were installed, but this was mostly in the eighteenth century.
54

 

 Regarding garbage disposal regional differences existed. In few cities 

inhabitants paid through taxes for a city garbage-disposal service, but in most cities 

the rights to pick up garbage and faeces were leased to private persons. Industrial 
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activities in cities could cause considerable hindrances to inhabitants, not only in 

terms of waste. It was common that authorities issued regulations regarding smoke, 

smell, heat, noise and the pollution of water. In some cases crafts, which polluted 

badly were forced to move to the outskirts of the city. It seems that city-authorities 

were rather active in their interference with industrial downsides.
55

 

 Street lighting is a more recent phenomenon. Before systematic street lighting, 

citizens were advised and sometimes forced to carry torches. In some cities the 

authorities appointed houses that were obliged to install a lantern on the front of the 

house. Taverns often were lighted on the outside.  

 

Supervision of market goods and trading 

 

Together with public order this category perhaps the oldest function of the city. City 

government had much interest in stimulating the economy and acted on it. Leiden for 

example tried to attract immigrants, by making thresholds to become a citizen 

relatively low. The control of markets, restrictions on import and export, 

constructions of halls were often taken up by city governments. Restricted as we are 

to finances, however, we can only look at the direct financial influence of the city. 

The direct role of the city was often limited, as most was left to corporations, like 

guilds and neringen, but government control was fargoing.     

 It has long been thought that guilds outlived their purposes after the late 

Middle Ages and were mere obstacles to economic growth by the eighteenth century. 

In the last decade this alleged conservatism of the guilds has been challenged. This 

view has recently been challenged and modified.
56

 In many Dutch cities guilds were 

the backbone of economic life and an important political ‘pressure-group’. For many 

craftsmen they were above all a means to collective arrangements through which to a 

certain degree social safety was ensured. This function will be explored below. 
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Social care 

 

People risking impoverishment, had a large number of survival strategies available. 

Migration, pawnshops, guilds, foundations, neighbourhoods, beggary, stealing and 

prostitution were ways to avert poverty.  Institutional social support was not a right, 

but in every town there institutions installed to relief poverty.
57

 For many poor and 

people in risk of becoming poor, institutional relief was a final resource. In 1531 an 

edict was put out in which poor relief was strictly locally organized. As discussed 

above different social schemes were different in cities across the Republic, but usually 

the same actors operated in the field of social care: city, churches, guilds, hospitals, 

orphanages and private foundations. Few institutions were purely public, some were 

semi-governmental and others private, but the provision of poor relief was a collective 

objective. We have included some private institutions to provide a perspective on the 

contribution of public institutions in the whole field of relief. In this study schemes of 

relief stand central, not poverty itself, nor its causes. Therefore we discuss the daily 

life of the poor.
58

 We attempt to be as complete as possible in giving a survey of 

institutions of social care in Leiden and Utrecht. The framework of relief is studied 

within the framework of public services in general.  

 

Public worship 

 

Usually the hiring and paying of preachers were tasks of the churches, but after the 

Reformation church and city were closely connected. Some cities were forced by 

provincial edict to pay and attract renowned preachers. In other cases cities had acted 

on their own incentives to subsidize the public (Reformed) church, perhaps for 

reasons that were related to propaganda and to display power. The status of the city 

was directly connected with the status of its preachers and its churches. Renovations 

on churches were often paid for by the city. The financing of church services was the 

civic duty of the entire community, not just of the reformed. 
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Education 

 

In the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, some parish schools were transformed into 

urban schools. These schools often remained closely connected to the reformed 

church. In the upper-school Latin was taught and in the lower classes elementary 

education was provided.
59

 In most cities the teachers of Latin School were paid by the 

city, but education as a public service was no government task. Most schools were set 

up by private entrepreneurs. Some urban governments only controlled whether or not 

teachers were reformed. In few cities Universities were established.  

  

1.4 Population growth 

 

Reliable head-counts or governmental censuses on population size were rare until the 

nineteenth century. Most estimates on the size of a community’s population are 

extrapolated from known numbers of households. The most common reason to assess 

the number of households was for tax purposes. Taxes were placed on households, 

rather than on individuals.
60

 Another method to determine population size is through 

the number of deaths and births. This method has certain disadvantages. Marriages, 

deaths and births were usually registered in parishes. After the Reformation both 

parishes and cities could perform the act of marriage. To begin with, not all registers 

have survived, nor were all record-keepers equally meticulous. Second, not all 

newborns were baptized, nor were all dead people properly buried. In addition, not all 

inhabitants were connected to parishes. Certain minority groups, like Jews, were not 

included in church registers. Other objections that have been raised will be further 

discussed in the following chapter.        

Estimates of death and birth patterns provide us with information that may 

shed light on the growth of cities. The structural excess of the number of deaths over 

the number of births has been recognized for long, both by contemporaries and by 

modern day demographic historians. This inevitable imbalance, often referred to as 

‘urban natural decrease’, leads to the conclusion that maintenance of a population size 

or population growth would have been impossible, had it not been for constant flows 
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of immigration.
61

 Sometimes, for example in times of trouble and distress or very 

rapid economic growth, outsiders flooded the city searching for food and money. 

Urban systems were not built for this influx and must have been overwhelmed. In 

short certain levels of immigration were desirable for a city, while higher levels could 

become problematic.         

 Scholars distinguish two sets of motives that underlie migration. One set is 

united in the term pull factors. Pull factors determine the destination. A family or 

person can be stimulated to migrate, because other places seem to hold better 

opportunities. These factors are often socio-economic opportunities: higher wages, 

better employment-possibilities and/or more reliable social safety nets. The second set 

of factors is called push factors. These factors influence circumstances in the area in 

such a way that people feel forced to leave their homes. One can think of war, 

religious prosecution and economic crises. Fast-growing cities appear to hold endless 

economic opportunities. This attraction may have its downsides. The supply of new 

migrants (supply of labourers) may override the demand for employees. This leads to 

un- or underemployment and impoverishment. As long as the labour market was able 

to handle the flow of immigrants, no problems arose that could not be handled.  

 By discussing population growth in relation to urban services a connection 

between immigration, population growth, poverty and poor relief facilities is easily 

made. Historian E. Kuijpers mentions integration and tensions as factors that led to 

increased begging and the instalments of urban social institutions in Amsterdam in the 

first half of the seventeenth century. Amsterdam grew rapidly from the late sixteenth 

century, but she identifies large problems only from the 1650’s onwards, when 

consequences of war and crises started to affect Amsterdam’s economy.
62

 

Unemployment in certain sectors increased and institutions of social care were 

flooded during hard times. Institutions tried to restrict the influx of the needy by 

heightening their thresholds through installing criteria. In some cases criteria were 

based on moral aspects, such as ‘deserving or non-deserving’. During growth of the 
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city, moral status became harder to verify and criteria became less individually 

expressed. As both J. Spaans and Kuijpers stress we do not know the amount of the 

rejected poor, nor what it would imply.
63

       

 Friedrichs states that demographically stable and closed towns should have 

had no problem alleviating their poor, but rapid and vast immigration could cause 

serious problems. When growing too large, the supply of immigrants could exceed the 

city’s capacity to take them into the economy. This led to a growing group of 

inhabitants that did not contribute to the community’s economy, but instead drained 

its resources.
64

 Rapid population growth was often marked by increased social 

inequality. Wealth was unequally distributed and poverty did not only increase in 

absolute terms, but also changed social stratification.
65

 The Dutch sociologist A. de 

Swaan has set up an argument that shows the problem of a disintegrated patchwork of 

local relief facilities and general (supra-local) poverty. The factor that increases 

problems for social institutions is the dynamic of mobility of the poor. Attempts to 

make every town responsible for its own poor were hard to live by. Effective 

institutions made towns attractive for poor from cities where institutional capacity 

was smaller and eventually capacity would always be overstretched. De Swaan argues 

that ultimately effective poor relief served nobody’s interests, because a vicious circle 

of construction and collapse of relief systems kept early modern Europe from arriving 

at a solid system of social care. What did happen, he states, was that every time the 

new collapse and construction occurred at a little higher level of integration, 

eventually resulting in a centrally coordinated system.    

  Spaans modifies De Swaan’s argument acting on provincial edicts that 

ordered cities to take care of their own poor, thus relieving cities from taking in poor 

from other cities.
66

 Prak investigated the poor relief system in Den Bosch between the 

thirteenth and twentieth century. Although he finds evidence of severe pressure on the 

system from time to time, there are no signs of (recurrent) collapses.
67

 The institutions 

were shaped by local structures in which capital could be acquired, maintained and 
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protected relatively independently from local authorities. This leads to conclude that, 

at least in the case of Den Bosch, local facilities were not as vulnerable as they appear 

in De Swaan’s argument. Like, Utrecht, Den Bosch was not marked by rapid 

economic and demographic growth, which makes a comparison with the social 

politics of a fast growing city, for example, Leiden, attractive.    

 In summary, migration can contribute to economic growth, but it may easily 

have negative consequences. The economy has to keep up with the following 

demographic expansion to avoid further impoverishment due to unemployment. It 

often did not keep up and on top of that, wealth was unequally distributed. There was 

not enough work, prices rise, the number of poor grows, there were housing shortages 

and social tensions between natives and newcomers. When the economic climate 

changed, food crises proved disastrous, because many people already lived on or just 

above poverty levels. The threat of social unrest could become more real, which was 

the fear of every government and of the social groups profiting from economic 

growth. The city is confronted with a problem that they need to solve. One could 

expect groups of elite and government, often interlinked, to try to prevent social 

unrest by attempting to bring social demand in line with supply. There are two main 

approaches to this: either lower demand or enlarge supply. A third option may be full 

reorganization. The former can be accomplished by restricting urban facilities to those 

who meet the set criteria or by offering a smaller package of services to everyone. In 

the next chapter we will see how Leiden coped with rapid population growth in terms 

of public services. Were there problems or not? Did services expand in terms of scale 

and/or scope? Did the local government take up more supervision of services or in 

other words: were there shifts in the allocation of services? First we will see what 

happened in Leiden and only after looking at Utrecht in chapter three, we can assess 

the role of population increase in the development of services in the last chapter. 
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Chapter 2: Leiden 

 

2.1. Leiden, the city 

 

Economic and physical expansion 

 

Leiden was blessed and scarred by industry as early as the fourteenth century. The 

Leiden textile-industry flourished in the fifteenth century. The city’s character 

changed from market-oriented to industrial- and market-oriented. Leiden’s draperies 

were a success, both in quantity and quality, its fame reaching far beyond the town’s 

borders. In 1497 the city had grown to more than 14,000 inhabitants, but a century of 

hardship prevented the city from further expansion. In the sixteenth century 

production stabilized and even diminished, mainly due to competition from across the 

English Canal.
68

 Although production was only a sixth of what it used to be, 

population size managed to stay more or less stable. By the time of the Spanish siege, 

Leiden could hardly be identified as an industrial city. The end of the Spanish siege, 

however, heralded an impressive comeback. While industrial centres in the south 

were struggling, Leiden got on its feet and attracted fleeing wool-producers by 

offering them free citizenship and favourable competition. Especially after 1582 

Leiden kicked off and started up a new and improved wool-industry.
69

     

The city grew explosively. With 12,000 inhabitants in 1581, Leiden counted 

44,275 inhabitants only forty years later. This growth could occur through massive 

immigration. Textile workers from Flanders fled religious persecution, while people 

from other parts of Holland and the Republic as well as German and Belgian areas 

were also attracted by high wages and employment opportunities.
70

 At the end of the 

seventeenth century, when economic growth declined throughout the Dutch Republic 

and industries were moved to cheaper places, immigration from outside the Dutch 

Republic grew small. In Leiden’s heydays 60 percent of its brooms and brides came 

from outside the Republic. Industry flourished, but practical problems accompanied 

the massive immigration. Housing shortages, social tensions and pollution of streets 
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and canals were among the most pressing problems. The canals were polluted by foul 

water and waste, laid off by the textile-industries. The streets were crowded with 

small houses and larger houses were divided into several smaller apartments. Soon all 

the open spots in the cities were filled but immigrants kept coming. According to 

H.A.van Oerle, by 1608 the housing supply had increased by 80 percent since the 

Relief. Building in open spaces and dividing existing buildings into smaller living 

units almost solely accomplished this increase.
71

 Afraid population growth would 

slow down and industrial growth would lag behind, city government tried to keep 

producers and labourers coming and staying, but something had to be done to 

improve living standards. Expansion was the only solution.    

 At the end of the sixteenth century city-secretary Jan van Hout had great plans 

with the city. Urban administration had to be reformed and for this he needed an 

accurate survey of the city. Johannes Liefrinck was asked to make a map that was 

suitable to base government policy regarding infrastructure on.
72

 His map, dated 

1576, shows that Leiden was a city with many canals, streets and alleys.
73

 Little 

public green spots are visible, but there were open spaces used for agrarian activity 

and relatively wide waterways. Walls surrounded former convents, fields of the civil 

militia and industrial spaces. The three churches, St. Peter, St. Pancras and the Onze 

Lieve Vrouwe church, and city hall are clearly distinguishable.
74

 In the seventeenth 

century the city was expanded on a large scale. The first expansion occurred in 1611, 

when the city held between 30,000 and 35,000 inhabitants.
75

 Jan Pietersz. Dou created 

a new neighbourhood in the north side of the city, ranging from the far west to the far 

east. The second enlargement took place in 1644 and was the most humble of the 

three. The main objective here was to transfer polluting companies to the outskirts of 

the city and it did not contribute much to relieve the pressure of population density. In 

1658, Jan Jansz. Dou, in the footsteps of his father, made a design of a new 

neighbourhood at the east-side of the city, ranging from the far south-side to the 

north-side. The buildings from 1644 connected the designs of 1611 and 1658 in the 
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north-east corner of the city. After 1659 the city’s size was 1,98 km .
76

 The 

expansions are clearly visible when comparing map 1, by Liefrinck in 1576 and map 

2, by Hagen in 1675.
77

  

The city expanded on the north- and southeast-side. As can be seen all open 

spots were gone, as was the brick wall around the city. Ground walls and bastions 

now surrounded Leiden. In and on the walls were eight gates and nineteen mills 

situated. The city’s population density clearly went up: the streets were small, held 

many, generally smaller, houses and there were fewer canals. Inside the city the 

University, two industrial halls and the weighing-house were new on the map. Empty 

former catholic buildings were used to accommodate the University and industrial 

halls. Trees were planted in the city and a lovely looking walkway bordered by rows 

of trees is discernable around the city. Houses, bridges and streets were built from 

stones instead of wood.
78

 The Latin school, city hall, the churches and the industrial 

buildings became too small and were either moved or expanded. In 1657 the building 

of a House of Discipline was realized.       

 Leiden’s rapid growth had social implications too. Tax reports show that 

social stratification changed. The number of poor did not only increase in absolute 

terms, but their number grew ever larger, relative to the rich inhabitants. In 

comparison to, for example, The Hague or Amsterdam, both also marked by extensive 

growth, Leiden was a poor city.
79

 Living standards declined as a result of housing 

shortages. Housing prices went up due to rising demand and the quality and size of 

houses must not have been very comfortable. The expansions only offered short 

periods of relief for the overstretched housing-market, as demand kept increasing 

until the last three decades of the century. Increased population density led to 

hindrances, like smells, pollutions and absence of natural light.
80

 Despite the fact that 

the canals were severely polluted, its water was still used for consumption, beer 

brewing and transport. Connections between polluted water, contamination, disease 

and epidemics were made, although the causal relationship was unclear. The city, 
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anxious to avoid epidemics, covered up canals and moved the cemeteries outside the 

city after the plague epidemic in 1635.
81

 The last big epidemic occurred in 1669-1670. 

This time it was not the plague, but malaria that caused many casualties. What 

demographic growth meant for social institutions and arrangements will be discussed 

below.  

 

City government  

 

Leiden’s governmental organization found its origin in the Middle Ages, but it did not 

go unchanged, nor unchallenged.
 82

 After the Dutch Republic was founded in 1588, 

the sheriff remained the direct representative of the States of Holland. He was both 

prosecutor (and accordingly president of the aldermen) and the highest police officer. 

This last duty did not mean that the sheriff took care of preserving public order: he 

merely coordinated a few police officers that helped arresting offenders.
83

 This 

lifetime position was changed to a three-year round system only by 1669. The eight 

aldermen and four burgomasters were replaced yearly. These twelve men together 

formed ‘The Court’, which handled regulation and administrative handling of all sorts 

of matters. The Court furthermore assigned hundreds of positions, ranging from 

deacons and schoolmasters to midwives and lower personnel in the halls. The 

aldermen formed the urban court of justice, for criminal and civil matters. In addition 

the aldermen were superintendents of the halls, handled problems regarding 

provincial quota and were commissionaires of weddings for people who did not want 

to marry in the reformed church. They had indeed many tasks and their pile of work 

grew only higher as the amount of trials, administrative and governmental, increased 

as a consequence of population growth.       

 The burgomasters formed the daily government of the city. According to 

historian S. Groenveld they were responsible for urban privileges and rights, 

management of city property, city finances, matters of urban defence and relations 

with the provinces.
84

 In addition, they took care of public order, by instructing the 
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militia and home guard. Each of the burgomasters served as headmaster of both the 

militia and the home guard for three months. Not surprisingly they determined the 

agenda of the city council. On the other hand the council assigned positions of 

burgomaster and made propositions for the position of alderman. In fact, the city 

council was the political top of the city, which members possessed the most desirable 

positions in the city and represented Leiden in provincial and central government 

matters. The council, formed by forty men, concentrated on urban matters that were 

related to the central government and matters that were of great impact for the city. 

The council was made up from burgomasters, ex-burgomasters, aldermen, ex-

aldermen and some less renowned burghers.
85

      

 As mentioned in chapter one, there was little bureaucratization in the 

Republic, but most cities knew a few public servants who had specified duties. Two 

members of the council were treasurers. The high salary of 1000 guilders per person 

acknowledged their importance. Control by burgomasters and colleagues from the 

city council occurred in the Chamber of Accounts by royeermeesters: this 

governmental body inspected the accounts of governmental and semi-governmental 

institutions. Members of the council filled the so-called ‘honourable functions’ of 

orphan master of the orphanage and of the committee of orphans (responsible for the 

supervision of the property of the orphans), church master, hospital master and poor 

relief-master.  

 

Demographic expansion 

 

Demographic developments in Leiden have been briefly mentioned above. It is now 

time to go into them more deeply. We have reliable estimations of the population size 

in 1574, 1581, 1622 and 1795. Between 1581 and 1622 population increased by 

almost 300%: from 12.144 to 44.745.
86

 In 1795 the official counting came to 31.000. 

Until 1795 we have no reliable contemporary estimations. Historians arrive at 

different estimates. N.W. Posthumus calculations, based on numbers of baptisms 

corrected with conversion factors, have long served as convincing estimations. Other 
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well-known historians like J. de Vries, P. Lourens and J. Lucassen generally follow 

Posthumus, but D.J. Noordam is critical.
 87

 He argues that in Posthumus’ calculations, 

changing demographic patterns in economically booming cities are not taken into 

account. He uses extrapolations from household-counts and from 1622 onwards his 

estimates of Leiden’s population size start to differ from Posthumus’ estimates. He 

advocates the use of numbers of houses and households, complemented with baptism, 

marriage and burial registers. After discussing merits of different types of sources, 

Noordam’s main argument is the changing of demographic constitutions related to 

economic developments. For example in periods of economic growth there are 

relatively many young families, giving birth to more children. Following his argument 

Posthumus should not have used the same conversion factor for different economic 

situations. Estimations on population sizes between 1622 and 1700 differ, as can be 

seen in the table below.  

 

Table 2.1 Various population size estimates, Leiden, 1574-1750 

Year/ population size Posthumus Lourens/

Lucassen  

De Vries  Noordam 

1574 - 12,456 - 10,000 

1581 12,144 - - - 

1600 - - 25,000 22,000  

1611 - - - 30-35,000 

1622 44,745 44,745 - - 

1625 - - - 47,000 

1650 - - 67,000 49,000 

1665 - 67,000 - - 

1675 - - - 55,000 

1750 - 38,105 - 37,000 

Sources: De Vries, European Urbanization, 271;  Posthumus, Leidsche lakenindustrie, 153. Lourens 

and Lucassen, Inwoneraantallen, 112-114;  Noordam, ‘Demographische ontwikkelingen’, 43-44. 
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This table shows the general trend of considerable population growth until the start of 

the last quarter of the seventeenth century. From that moment on, population declined. 

In some calculations the rise is stronger than in others. This study tries to assess the 

role of population growth in the development in public services, and accordingly 

includes per capita calculations. We follow Noordam’s estimates, because they are 

based on more and more diverse sources.  Furthermore, it makes conclusions derived 

from the comparison with Utrecht more convincing. If a relation can be discerned 

between urban expenditure on public services and population increase already by 

using Noordam’s lower estimates, the relation can be only stronger if Posthumus’ 

estimates are uses. By starting out with Noordam the risk of bias is averted. To show 

the impact of higher growth rates, a second per capita column is included in table 2.3, 

based on Posthumus’s 67,000 inhabitants.      

 The second problem with the different estimations of population size is related 

to influence on the time-span of this investigation. For Utrecht 1621 and 1669 have 

been analyzed. The population growth between these years in Leiden, according to 

Posthumus is sufficiently high to portray the period as one of considerable population 

growth. After all, the reason Leiden is a case study in this comparison, is it massive 

population growth in the seventeenth century. But if Noordam’s estimates are correct, 

the growth between 1621 and 1669 is a lot smaller. To solve the problem we have 

analzyed year 1612 instead of 1621. This way, Leiden and Utrecht roughly share the 

same population-size in the starting years. As mentioned above, Leiden was suffering 

from a malaria epidemic in 1669. Therefore 1669 is not a representative year and we 

have looked the year 1666 instead. 

 

2.2 Urban expenditure: 1612 and 1666 

 

The second part of this chapter consists of quantitative data on city government 

expenses and on budgets of different types of institutions. Its purpose is twofold. The 

first section on government expenditure first holds a comparison between two years. 

The data is then corrected with population growth by calculating per capita 

expenditure. The second section introduces the non-governmental and semi-

governmental domain. Income and expenditure of urban public, semi-public and 

private institutions are analyzed, if at all possible with the same comparison over 

time. Practical difficulties in the accessibility and availability of the material have 
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often made this impossible. In these cases I have tried to collect other data reflecting 

the budget of the institutions. This enables me to make another comparison related to 

the question how the expenditure of these institutions was related to government 

expenditure. This way their share and function in the larger domain of public services 

can be assessed, as well as the relation to the urban government.  

 

Table 2.2 Total annual expenditure by category, Leiden, 1612 and 1666  

Categories urban annual 

expenditures/ Absolute annual 

expenditure in guilders 

1612 

 

1666 

 

Increase (%) 

1. General administration, justice, 

finance 

a. Interests, repayments, rents, 
leases 
b. Personnel 
c. City government (allowances, 
travels, gifts) 
d. Quota to States of Holland 
e. Rest 

219,036 
 

156,043 
    8,139 
  10,075 
   
  37,699 
    8,889 

248,354 

 

   63,475 
   24,738 
     7,599 
  
 138,215 
   14,327 

+  13  
 

-     59 
+  204 
-     25 
 
+  267 
+    61 

2. Enforcement law and order    5,810   27,526 + 373 

3. Infrastructure  94,768  91,302 -      4 

4. Garbage, sewage, fire-safety and 

public lighting 

      952      n.d. - 

5. Supervision of market goods and 

trading 

      616    1,941 + 215 

6. Care for poor, elderly, sick and 

orphans 

   4,434    9,585 + 116 

7. Public worship   n.d.    4,800 -    

8. Education 

a. Latin school 
b. University 

10.450 

 2,450 
 8,000 

   9,570 

   4,450 
   5,120 

-     9 

+  82 

-   36 

9 Other (e.g. fuel, scholarships, ex-

monks) and unspecified expenses 

13,348   6,505 -  51 

Total expenditure 349,414 399,133 + 14 

Source: Regionaal Archief Leiden (RAL), Stadsarchief  van Leiden 1574-1816. (n.d. refers to ‘no 

data’) 
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Table 2.3 Per capita annual expenditure by category, Leiden, 1612 and 1666 

Categories urban annual 

expenditures/ Per capita 

annual expenditure in 

guilders 

1612 

 

1666 

 

Increase (%) 

50,000 

inhabitants 

Increase (%) 

67,000 

inhabitants 

1. General administration, 

justice, finance 

a. Interests, repayments, 
rents, leases 
b. Personnel 
c. City government 
(allowances, travels, gifts) 
d. Quota to States of Holland 
e. Rest 

6.74 

 

4.88 
 
0.25 
0.31 
   
1.18 
0.42 
 

 4.97 

 

 1.27 
 
 0.49 
 0.15 
  
 2.76 
 0.39 

-  26   

  

-   74     

 

+  96  

-   51     

 

+  133     

-       7  

- 45  

2. Enforcement law and 

order 

0.16 0.55 + 243 + 156 

3. Infrastructure 2.92  1.83 -    38 - 53 

4. Garbage, sewage, fire-

safety and public lighting 

0.03 n.d. - - 

5. Supervision of market 

goods and trading 

0.02 0.04 + 100 + 50 

6. Care for poor, elderly, 

sick and orphans 

0.14    0.19 +   36 0 

7. Public worship n.d.   0.01 - - 

8. Education 

a. Latin school 
b. University 

0.32 0.19    -   40 - 56 

9 Other (e.g. fuel, 

scholarships, ex-monks) and 

unspecified expenses 

0.41 0.13 -   68 - 76 

Total expenditure 10.91 7.98 -  27 - 45 

Sources: table 2.2.
88

 

 

The most striking result from the tables above is that the city-expenditure did not 

increase parallel to the population increase. While population increased with at least 

more than 50 percent between 1612 and 1666, the total expenditure by the city 
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increased by 14 percent. 
89

 These diverging developments account for a significant 

decline in total per capita expenditure between 1612 and 1666: 27 percent. This 

decrease can be explained by four possible developments. First the scale of existing 

services could have declined. Second, the scope of services could have declined 

which means that the range of services offered by the government was narrowed 

down (this indicates a decline in direct government control) or third, the government 

pushed of responsibilities to other institutions. In the fourth scenario, people paid less 

for the same range of services. In the latter case efficiency in providing services must 

have increased, resulting in lower costs. How did Leiden arrive at a 27 percent 

decrease per capita between 1612 and 1666?  There was no overall categorical decline 

adding up to a total decline, but instead expenditures in some categories went up, 

while others decreased. We will now discuss increases and decreases per category, 

keeping in mind the separate implications of the developments in terms of scale, 

scope and government supervision. 

 Leiden spent most of its annual budget on expenses in the category ‘general 

administration, justice and finance’. This category is subdivided into five 

subcategories: ‘rents, loans, interest, repayments’; personnel; direct city-government 

expenditure; central government; and a rest category.  Total and relative expenditure 

went up in the category, but not in all subgroups. The already relatively large 

payments to the States of Holland more than tripled as did general personnel 

expenses. The latter includes only payments to government officials; salaries of 

specialized officials hired by the city, like doctors, teachers, guards and city-

craftsman, have been included in the categories related to their specialization where 

possible. In 1612 almost half of Leiden’s annual expenditure was spent on interest 

and rents on loans. In 1666 this was only 15 percent. This category shows how 

expensive the expansion of the city was. While in 1612 more than 50,000 guilders 

were paid as compensation for expropriating people from their lands, in 1666 this was 

only 1,188. The city had bought lands to expand city boundaries. Apparently bonds 

had been issued the year before to obtain money to buy off landowners of the area in 

question. As mentioned above, in 1611 land on the north side of the city had been 

taken into city boundaries to built houses on. In addition, Leiden had borrowed money 

                                                
89

 Payments from treasurer to treasurer have been left out of the table, because these are not expenses. 
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on which interest had to be paid. In 1612 more than 65,000 guilders was spent on 

amortizations of this loan. The city only spent a little over 7,000 guilders in 1666 on 

interest. This interest was on the loans of money between 1657 and 1663 for the 

barge-canals between Utrecht en Leiden and between Haarlem and Leiden. The 

amounts spent on the city-government itself decreased by 25 percent, largely due to 

absence of travel-expenses and a decrease of almost 4,000 guilders on gifts, clothes 

and dinners. On the other hand the allowances of the government more than doubled 

to 5,247 guilders. Among others, payments on fuel, ex-monks and paper are included 

in the rest category. In 1612 1,735 guilders were spent on fuel and candles. By 1666 

this amount had increased to almost 6,000 guilders. In both years almost 60 percent of 

this was spent on peat, 25 percent on candles and the rest on wood. Per capita this was 

an increase of almost 50 percent.       

 The largest relative increase in terms of percentages took place in category 2: 

law and order. This category consists of four expenses: expenses on citizen militia, 

the home guard, artillery and the guards at the city-gates. On all four more money was 

spent in total and per capita the amount remained the same in the case of home guard 

and gate-guards. The home guard had to protect the city from internal and external 

threats in daytime, a function that the civil militia took over by night. The former 

were professional soldiers on the city’s payroll, while the militia was made up from 

burghers united in a corporation.
90

 Although the militia was under strict control of the 

magistrate, their finances and organization were independent from the city. The 

second largest increase is to be found in the civil militia: in 1612 Leiden spent 4,420 

guilders on the militia and in 1666 12,934 guilders, an increase of almost 200 %. 

Expenditure per capita also almost doubled to 0.26 cents per person. The immense 

increase on artillery is mainly caused by the 9,000 guilders spent on the making of 

two canons. This category shows large increases in scale, rather than in scope. 

Population growth and increased density could have led to a need for more (absolute 

and relative) investments in the preservation of public order. 

 Category 3, expenses on infrastructure, shows surprisingly high amounts, 

considering that maintenance of infrastructure was for the largest part the 

responsibility of the people themselves. Although formal changes occurred in the 

conception of responsibilities in this sector, this is not directly reflected in the annual 
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accounts. It may be argued that the expenses on infrastructure in 1612 could have 

included expenses on the newly built neighbourhood. By 1666 the last expansion had 

long been realized, but expenses on infrastructure were still around 90,000 guilders, 

although per capita expenditure declined. Another possibility is that by 1612 the city 

was also already performing these tasks. A charter of 1583 stated that everyone was 

responsible for his own streets, but 1589 it was decided that the city would be 

responsible for maintenance of the bridges and from 1586 the city was active in the 

paving of streets.
91

 By 1658 a similar charter stated that streets were only to be paved 

by order of the city and by professional men in service of the city.
92

 Maintenance of 

bridges, canals and quaysides became the exclusive responsibility of the city.  

 House owners were ordered to pay for the workers and the city delivered the 

material. This distinction does not show from the accounts, not in the least because it 

is unclear whether the payments were only for working on city-property or also for 

public streets. As mentioned above, population increase meant pressure on canals and 

quaysides. The city was certainly concerned with this issue and likely to be busier 

with this problem than before the population increase.
93

 Individuals hired by the city 

to perform this task more and more became public servants, though not formally. Per 

capita expenditure decreased considerably from almost three guilders to 1.82 guilders. 

This decrease would be even stronger, when an expense of 13,450 guilders in 1666 on 

the towing path between Utrecht and Leiden is taken into consideration. The rest is 

spent on streets, bridges, canals and buildings in Leiden, except for maintenance on 

the house in The Hague that was bought to accommodate representatives of the city 

for the States. C. Smit notices an interesting pattern. In times of economic growth the 

city took on the financial care of infrastructure and when the economy was in decline, 

it reduced responsibilities in order to cut down on fixed costs. 

 Leiden did not take over personal responsibility regarding sewage, garbage, 

fire safety and public lighting. As mentioned earlier, the city did play a role in this 

category, but not through management, nor through financing. Regulations and 

ordinances can be found from the Middle Ages onwards as was also the case 

regarding category 3. The city told the inhabitants what their individual obligations 

and duties were. In addition the city played a role by leasing contracts to empty slurry 
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pits and pick up garbage. Garbage and excrements were valuable economic products 

and competition for leases was fierce. From the seventeenth century onwards the city 

acted more strongly in dictating how the services should be provided.
94

 Sewage and 

garbage remained commercial and private. The public water-freshening system, 

designed by Jan van Hout, was fully dependent on the city’s financial means. During 

the seventeenth century the system fell into decay. Public lighting was still largely an 

individual task and responsibility. The only amount in this category is related to the 

prevention of fire. In accounts of 1669 I have found expenses on fire-hoses (1,050 

guilders) and it is likely that in other years they made similar acquisitions. In addition 

to prohibitions to build roofs from straw, the accounts show that the city actively 

forced people to replace their straw roofs by stone roofs.  To relieve the financial 

consequences in 1612 the city subsidized those who were forced to replace their roofs 

with 952 guilders in total.        

 The annual accounts tell us little about the city’s financial involvement in 

economic matters. As with public order this is perhaps the most important task of 

local government. The size of the city and its economy was known to reflect status of 

its government and leaders. The successful attempts of the magistrate to blow new life 

into the city’s economy from the 1580’s are characteristic for the government’s 

involvement in the economy. Through attracting immigrants, preventing them from 

leaving, accommodating industries, building infrastructure, installing trade 

regulations and facilitating establishment of guilds the city acted to stimulate the 

economy. Leiden was a city with many guilds, but most people were working in the 

textile industry. This sector was not divided into guilds, but into so called specialized 

textile businesses: neringen. These were urban organizations, established on the basis 

of textile type. The city government had initiated the establishment of neringen at the 

end of the sixteenth century and they are mainly distinguished from guilds by the 

absence of a membership.
95

 The government set up regulations and both 

entrepreneurs and members of the city council managed the neringen. They were only 

economic organizations and they had no social functions.
96

 Two members of the 

council acted as superintendents for the textile halls. Direct financial involvement in 

1612 consisted of 252 guilders for the new drapery and 364 guilders for the buying of 
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grain. In 1666 the city spent 1,080 guilders on grain and 861 to the superintendents of 

the industry. Per capita the expenses doubled from 0.20 to 0.40 guilders. 

 In terms of social care the city’s expenses more than doubled from 4,434 to 

11,526 guilders and per capita expenses increased by 9 cents, a percentage of 65%. A 

percentage of the consumer taxes went to the Almoners’ Chamber: the Huiszittenhuis. 

In 1612, this was 834 guilders and in 1666 it amounted to 1,572 guilders: per capita 

little changed. Furthermore the city installed doctors and midwives for the poor. 

Expenses almost doubled to 1,080 guilders on midwives only in 1666. The total 

increase is for a large part explained by the 9,585 guilders that the city paid to the 

Chamber of Orphans in 1666, to 3,000 guilders in 1612. Clearly this amount leads to 

higher per capita amounts. While no developments in terms of scope and government 

control seem to have influenced expenditure, we may interpret the increase in 

expenditure in terms of scale. As discussed earlier, social stratification changed under 

influence of industrial and demographic growth, resulting in a relatively large 

proletariat. This process must have increased the number of people in need of poor 

relief. The involvement of the city in poor relief is further analyzed below, when 

different social institutions are under scrutiny. 

 As mentioned in chapter one, the church was responsible for religious matters.  

However, the city had a strong influence on the appointment of churchmen and paid 

the organist in the church around 300 guilders annually. Any other financial 

interference is not clear from accounts of 1612. In 1666 the 4,800 guilders accounted 

for in the bills went not to the urban reformed church, but to the Walloon Reformed 

Congregation. The account does not specify on what this subsidy was spent. 

Regarding education the city’s involvement is more specific in the accounts. The 

expenses were twofold. First Leiden annually paid set amounts to the Faculty of 

Theology. In 1612 and 1621 these amounts were 8,000 guilders and in 1666 and 

1669, this were 5,120 guilders. Second, the city not only appointed teachers for the 

city-school, she also paid them. This amount went up in absolute terms from 2,450 to 

4,450 guilders, but per capita the expenses hardly went up and thus seem to parallel 

population growth. The principal of the school received 1,000 guilders and the vice 

principal 700 guilders, which was a lot of money. Teachers earned either 500 or 600 

guilders per year. Furthermore the money was supposed to be spent on books, pens 

and paper. In total Leiden spent nine percent less on education in 1666, which means 

that per capita the decrease was strong: 43 percent. At the end of the century, the city-
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government became more concerned with public education and in 1703 the first 

public school for the poor was established. Thirty years later number two and three 

followed.
97

 In the last category all payments that were unspecified or did not fit in the 

above categories, are included. The latter were for instance in 1666, 500 guilders for 

ex-monks, 2,000 on the buying and selling of parts of Soeterwoude, 2,000 guilders on 

metal pieces. The more in depth look at categorical changes has also shown us that 

increases in terms of percentages should be observed in combination with absolute 

figures. In some categories, the increase in terms of percentages, was very high, but 

solely occurred in one subgroup. Percentages do not show what caused the increase 

and a more in depth look was necessary in order to interpret the increases or 

decreases. The increases do not show the importance of the category either. The 

figure below reflects the shares of the categories on the total per capita expenditure.  

 

Figure 2.1 Categorical shares in total per capita expenditure, Leiden, 1612 and 1666 

 

 

   Source: Table 2.2 and 2.3.  

 

Clearly, category 1 remains the largest category with 62 percent in 1612 and in 1666. 

The second largest category in both years is category 3, infrastructure. The share of 

per capita expenditure on infrastructure declined, as it seems mainly by merit of the 

increases on expenditure on law and order. The other six categories make up less than 
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ten percent in both years. The decrease in education and the increase in social care are 

the two most important developments.  

Let us now get back at the 27 percent per capita decrease in annual urban 

expenditure. Leiden’s government did not take up new public responsibilities between 

1612 and 1666. There were no increases in the municipal range of services, but 

existing types of services were offered to a larger population: the increase in volume 

seems obvious. Keeping immigrants in town and attracting new skilled immigrants 

remained of high priority to the government: lowering the service-levels would not 

have served these interests well. Instead of directly lowering demand by restricting or 

reducing services, the government increased the volume. If this were true, services 

were provided with greater efficiency: Per capita expenditure declined significantly, 

which suggests that the increases in scale occurred through greater efficiency. The 

government structure apparently was ready and capable to increase the scale of 

services inefficient ways.  

Before we can refine this conclusion we have to look at non- and semi 

governmental expenditure. At least theoretically, the possibility exists that semi-

governmental or even non-governmental institutions carried out the expansion in 

scale that seems inevitable with such high levels of population growth.  

 

2.3 Semi-governmental institutions  

 

Above we have discussed direct government financial interference with the provision 

and organization of public services. As mentioned earlier a number of Dutch cities 

had reformed social care systems by as early as the sixteenth century. By setting up an 

integrated poor relief system, city governments were at the head of the system. In 

Leiden important developments had occurred in the late sixteenth century. Jean Luis 

Vives’ work was printed in 1532 and in 1575 the States General ratified a statement 

that placed secular authority over church authority regarding poor relief. In 1577 the 

famous secretary of Leiden Jan van Hout, published a proposal to reorganize the relief 

system. In this report he commented on the nature of the city’s economy. He argued 

that its industrial nature made poor relief reforms necessary, because many workers 

were dependent on the insecure industrial wages and prices and therefore more 

vulnerable than non-industrial workers. Van Hout proposed far-going reforms, in 

which he followed Vives closely, stating that the secular government should install 
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care-takers of the poor, that the church should hand over their money from charity to 

the secular organizers of relief, that all poor should work in order to deserve relief and 

that children of the poor deserved education. There was to be just one centrally 

managed fund for poor relief. In addition, Van Hout distinguished between four types 

of poor: orphans, lepers, elderly poor and poor who lived in their own homes. Clearly 

he considered the existing care-systems as inefficient and beggars were considered a 

threat to the city. He also proposed to combine the three hospitals into one. Those 

who were poor by no fault of their own, deserved care and the government was 

supposed to be their highest guardian. Van Hout proposed that neighbourhood 

masters had to make sure that only the deserving poor deserved relief.
98

 It was 

government duty to protect citizens from hunger and hardship, like it was the 

government responsibility to make sure no alms were spilt on undeserving poor.
 99

 As 

we will see below some of van Hout’s proposals were accepted.    

 In the Middle Ages the city consisted of three parishes and they had their own 

poor tables and hospitals (gasthuizen). In 1577 they were combined into one poor 

table and all income on charity was combined into one commission. Urban poor relief 

was organized through the poor table, the Almoners’ Chamber. This house took care 

of poor in their homes and redirected orphans, sick, elderly and midwives to the 

appropriate institutions. More specialized care took place in the hospitals and the 

Holy Ghost Orphanage. The regents supervised the placement of elderly and orphans 

in different houses. Elderly were sent to private houses. The ‘fathers and mothers’ of 

these private houses were paid to take care of the elderly, but living standards were 

often shockingly low. In 1582 a committee of midwives was founded under 

supervision of the Almoners’ Chamber. Six or seven women handed out alms to poor 

midwives and their babies.  

In 1582 the Almoners’ Chamber merged with the poor relief of the Low 

German Reformed Congregation. Organization was half church and half city: the city 

and the church both appointed four regents.
100

 Provision of relief was not based on 

religious conviction. This organizational system hardly changed until the city wanted 

to strengthen its grip on the house in the nineteenth century because the institution’s 

debts became increasingly problematic. The house frequently asked for and received 
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subsidies of the city. Their income was made up from subsidies, church and door-to-

door collections, inheritances, gifts, and income from possessions. After 1675 the 

Chamber received a share of the profit of the urban pawnshop, which had come under 

municipal government control in the same year.
101

 Pot gives a useful survey of 

expenses and incomes and shifts in income and expenditure patterns in the eighteenth 

century. From the seventeenth hardly any accounts have been handed down. In the 

middle eighteenth century its annual income and expenditure amounted around the 

95,000 guilders, of which two thirds was spent on care.
102

 He carefully describes 

financial troubles of the poor relief institution. Not surprisingly administrative 

functions in the poor relief sector were not very popular. Most alms were handed out 

in the homes. In 1612 the Almoners’ Chamber spent around the 36,000 guilders on 

alms, while their fixed income was only 8,000. This fixed income was complemented 

by collections, gifts and inheritances, but did not cover expenses. The house had to 

ask permission for two door-to-door collections in 1612, which added up to 3,800 

guilders each.
103

 In the eighteenth century the financial interference of the city 

increased considerably. 
104

 The nineteenth century proved to be even worse for the 

Almoners’ Chamber: the city had to inject twice in a few years: in 1829, 28,000 

guilders and in 1845, 42,000 guilders.
105

 

The three hospitals/hospitals were not united, as Jan van Hout had proposed, 

but some reforms had taken place at the turning of the century. Finally, in 1773 all 

hospitals were united. The Catherinagasthuis, founded around the twelfth century and 

equipped with some 120 beds merged with the Ceciliagasthuis. In the old buildings of 

the latter a mental and pestilence hospital was installed and managed by the 

Catharinagasthuis. In the mid-seventeenth century an additional complex outside the 

city was built for plague victims. These reforms were funded through a huge lottery in 

1596. The Lady Elisabethgasthuis (merging of Elisabethgasthuis and former Onze 

Lieve Vrouwe Gasthuis) could accommodate about 65 old poor women. In both 

houses old dependent men and women, so called proveniers or proveniersters, could 

buy a bed for permanent stay. In 1593 the House of Lepers was added to the Lady 

Elisabeth hospital. Advantage of this was that the house was sure of some extra 
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income. From their founding onwards all hospitals were placed either under control of 

the city or of the church. In the seventeenth century Leiden thus held two institutions, 

defined as hospitals and both were under control of the city.
106

 We will have a quick 

look at annual income and expenses of Lady Elisabeth hospital in the years 1612 and 

1666. 

Income was mostly subtracted from charitable gifts and rents from land and 

houses in and around Leiden. These lands and houses were only laid off when the 

regents decided to buy bonds of the States.
107

 Most money was spent on food, drinks 

maintenance. In the Catharinagasthuis the same pattern can be discerned. Its capacity 

was twice as high and income and expenditure were also about twice as high as in the 

Elisabethgasthuis,.
108

 

 

Table 2.4 Annual income Lady Elisabethgasthuis, 1612 and 1666 

Annual income in 

guilders 

1612 1666 

Rents and interest 7,018 8,986 

Hides - 117 

Contracts - 885 

Lepers - 89 

Gifts 830 - 

Inheritance 3,045 600 

Rest 18 34 

Total 10,893 10,711 

Source: RAL, Archieven van de gasthuizen. 
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Table 2.5 Annual expenses Lady Elisabethgasthuis, 1612 and 1666 

Annual expenses in 

guilders 

1612 1666 

Interest and rents - 175 

Food and drinks 5,809 6,748 

Maintenance building 325 1,150 

Fuel 441 595 

Lepers 314 52 

Wages buitenmoeder 342 800 

Rest 2,679 1,245 

Total 9,910 13,274 

Source: RAL, Archieven van de gasthuizen. 

 

The city had installed a Committee to supervise possessions of orphans that were 

taken in by the Holy Spirit Orphanage and she contributed to the care provided by the 

orphanage. In times of increased mortality, such as in 1655 -the outbreak of the 

plague- the orphanage was expanded. The Court appointed the regents and income 

was derived from rents, interest, subsidies of income taxes and inheritances. In 1704 

the Almoners’ Chamber initiated the establishment of an orphanage for poor children: 

the ‘Arme Kinderen or Hou huis’. In 1774 the two orphanages merged. 

 Leiden’s magistrate controlled all provision of social care, whether it was poor 

relief, orphan care, health care or care for the elderly. The Almoners’ Chamber was 

the main body for poor relief and the two hospitals the base of health care provision. 

Public poor relief remained under supervision of the city between 1612 and 1666, 

with a role for the church in the board of the Almoners’ Chamber. The only thing that 

could really be done in a city where the number of poor grew every day was to merely 

keep the poor from starving and keep them in their own homes, if ever possible. 

Orphanages may be seen as means to prevent children from falling into poverty not as 

actual poor relief. They served to prevent middle-class children from impoverishment, 

rather than to relieve the real poor. Below, non-governmental organizations and 

institutions will be analyzed. Their function was also more prevention of social 

decline or poverty of relief. To depend on public relief was seen as a last option in a 

wide range of alternatives. Demographic and industrial growth and accompanying 
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proletarization did not lead to institutional changes in semi-governmental 

organizations between 1612 and 1666. The existing framework of semi-governmental 

institutions remained in place between 1612 and 1666. Although they struggled with 

the increasing number of people in need, they coped one way or another. No shifts in 

allocation of responsibility are visible.  

  

2.4 Non-governmental institutions  

 

In this section several non-governmental providers of services will be discussed. We 

will see that their functions are fully or partly aimed at the prevention of social 

decline. In contrast to the institutions discussed above, these institutions were not 

accessible for all, so their public character is questionable. They are discussed here for 

two purposes. First to get an idea of its share in the service-sector and second to see if 

allocation of public and semi-public services shifted from private to public providers 

between 1612 and 1666. In some cases these institutions had formal restrictions 

(memberships), in others practical restrictions (entrance-fees). We will discuss guilds, 

neighbourhoods and courts of almshouses.       

 As mentioned above, Leiden knew guilds for the crafts and neringen for the 

industries. The urban neringen had no social functions, only economic. They were 

governmental institutions and therefore not discussed here. In most cities, their non-

governmental sisters, the guilds, performed more social and sometimes political 

functions (perhaps nowhere better than in Amsterdam). Medieval developments 

prevented guilds in Leiden from growing to such strong societal parties as they were 

in some other cities. Their political influence and provision of social services was 

relatively small.
109

 However, B. de Vries, J. Lucassen et al. have shown that the 

original image of Leiden guilds as meaningless organizations is not correct. There 

were many guilds. A large number of citizens was connected to a guild. The 

seventeenth century saw the highest number of establishment of guilds: in 1612 there 

were only 16 guilds and by 1666 at least 55.
110

 In the textile industry not many guilds 

were formed, because the masters were already organized in neringen.  

Guilds usually served as frameworks in which mutual support was organized. 

Special funds were established through the guilds to support sick members, widows 
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and to fund funerals. This was hardly ever the case in Leiden. I looked at the finances 

of two guilds. The Lakenbereiders-guild spent 1,079 guilders in 1666 and always held 

5,000 in the cash register. Nothing of this was spent on mutual care. The goldsmiths 

spent 58 guilders and received 86 guilders. The 56 guilders were spent on their jack-

of-all-trades and on coals, beer and dinners. In 1666 they received 220 guilders of 

which they spent 216, mostly on themselves: beer, coals and dinners.
111

 It appears that 

the financial structure of the guilds was by no means capable of facilitating social 

care. Perhaps this was due to small scale or relatively low contributions. Guilds and 

neighbourhoods were both active in arranging funerals.     

 Leiden was a relatively poor city with many wageworkers and mutual help 

was indispensable in any early modern society. A desire for mutual help must have 

existed. Neringen were only for the masters, not the servants. How was mutual help 

organized? The initiative came from servants in crafts and in industry in the form of 

bussen and beurzen from the early seventeenth century. In total there were three types 

of these funds. Very few of them were organized through guilds. Between 1621 and 

1670 34 funds were established on the basis of a profession. A little later in the early 

and mid eighteenth century general funds, available for all who could afford it, were 

created. There were funds based on religion, origin and funds installed for widows, 

funerals and sickness. Funds were small and care was only provided for short periods 

of time. Beurzen were installed on private initiative, but permission of the city was 

required. In summary, mutual social security in Leiden was not organized through the 

horizontal guilds, as it was in Amsterdam or the vertical neringen, but through 

collective initiatives of employees. Not the craft, but the need for social security was 

the base of the collective organization. This collective risk sharing could prevent 

members from falling just a little deeper. The real poor, however, had no access to 

these organizations.          

 The impact of family and illegal activities is hard to measure and will not be 

discussed here but a quick word on the institution of neighbourhoods is inevitable in 

this survey.
112

 Their responsibilities, although not always financial, should not be 

underestimated. It was very difficult to escape from the organizations and people were 

heavily fine if they did not participate in the obligations. Before the expansions, the 
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city was organized into seventeen. At the head of one section was headmaster, who 

observed for the city government. Jan van Hout divided the city into 117 

neighbourhoods (by 1700 there were already 207 or 208, but originally 

neighbourhood organizations were set up through private initiative. A few hundred 

people organized themselves to aid one another in times of death, births, fire and 

fights. From the late sixteenth century their responsibilities were formalized and 

increased when the city tightened its grip on the neighbourhood organizations. The 

Court appointed headmasters. They were in direct contact with the Court and the 

Almoners’ Chamber. Population growth, immigration and the continuous 

establishment of new neighbourhoods made the maintenance of public order more 

difficult. The neighbourhood masters had to intervene in fights. These were usually 

solved quickly, but sometimes the men or women involved were sent to the Court. 

They neighbourhood masters played important roles as intermediaries not only in 

judicial matters but also in poor relief and matters related to public works. They were 

basically urban means to control order in the city. A quick look at the accounts of the 

neighbourhoods shows that their functions were largely practical, not financial. Most 

neighbourhoods had only a few hundred guilders at most in their registers, derived 

from fines and gifts and spent on servants and dinners.
113

 Again, although originated 

from private initiative, the city held a firm grip on the institution.  

 A typical Dutch private initiative was the establishment of the so called courts 

of almshouses. Private persons founded these small groups of small houses as early as 

the Middle Ages inspired by religious motivations. Accommodation was free if the 

inhabitants behaved as they were expected to. They were meant to for poor older 

women, but family members of the founder(s) often had first choice and in some men 

were allowed as well. Some courts of almshouses required set payments to get in, but 

most only expected that after death of the inhabitant his or her possessions were left to 

the foundation. This type of care was complementary, often the elderly worked to 

survive. In some courts of almshouses money was distributed, but mostly the regents 

handed out fuel and food to the elderly. In the foundation charters supervision and 

control was usually laid with the church or the city. After the Reformation all courts 

of almshouses came with the Reformed church or the city. Even when the church was 

appointed to control, the city always had final supervising authorities. I have looked at 
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two courts of almshouses: St Anna on the Hooigracht and the Jeruzalemshofje. In the 

latter expenses doubled between 1612 and 1666 from 1,243 to 2,450. Most money 

was derived from rents and interest and most was spent on food, fuel and drinks for 

the inhabitants.  The income of the St. Annahof was similar: between 1664 and 1668 

the average annual income was 2,442 guilders, mostly from annuities. Again most 

was spent on distribution of food, fuel and drinks.
114

  

All non-governmental institutions found themselves under control of the urban 

government. New funds and new foundations were established under governmental 

supervision. Overall we cannot see the emergence of new urban services, regardless 

of who provided them. In terms of allocation we don’t see more government control 

in 1666 than in 1612. It appears as though the institutional framework and the range 

of public services remained in place, while the volume and efficiency increases under 

the pressure of population growth.  
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Chapter 3. Utrecht 

 

3.1 Utrecht, the city 

 

On 23 January 1579, in the great chapter house of the cathedral in Utrecht, the treaty 

of the Union of Utrecht was signed, providing the base for the later Republic of the 

Seven United Provinces. Utrecht had a central geographic position in the Dutch 

Republic. Until the 16
th

 century it had been the largest city in the north 

Netherlands.
115

 A century later, when Holland experienced rapid population growth, 

Utrecht started to lose it top position. In terms of economic and demographic dynamic 

growth it lagged behind cities in Holland. Although Utrecht was not a city in the 

periphery, like Den Bosch, Groningen and Nijmegen, where population hardly 

increased at all in early modern times, its population growth was modest. While cities 

in Holland profited from their locations in international trade systems, Utrecht’s more 

inland position meant that transport costs were relatively high.    

 Three other particular circumstances shaped the economy of Utrecht: a 

regional market function, small-scale industry and the presence of a relatively large 

wealthy group of citizens. In comparison with cities in Holland, Utrecht’s economy 

was dominated by small-scale crafts and industries for a regional market. Rommes 

shows that the most important economic sector was industry, but that there was no 

industrial specialization, like there was in Leiden.
116

. Utrecht had held a regional 

market function in the Middle Ages and strengthened this position in the seventeenth 

century, also through investments in infrastructural connections. Industrial activities 

took place on a small scale: businesses with more than five employees were few. 

Though industry was small scale and often regionally orientated, Utrecht’s metal 

industry was famous beyond the borders of the Republic. The labour market was 

further characterized by the presence of official government bodies, like the 

Provincial States and the Supreme Law Court. Relatively many people were ‘living 

off the government’
117

. Utrecht was the capital of the States of Utrecht and home to 
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many members of the provincial elite (noblemen and patricians). The presence of this 

large wealthy social group meant that demand for luxury products was high. Utrecht’s 

textile industry and crafts relied on demand from the countryside around the city and 

on demand of the large urban elite and nobility. In combination with economic 

growth, the demand for luxury products made for increased specialization. Utrecht 

differed from most cities by its relatively large size of the ‘tertiary’ sector. Especially 

after 1670 the share of people working in economic and domestic services increased. 

The social middle classes were relatively large and strong. There was no mono-

industry and no large-scale industry. This variety and local orientation made 

wageworkers less vulnerable to economic conjuncture and international competition.

 Historians are not always in agreement on Utrecht’s demographic growth rates 

in the seventeenth century, but estimates do not run as far apart as they do for Leiden. 

All estimates agree on continuous demographic growth between 1580 and 1630, 

bringing population size from 25,000 to 30,000. After 1630 population size remained 

relatively stable or slowly increased until the adversities of the 1670’s. According to 

historians, like Lourens & Lucassen, Israel and de Vries, Utrecht’s population size 

was still around 30,000 by 1670.
118

 Historian Ronald Rommes estimates that the city 

held around 33.500 inhabitants in 1670, thus growing by more than ten percent.
119

 His 

estimates are based on relatively diverse and detailed sources and will be used in per 

capita calculations in this study.
120

 Population growth was caused by a considerable 

increase of immigration.
121

 Most immigrants came from Germany, but as in most 

other cities, religious and economic migrants from the Southern Netherlands also 

settled in Utrecht. In addition, Utrecht billeted thousands of foreign soldiers during 

winter. Some of them stayed and took up non-military occupations in the city. 

However, although the government was active in attracting lucrative immigrants, they 

used citizenship as a socio-economic and political means to implement city-policy. 

Access to urban facilities was in many cases connected to the possession of formal 

citizenship. In contrast to Leiden, the costs for obtaining citizenship were high and 

restrictions on groups of immigrants, like Catholics and Jews, were abound. The 

number of immigrants who became citizens was relatively small. Before 1670 in 

                                                
118

 Israel, The Dutch Republic 332, 380, De Vries, European Urbanization appendix 1, Lourens and 

Lucassen, Inwoneraantallen, 87-8.   
119

 Rommes, Oost west Utrecht best? 21-25. 
120

 Ibid. 
121

 Ibid, 76. Rommes presumes a threefold increase. 



 57 

Leiden twice as many immigrants obtained citizenship as in Utrecht.
122

   

 The 11 percent population growth did not result in serious population pressure 

or incentives to expand the city. The Reformation had opened up many spaces that 

used to be under the authority of the Catholic Church. After 1580 there was plenty of 

free space within the confinements of the medieval walls. Possible housing shortages 

did not lead to expansion outside these walls. Father and son Moreelse hinted at 

economic incentives to expand the city. They designed plans to stimulate the 

economy by attracting financers to newly built neighbourhoods, but their ambitious 

plans were never approved. In 1664 Hendrik Moreelse proposed to double the size of 

the city on the west side. Like his father in 1604 and 1624 he failed to convince the 

magistrate that his plan was worth the financial burdens and risks involved. Many 

members of the magistrate were afraid the value of their own land would decline with 

the expansion of the city’s grounds.
123

      

 No new urban properties were realized, but the cityscape did change due to the 

Reformation and economic growth. One year after the treaty was signed Utrecht lost 

its status of a catholic capital. As had happened already in some other provinces, 

catholic practices were prohibited and the reformed community started to force 

through the Reformation.
124

 Provincial and urban governments profited from the 

confiscated property of the former convents (there were twenty-four convents before 

the Reformation).
125

 The chapters remained, but lost their religious function. 

Churches lost their privileges on property. The Reformation made land and buildings 

available for other purposes. On some of these grounds new streets were laid out to 

improve infrastructure, on others former catholic buildings were used for other 

activities. More and more streets were paved and small alleys were widened. 

Economic growth enabled the city to invest in its infrastructure and appearance 

through renewal and improvements on public works. The city gates of Catherijne and 

Wittevrouwen were renovated.  The façade of city hall was rebuilt and new houses 

were built on open spaces. Municipal building ordinances prohibited the building of 

wooden houses and the city actually took a row of wooden houses down. Wooden 
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fronts of houses were replaced with stones to prevent fires and for aesthetic value.
126

 

Most new streets were laid in the 1640’s and 1650’s. In 1636 the city established a 

university. The University was almost entirely financed and governed by the city.
127

  

The Reformation had consequences for social and political life too. Let us first 

have a look at the administration of poor relief. As in all of Europe, most poor relief 

had been religiously inspired and organized through church and catholic foundations, 

like the Table of the Holy Spirit. After the Reformation in Utrecht, responsibility for 

poor relief was taken over by the reformed deacons or poor-table. Originally all 

citizens could apply for assistance, regardless their religious conviction. The now 

Protestant parishes held on to their poor funds and, except for hospitals, for most 

other poor relief-foundations and funds little changed. The twenty-one 

hospitals/hospitals were forced to abandon their catholic character and they were put 

under municipal control. They all received specific functions: hospital, orphanage or 

home for the elderly. During the seventeenth century almost all hospitals turned into 

homes for the elderly. We will have a closer look at some of these hospitals later. 

After the Reformation the catholic schools of the chapters and convents were 

abolished and the city’s Latin school: St. Hieronymus and the parish school were 

reformed.
128

  

  

Political developments 

 

The long called for peace with the Spanish between 1609 and 1612, fuelled local 

tensions in Utrecht. The civic militia, whose powers had increased dramatically 

during the turbulent years of the revolt, had been under strict control after the undoing 

of their coup d’état in 1586, but tensions had slowly been increasing. In 1610 the civic 

militia demanded more influence in the city government. The burgerhoplieden, 

spokesmen of the burghers, succeeded in demanding a new city council, but the States 

did not agree. After negotiations and military pressure the newly found magistrate 

was removed from place and the old magistrate reinstalled. Though this revolt was 

not much of a success in the end, eight years later their aims were fulfilled by 

stadtholder Maurits of Orange. In 1618 political tensions led to counter-remonstrant 
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reforms of the City council. Stadtholder Maurits had taken power. Opponents of a 

strong stadtholder were pushed aside and members of the middle class strengthened 

their political position in the new City council. The city was to be cleared of 

remonstrant preachers. Maurits had appointed the City council for life, but quickly 

realized this weakened his own power. He strengthened his influence on the city by 

taking the right to annually appoint burgomasters and aldermen. Between 1618 and 

1650 the council could propose candidates for these positions, but ultimate 

appointments were made only by the stadtholder.
129

 After Willem II died 

unexpectedly in 1650 the anti-Orangist families regained the upper hand in Utrecht. In 

absence of appointments by a stadtholder, the council was complemented through 

cooptation. Political and religious tensions were strongly intertwined in seventeenth 

century Utrecht. 

 

3.2 Urban expenditure: 1621 and 1669 

 

For Utrecht we will look at annual city government accounts for the years 1621 and 

1669. In table 3.1, Utrecht’s expenditure on public services is displayed. The increase 

or decrease per category is shown in terms of percentages in the last column.  

 

Table 3.1 Absolute annual expenditure by category, Utrecht, 1621 and 1669 

Categories urban annual 

expenditures/ total expenditure in 

guilders 

1621 1669 % 

increase/decrease  

1. General administration, justice, 

finance 
a. Interests, repayments, rents, leases 

b. Personnel  

c. City-government (allowances) 

d. Taxes to the States of Utrecht 

e. Rest (paper, fuel, wine, cloth) 
 

64,054 
 

21,230 

6,805 

3,627 

24,364 

8,028 
 

82,612 
 

48,604 

13,877 

11,185 

1,061 

9,800 

+ 29% 
 

+ 129 % 

+ 103 % 

+ 208 % 

- 96 % 

+ 22 % 

2. Enforcement law and order, military 

protection 

554 
 

 

5,732 
 

 

+ 934 % 

3. Infrastructure 9,827 36,843 + 275 % 

4. Garbage, sewage, fire-safety and 

public lighting 

n.d. 620 - 

5. Supervision of market goods and n.d. 2,500 - 
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trading 

6. Care for poor, elderly, sick and 

orphans 

380 2,511 + 560 % 

7. Public worship 9,518 22,202 133 % 

8. Education 4,552 5,960 + 30 % 

9 Rest  0 0 - 

Total expenditure 88,885 158,980 + 79 % 
Source: GAU, Stadsarchief II.  

 

Table 3.2 Per capita annual expenditure by category, Utrecht, 1621 and 1669 

Categories urban annual 

expenditures/ per capita expenditure 

in guilders 

1621 

(30,000) 

1669 

(33,500) 

% 

increase/decrease  

1. General administration, justice, 

finance 
a. Interests, repayments, rents, leases 

b. Personnel  

c. City-government (allowances) 

d. Taxes to the States of Utrecht 

e. Rest (paper, fuel, wine, lakens) 
 

2.14 
 

0.71 

0.23 

0,12 

0.81 

0.27 
 

2.47 
 

1.45 

0.41 

0,33 

0.03 

0,29 

+ 15% 
 

+ 104 % 

+ 80 % 

+ 178 % 

- 96 % 

+ 8 % 

2. Enforcement law and order, military 

protection 

0.02 0.17 
 

 

+756 % 
 

 

3. Infrastructure 0.33 1.07 + 224 % 

4. Garbage, sewage, fire-safety and 

public lighting 

n.d. 0.02 - 

5. Supervision of market goods and 

trading 

n.d. 0.07 - 

6. Care for poor, elderly, sick and 

orphans 

0.01 0.07 + 600 % 

7. Public worship 0.32 0.66 + 106 % 

8. Education 0.15 0.18 + 18 % 

9 Rest  0 0 0 

Total expenditure 2.96 4.75 + 60 % 
Source: table 3.1; Rommes, Oost west, Utrecht best, 24-5. 

 

 

In Utrecht urban expenditure increased in all categories and therefore in total. 

Corrections for population growth modifies this pattern only a little. Per capita more 

was spent on all nine categories of collective services. Moreover, on all subgroups but 

one, more money was spent in 1669 than in 1621. The most striking feature in the 

table is the considerable per capita increase of 60 percent. Population increased by a 

little over 10 percent. This uneven rise can be explained by three possible 
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developments. Perhaps people paid more for the same services: the same was offered 

but services became more expensive. In that case scale could have increased while 

either the quality of the services went up or the level of efficiency went down. 

Perhaps people paid more for more services: the scope widened. In that case the local 

government offered a wider range of services. To get an idea which of the possible 

scenarios is most likely, we will have a look at the amounts in the different categories 

and developments in provision of the services offered.   

 

Figure 3.1 Categorical shares in total per capita expenditure, Utrecht, 1621 and 1669 

         

    

 

Source: Table 3.2.  

As was the case in Leiden, most money spent by the city was spent in category 1. In 

1621 it was more than two-third and in 1669 more than half the total amount. Per 

capita 15 percent more was spent on general administration, justice and finance. 

Repayments, interest and rents accounted for most of this increase. In 1621 almost all 

of the 21,230 guilders spent in this subcategory came from unspecified annuities 

(17,604). In 1669 12,878 guilders were spent on the repayment of a loan for the 

financing of a new clock on the Dom tower; almost 7,000 guilders were spent on 

interest on unspecified annuities and a little over 10,000 guilders interest came from 

capital borrowed to buy lands west of the city and to build the barge-canal between 
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Leiden and Utrecht. The largest amount of interest, 13,532 guilders was paid to 

bailiffs of convents, hospitals, churches, Almoners’ Chamber, Crafts’ Chamber and 

several individuals. The destinations of the original loans are not clearly specified, but 

it appears that some of the capital was borrowed from these institutions to finance the 

establishment of the University in 1636. The second outstanding figure in this 

category is the immense decline in payment of taxes to the States in 1669. It is the 

only type of expenditure that declined and the only type which per capita decrease 

parallels total decrease in terms of percentages. This subcategory is almost certainly 

incomplete. Utrecht was not free from tax obligations in 1669, nor did taxes decline 

according to the surveys in Gewestelijke Financien ten tijde van de Republiek.
130

 Tax 

obligations rose according to the figures there. I have not found an explanation for the 

low expenditure on provincial taxes. If higher tax obligations could have been 

included in the tables, per capita expenditure would go up even more. Expenditure on 

personnel and the government had increased with respectively 103 and 208 percent by 

1669. The only subcategory that seems to even remotely correlate with the growth of 

the population, is the last ‘rest’ category, but little can be derived from that category 

regarding our larger questions.  

 Category 2 is marked by a large per capita increase: expenses on law and 

order related services increased by 756 percent from 0.02 guilders to 0.17 guilders. In 

1621 this 0.02 guilders per person was spent on guards at the gates. In 1669 there 

were more guards and more gates, expenditure increased with 50 percent to 0.03 

guilders. Although the civic militia had been place from the Middle Ages and was an 

important group in the city, no payment can be found in the accounts of 1621. In 1669 

4,702 guilders were provided by the city for the militia: 0.14 cents per inhabitant. 

Although the city did not expand physically, the people in Utrecht paid 1.07 guilders 

per person on infrastructure in 1669 against 0.33 in 1621. This increase makes it the 

second largest category in total and per capita. More money was spent only on 

category 1. On all possible expenses in this category, such as material and salaries 

more was spent. As mentioned before, economic growth enabled the city to upgrade 

its appearance by renovating, building and embellishing the city. More wood, stones, 

glass, tin, oil, rope, iron and other materials were bought and against 5,213 in 1621, 

10,025 guilders were spent in 1669 on wages of workmen.     
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 No expenses are found in the accounts of 1621 regarding urban expenses on 

fire safety, public lighting, garbage and sewage. From 1573, the city was divided in 

seven or eight neighbourhoods, with neighbourhood sheriffs as deans. In turn, these 

were divided in quarters based on medieval militia-quarters. The inhabitants carried 

the financial burdens of the maintenance of canals, wells and pumps, sewage. Control 

lay with the sheriffs of the neighbourhoods. The sheriffs were responsible for water 

supply and draining, maintenance, fire escapes, lighting.
131

 Inhabitants of these 

quarters paid for the services in this category directly or indirectly through the 

sheriffs. Sheriffs had the authority to collect money from the inhabitants and instruct 

and pay for services. Municipal ordinances instructed people to carry light in the night 

as early as the late Middle Ages, but public lighting was only realized in times of fire, 

riots and war. Inhabitants were then forced to put light at the front of their houses. In 

turn, the magistrate took responsibility for public spaces, the church for their churches 

and cemeteries and the militia for their quarters. From the middle of the seventeenth 

century Utrecht started to use oil lamps. On 17
 
December 1666 it followed cities such 

as London and Amsterdam with formal ordinances on public street lighting. From the 

October 1
st
 to February 1

st, 
by night, all lanterns in the city were to be lit. Some of 

these lanterns burned oil and others used candles.
132

 The organization of public 

lighting was in the hands of the city council.
133

 In 1682 the City council ordered 600 

lanterns. Although she ordered lanterns, oil, candles and servants to maintain and fill 

the lamps, the city did not pay for it. The people on whose houses a lantern was put, 

were obliged to pay the costs. The house owners paid four guilders per year for the 

buying, installing, lighting, filling and maintenance of the lanterns. A special function 

was created for the control of the filling and lighting of lanterns: the ‘sheriff by night’. 

His public function was taken quite serious, taken from strict ordinances. By 1715, 

the city had six fillers and twenty-five men who lighted the lanterns.
134

 In urban 

accounts expenses on candles and such are found, but they were used for public 

worship at the Dom. The 620 guilders in this category were spent on the maintenance 

of leather water buckets for firefighting.        

 As was the case in category 4, no direct government contribution to the 
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services in category 5, supervision of market goods and trading, can be found in 1621. 

For 1669 only, one expense related to involvement in economic affairs. Utrecht’s 

government paid the relatively large sum of 2,500 guilders to an official in the textile-

industry who was responsible for supervision of workings of the industry. The 

government was furthermore active in stimulating the economy by setting up 

arrangements to attract craftsmen from elsewhere. In contrast to Leiden, the city did 

not make it easy for immigrants to obtain citizenship. From 1624, the cost was 25 

guilders, which was more than average weekly wages.
135

 The city government 

lowered the costs or made it free specialized entrepreneurs from elsewhere and in 

some cases even subsidized them. With the coming of immigrants and the favourable 

economic climate, industry was growing and competition grew stronger. But 

possibilities to compete were in most crafts and industries restricted by the regulations 

of the guilds. Increase of scale was for example difficult, because the protocols 

formalized maximum capacities.
136

 Not everyone kept to the protocols and tensions 

arose. The city sometimes acted as mediator in arranging that the protocols remained, 

but were relaxed. Exceptions were allowed. Sometimes the city financially supported 

the establishment of a somewhat larger business in the textile industry.
137

    

As was the case in most Dutch cities, Utrecht’s government appointed and 

paid surgeons for the poor. In 1621 the amount paid was 300 guilders (an additional 

100 guilders were to be paid to the surgeons by the Leewenberghgasthuis). The city 

paid 80 guilders to the Cellebroeders for burying the dead. In times of plague 

epidemics plague masters were appointed and paid. The city did not provide for poor 

relief directly. After the Reformation the reformed deacons were installed to provide 

for all deserving poor in their homes under control of the city. This situation lasted 

until 1628, when under pressure of catholic complaints and financial difficulties, the 

Almoners’ Chamber was established by the city council. From 1628 the reformed 

deacons were to provide for the protestant poor and the newly found Almoners’ 

Chamber for the poor of other religious convictions. The city appointed catholic and 

protestant regents at the board and controlled their workings. Nine years later the 

Catholic regents left, after their demand that the position of regent of a hospital would 

be opened up to Catholics was not complied with. In 1674 they established their own 
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Chamber. It is known that the city (partly?) paid for the relief offered by the 

Almoners’ Chamber, but no traces of this can be located in the accounts of 1669. In 

1668 2,250 guilders were paid to the administrator of the Almoners’ Chamber. In that 

same year the amount of 4,000 guilders was spent on the Crafts’ Chamber and 1,300 

on the House of Correction. A small amount was paid to the bookkeeper of the 

Guardians’ Chamber. The Guardians’ Chamber was set up in 1623 to keep control of 

the inheritances of orphans in the Civic Orphanage. This orphanage was only for 

orphans of citizens and in the sixteenth and seventeenth century more and more 

criteria for admittance were set. The Civic Orphanage was located in the St. 

Elisabethgasthuis. Although the city was formally in charge of orphans, the actual 

care was left to family or neighbours. If this was not possible, they were boarded as 

servants for individuals by the Crafts’ Chamber. This was the case until 1675, when 

the Stadsambachtskinderhuis was established to accommodate poor orphans. For 

1669 no expenses were made for the Chamber, but 2,120 guilders were paid to the 

administrator of the House of Correction. The rest was paid to the Cellebroeders, a 

medieval religious order with nursing functions and doctors. The increase is very 

large, both in total and per capita, but it does not tell us much about increases or 

decreases in scale or scope in public relief. It does tell us that that the city’s 

involvement in controlling relief had increased from 1621. The Almoners’ Chamber, 

Guardians’ Chamber, House of Correction and the Crafts’ Chamber are all 

decentralized governmental institutions and their finances will be discussed below.  

Religious diversity caused tensions between providers of poor relief.  

 On public worship, category 7, Utrecht already spent a relatively large amount 

in 1621: almost 10,000 guilders. This more than doubled in 1669: 22,202 guilders, a 

per capita increase of 106 percent. Most of this money was spent on salaries and 

house rental for preachers. In the 40’s and 50’s more positions were created for 

preachers and this meant a serious financial burden for the city. On several occasions 

Utrecht asked financial support from the States in paying the preachers.
138

 As in most 

cities, there was only one public school: the Latin school. The government of Utrecht 

paid the schoolteachers of this school and paid for housing and maintenance of the 

houses. These expenses increased by 18 percent per capita in 1669, to 0.18 guilders. 

In the Collegium Willibrordus, a non-governmental institution for poor young men, 
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education was given for free and the city contributed a few guilders, both in 1621 and 

in 1669. As mentioned earlier, the University was installed and almost entirely 

financed by the city of Utrecht in 1636 through the confiscated properties of former 

catholic convents and fraternities.  No expenses on the University were found in the 

accounts of ’68 or ’69. Category 9, the ‘rest’ category, is empty, because all expenses 

can be placed in the other eight categories.  

 Per capita expenditure grew by 60 percent between 1621 and 1669, due to 

overall expansion in scale and new expenditure (sub) categories. Increases in both 

scale and scope are indications of increased government organization. The costs of 

realizing this increase must have been high, contributing to relatively high per capita 

costs for the people of Utrecht. In order to efficiently increase municipal service 

levels, the relevant institutional framework had to be in place and this was not the 

case in Utrecht.  

 

3.3 Semi-governmental institutions 

 

In this section, the institutions set up and (partly) financed by the government will be 

discussed. They are mainly related to social care and public order. These two 

categories are related. As a consequence of rising numbers of poor, beggars and 

vagabonds in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, governments feared unrest and 

disruption of public order. Through distinctions between deserving and non-deserving 

poor, cities could install arrangements suitable for each group. The deserving poor 

could rely on poor relief, while the second group was considered as unwanted and in 

need of forced discipline. By 1621 the House of Correction was already in place; the 

three other semi-governmental institutions were established later. The task of the 

Guardians’ Chamber was supervising, rather than funding. From the late Middle Ages 

local governments took up the responsibility to make sure that inheritances of 

deceased fathers and mothers was not claimed by others than the orphans. The 

importance of reliable guardians was obvious to all. If the parents had not made good 

arrangements, the local government appointed and supervised guardians. In Utrecht 

this happened through the Guardians’ Chamber, established in 1623. Regents were 

appointed by the city council.  We will have look at the financial situation of the 

Almoners’ Chamber, the Crafts’ Chamber and the House of Correction in 1669. The 

Almoners’ Chamber was established in 1628, but was only one actor in the Utrecht 
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poor relief scheme: the reformed deacons took care of the reformed, churches held 

funds for the poor and the Chamber took up care for house-sitting non-reformed poor. 

By 1637 the Catholic regents had left the board of the Chamber. From table 3.3 can 

be derived that urban and provincial governments played a significant role in the 

provision of relief for the non-reformed poor. Collections and income from functions 

related to burying and transporting the dead, formed the main income base.  

 

Table 3.3 Almoners’ Chamber, income and expenses, 1669 

Income in guilders 1669 Expenses in guilders 1669 

Possessions: rents   132 Endowments/ alms  33,599 

States of Utrecht 5,600 Surgeon and pharmacist   1,442 

City of Utrecht 4,250 Rents and maintenance      957 

Collections 7,817 Poor at the Collegium 
Willibrordi 

       50 

Gifts/ Inheritances      18 Salaries      226 

From funerals and transport of 

the dead 

7,886 Compensation last year’s 

account 

  2,377 

Rest  9,000 Rest        45 

Total 39,433 Total 38,702 

Source: GAU, Stadsarchief  II 

 

The Crafts’ Chamber was established as an urban initiative in 1623. Its purpose was 

to provide for orphans, who could not get into the Civic Orphanage. They provided 

work and foster families. In practice they boarded poor children out to individuals, 

where they were used and often abused as servants. The Civic Orphanage was a rich 

orphanage with good food, education and clothing, only accessible for healthy 

children of citizens of Utrecht. They had an annual income of more than 40,500 

guilders. Most orphans and other children who were alone were taken care of by the 

Craft’s Chamber.
139

 In 1674 the Chamber was split up in an orphanage for poor 

children and an institution through which entrepreneurs and poor could make work-

arrangements. The reformed deacons contributed almost five thousand guilders 

through ordinances and further income was acquired through collections, gifts and 

transporting the dead.  
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Table 3.4 Crafts’ Chamber, income and expenses, 1669 

Income in guilders 1669 Expenses in guilders 1669 

Possessions: rents    1,000 Profits put aside 8,652 

Collections    2,445 Textile, leather and shoes etc. 4,462 

Gifts/ Inheritances    3,938 Rents and maintenance 2,761 

Sinking and transport of the 

dead 

   4,497 Salary tailors 1,177 

Reformed deacons and St. 

Jobsgasthuis 

  4,368 Lepers   167 

Rest         65 Compensation last year’s 

account 

2,377 

  Rest   607 

Total 17,785 Total 17,785 

Source: GAU, Stadsarchief II. 

 

The House of Detention was set up in the former St. Nicholasconvent in 1615. The 

establishment was funded through the confiscated property of the catholic fraternities. 

A wealthy individual, Evert van der Poll, had set up a workhouse in 1604 and by 1619 

the two were merged in the House of Correction. Severely punished and vagabonds 

were detained in the House. The city paid for the detention of these men and women.  

 

Table 3.5 House of Correction, income and expenses, 1669 

Income in guilders 1669 Expenses in guilders 1669 

City of Utrecht 2,225 Costs of boarding of the 

detained 

2,472 

Sale of sailcloth   131 Salaries   843 

Manufacturing costs   645 Materials and maintenance   540 

Rest    881 Rest     29 

Total 3,882 Total 3,730 

Source: GAU, Stadsarchief II 
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The accounts show that in addition to levies and subsidies from the government, 

many institutions derived income from capital, property, gifts and inheritances. Not 

all this money went directly to the poor, but most was indeed spent on food, drinks, 

fuel, clothes and occasionally monetary handouts. When looking at the poor relief 

schemes in Utrecht in the seventeenth century, we see an expansion of government 

initiative and control. From the later seventeenth century more and more (religious 

groups) in the city turned away from the urban relief scheme and set up their own 

poor tables, schools, orphanages and homes for the elderly. As described in the 

former chapters each city created their own relief schemes under influence of several 

factors, like the sixteenth century poor relief reforms, the Reformation, urbanization 

and local government interests. The magistrate in Utrecht was relatively passive at 

first: the funds of the parish churches remained in place and together with the 

reformed deacons they were to take care of poor of all religious convictions. By 1628 

a municipal Almoners’ Chamber was established to take care of the non-protestant 

poor. Government control increased, but there was no integrated relief system. The 

installation of semi-governmental bodies shows the changing level of government 

involvement in the arrangement of poor relief.  

 

3.4 Non-governmental institutions 

 

The semi-governmental bodies described above were related to public order and 

social care. They were complemented with institutions, such as hospitals, foundations, 

guilds and churches. Not all of these institutions are formally public in the strict sense 

of their accessibility to all. Guilds required membership, which required citizenships; 

hospitals and foundations were usually not accessible for the very poor. They were 

primarily means to prevent true impoverishment. We will have a look at the annual 

accounts of three guilds, two churches, two hospitals and three foundations to get an 

idea of the scale and scope of the non-governmental part of public services. 

 This function of prevention is most clear in the example of guilds. Utrecht was 

home to many guilds from as early as the thirteenth century. The twenty-one ‘old 

guilds’ had held political power for over two centuries, until 1528.
140

 The deans of the 

guilds chose the council of the city. Without a membership of one of the twenty-one 
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guilds, one was not an official citizen. When Charles V took over power in 1528, the 

guilds lost their political power, but kept their social economic function. Guilds and 

city council together tried to control economic activities and stimulate Utrecht’s 

economic position. Between 1570 and 1688 the number of guilds grew from twenty-

two to fourty. The social function was hardly ever formalized in rules regarding 

mutual support, except for the arrangement of funerals.     

 Bos points the existence of many religious fraternities that had taken up 

charity functions before the Reformation. After the Reformation these fraternities 

were abolished, but little changed. Some guilds handed out alms in church on 

Sundays, but this was informal and only possible when members had left their 

inheritance to the guild. The guilds did not offer support from the funds of the guilds. 

One look at the accounts of most guilds shows that this would have been difficult 

indeed, since the general funds were surprisingly small. The guild of cloth weavers 

spent 225 guilders in 1621 and 58 in 1670, the antique-cutters spent 16 guilders in 

1621 and only 10 guilders in 1670 (they received 9 guilders). Almost all was spent on 

salaries, dinners and turf.
141

 Most guilds did not collect membership-money. No 

income meant no financial support. The blade smith guild, St. Eloyengilde was an 

exception: for more than three centuries they handed out bread and money to poor 

members and they had their own hospital. There were, however, no weekly expenses 

when members fell ill or grew old. Within most guilds, special funds were established 

for structural support in case of death or illness. These funds were on a voluntary 

basis and contribution was required. Most of these special funds were installed after 

1650. Pensions were hardly ever handed out, but short-term support in illness and the 

payment of funeral costs were common. Compared to Amsterdam, the financial 

means of these funds were small and informal support remained important. Although 

budgets were small and mutual aid was not formalized, the guilds had more social 

tasks than in many other cities: they were supposed to contribute to the infrastructure 

of the city and the wellbeing of all deserving poor in the city.
142

 Guilds were expected 

to aid the semi-governmental institutions described above, to aid the neighbourhoods 

and to hand out alms in the churches.       

 The Buurkerk and the St. Nicolaaskerk were both parish churches. The 

Buurkerk stood in the parish in the middle of town and its budget was more than three 
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times as high as the budget of the St. Nicolaaskerk, including funds for the poor of the 

latter. The Buurkerk spent around 4,500 guilders in 1621 and in 1666, of which 648 

guilders were spent on preuves, non-monetary alms in 1621 and 846 in 1669. The St. 

Nicolaaskerk was located in the south-east part of town and spent only 603 guilders 

on other expenses than poor relief in 1621 and 842 guilders in 1669. Expenditure for 

supporting the poor increased little over the years: 630 guilders in 1621 and 651 

guilders in 1669. The support offered by churches consisted almost exclusively of 

butter and bread.
143

  

After the Reformation little changed for the foundations, like the courts of 

almshouses, they functioned as before and the deaconate or wealthy individuals 

established some new foundations. Many old foundations kept their catholic 

character. Some of these foundations offered free housing while others provided alms. 

The St. Margaretenhof spent 1,900 guilders in 1621 and 3,672 in 1669 of which 1900 

was a loan to the city. The Margaretenhof could accommodate about twenty-six 

elderly.  Most income was derived from rents and interest. Annual budgets of former 

catholic relief institutions were used to finance the expenses on the University. The 

Begijnhof spent almost 3,000 guilders more in 1669 than in 1621 (namely 6,251) due 

to payments on salaries and wine for professors at the University: 3,240. The rest of 

the budget was spent money on alms, maintenance, salary and rents. The budget of 

the former St. Nicolaasconvent also held payments to the University: 2080 guilders in 

1669. The Heilige Geesthuis remained in function as a foundation and spent a little 

over 4000 guilders in 1621 and almost 5000 in 1669. About half of this was spent on 

alms for the poor, the rest was mainly spent on loans and salaries.
144

    

 The hospitals were almost without exception transformed into homes for the 

elderly. Most important were Barabara- and –Laurensgasthuis, the 

Bartholomeusgasthuis and the Heilige Kruisgasthuis. They were meant for dozens of 

elderly: people who lived there for free and proveniers who had their own rooms.
145

 

The Heilige Kruis Gasthuis accommodated between twenty and forty women in the 

seventeenth and eighteenth century. Between 1621 and 1669 the annual expenses 

more than doubled to 11,000 guilders. Almost 7,000 of these 11,000 guilders were 

loaned to the city. Other expenses were, for example, 1,400 guilders on food and 
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drinks and a few hundred guilders on maintenance and salaries. The St. 

Maartengasthuis had a smaller budget: around 2,000 guilders in 1622 and 3,400 in 

1669. It held only eight people in 1603. The St. Catherijnegasthuis came to be an 

academic hospital and the Leeuwenberghgasthuis a hospital for victims of the plague. 

Two special hospitals were the Dolhuis, a house for the insane, and the 

Armennoodhulp. The former spent most of its budget on food and fuel and the rest on 

rent and interest.
146

 The Armennoodhulp was no hospital, but under control of three 

hospitals. It handed out peat every fourteen days to the sheriffs of the neighbourhoods 

and gave bread and clothes to other hospitals to hand out to the poor. In 1621 it spent 

10,860 guilders, of which 2,657 on peat, 1,502 guilders on food and 1,888 guilders on 

other alms. The rest was spent on rents and interest.  By 1669, the Armennoodhulp 

paid almost 2,500 guilders on clothes for the poor, almost 3,000 on peat and 1,500 on 

food (in total 8,447 guilders were spent in 1669).
147

 

Between 1621 and 1669 some new foundations and new guilds were 

established and hospitals more and more developed into homes for the elderly. 

However, it does not look as if new services or new types of sources came up in this 

area. The range and scale of services and providers in the non-governmental sector 

remained relatively stable, while new semi-governmental institutions developed. This 

indicates that the expansion of government responsibility did not develop at the 

expense of already existing institutions. These smaller institutions continued to serve 

their purposes, also after the establishment of semi-governmental institutions. This 

can be partly explained by the different of the two types of institutions. New semi-

governmental organizations were set up for relieving and disciplining of the poor, 

whereas several non-governmental institutions, like guilds, aimed at prevention of 

poverty for the middle classes. But this does not explain, why the expenses of, for 

example, the Armennoodhulp, were still relatively high. The existence of these 

smaller institutions appears to have remained important, although not always very 

high in monetary terms.  

The case of Utrecht has shown that both the provision and organization of 

public services was fragmented in 1621. In 1669 the provision of public services was 

still fragmented, but in terms of organization the city government had taken up more 

responsibilities. We have observed that translated itself in the establishment of new 
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institutions by urban government initiative and in higher municipal expenditures. Per 

capita the increase was significant, because the institutional framework to enable 

scale and scope enlargements was not yet in place.  
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Chapter 4. Utrecht and Leiden, a comparison 

 

In chapter 1 we have looked at the development of public services under urbanization, 

immigration and population growth. In the Middle Ages two periods were discerned: 

first, the expansion of the scale of services in urbanizing regions and second from the 

fourteenth and fifteenth century, the expansion of scope in urbanized regions. Local 

services were administered through public and private institutions, initiated by 

churches, governments, religious or non-religious orders and by individuals. 

Responsibilities were discussed and shiftied between these groups. In the sixteenth 

century, already before the Reformation, a trend towards more local governmental 

responsibility is discernable. This did not mean that all services were directly financed 

or supervised, but that urban governments were responsible in the end. Changes 

occurred in terms of scope, skill and supervision. The organization and provision of 

public services could be, and often were, two different things.    

 We have observed that cities could grow only through immigration, but that 

immigration could become problematic if local economic opportunities for the 

immigrants stayed behind the consequent population growth. The possible overstretch 

of urban facilities could lead to disruption of public order. The threat of disorder made 

urban governments act to minimize the risks of trouble. Cities had more than one 

option to solve the problem of urban overstretch. They could bring down demand, by 

restricting access to urban facilities or by offering a narrower package of services 

altogether. On the other side, governments could increase supply of public services to 

match the increasing demand. The downside of the latter is that it can be costly. 

Leiden was marked by rapid population growth that was caused by large-scale 

immigration. We have seen how the city acted in terms of public services in 1612 and 

in 1666. We can, however, only theorize on the relationship between population 

growth and the development we discerned. Bringing in the data on Utrecht, a city 

with relatively modest demographic growth, enables us to identify developments 

caused or influenced by the rapid demographic growth in Leiden.  

The question that needs answering in this chapter is how these different 

population growth patterns influenced the scale and scope of public services and the 

allocation of direct and indirect supervision. First we will try to explain the 

differences and similarities between Leiden and Utrecht in respectively 1612 and 

1621, in absolute and relative figures. Around these times both cities accommodated 
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around 30,000 inhabitants. Second we will look at diverging patterns in per capita 

expenditure over the following fifty or so years. Third, we will connect our findings 

to the theory by Helen Ladd, as explained in the introduction, to answer the research 

question more directly. This chapter will be concluded with a discussion on how 

population growth may or may not influence respectively the size of demand for 

public services, the nature of the organization of the services and the size of the 

supply. In the table below, the situation in absolute government expenditure in 

respectively 1612 and 1621 is displayed.  

 

Table 4.1 Absolute annual expenditure by category, Leiden and Utrecht, in 

respectively 1612 and 1621  

Categories total urban 

annual expenditure in 

guilders 

Leiden, 1612 Utrecht, 1621 

1. General administration, 

justice, finance 

219,036 64,054 

2. Enforcement law and 

order 

5,810 554 

3. Infrastructure,  94,768 9,827 

4. Garbage, sewage, fire-

safety and public lighting 

952 n.d. 

5. Supervision of market 

goods and trading 

616 n.d. 

6. Care for poor, elderly, 

sick and orphans 

4,434 380 

7. Public worship n.d. 9,518 

8. Education 10,450 4,552 

9 Rest  13,348 0 

Total expenditure 349,414 88,885 

Sources: table 2.2 and 3.1. 

 

 

When we compare the annual budget of Leiden in 1612 (32,500 inhabitants) with the 

budget in Utrecht in 1621 or 1669 (30,000-33,500 inhabitants), the difference is 

striking. One would expect relatively similar budget sizes on the basis of similar 

population sizes, but whereas Utrecht spent around 90,000 guilders, Leiden spent 
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almost four times as much: 349,414. Around 1666 the gap was smaller: Leiden spent 

two and a half times as much. After a 27 percent decrease, people in Leiden still paid 

almost 8 guilders per person. This was a little over 3 guilders more than the people of 

Utrecht paid after the 60 percent increase between 1621 and 1669.
148

  

 Assuming that the demand for services was roughly comparable, this big 

difference could mean four things. The first scenario is that in Utrecht people paid 

less, because fewer types of services were supplied. Another possibility is that they 

paid less, because the scale of supply was smaller. The third option is that they paid 

less for the same (or even larger) range because quality was lower or efficiency was 

greater (services would have been cheaper). The final scenario is that perhaps the 

levels of spending were in fact comparable, but that in Utrecht less of the total sum 

spent on services, was paid through municipal institutions. If the latter were true, we 

should see relatively high levels of non-municipal expenditure in 1621 in Utrecht and 

low levels in Leiden in 1612. This is not the case, as we have seen in the final sections 

of the previous two chapters. The provision of services in Utrecht was more 

fragmented, but budgets of the different non-governmental institutions, like churches, 

guilds and almshouses do not show much higher budgets than in Leiden. There were 

also no other institutions that could have taken up financial responsibility for services 

in Utrecht. In fact, the range of service providers is quite similar. If this scenario is 

indeed what happened, we should have seen a decrease in the budgets of non-

governmental institutions, which was not the case. The institutions existed side by 

side.           

 The third option suggests greater levels of efficiency in Utrecht. We have seen 

that in Leiden, rapid population growth did not result in a wider range of services, but 

in increases in scale. At the same time total per capita expenditure declined 

considerably, which may indicate that the enlargement of the volume of services 

stimulated greater efficiency. There are no reasons to believe that the government of 

Utrecht was able to offer the same range of services more cheaply (thus more 

efficiently) than Leiden’s government nine years earlier. If efficiency levels were that 

high in 1612, the growth of per capita expenditure in the following years makes no 

sense. This growth suggests rather the opposite: the municipal framework in 1621 was 
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insufficiently developed to cope with the 10 percent population growth, which 

occurred between 1621 and 1669. We have now taken the edge of scenario three and 

four, which leaves us with the issues of the scale and scope of government 

responsibilities.           

 If we look at the scope of government expenditure, we quickly see that 

Leiden’s city authorities operated in more types services. Second, in terms of scale, 

they spent more in each category, except in the domain of public worship. Scenario 

one and two do not exclude one another. The assessment that the government of 

Leiden was active in a wider range of services makes it likely that the higher 

expenditure also indicates a higher level of government activity in terms of scale. We 

have observed that expanding the city was expensive, but this category cannot 

exclusively explain the relatively large total and per capita expenditure in 1612. In all 

categories expenditure was considerably higher than it was in Utrecht. In some 

categories Leiden spent more than Utrecht, because its scale of operation was bigger 

and in other categories the local government had already taken up responsibilities the 

government of Utrecht had not yet taken up. The municipal institutional frameworks 

in Leiden and Utrecht were significantly different in respectively 1612 and 1621. 

What this meant for per capita expenditure will be further discussed after we have 

compared the per capita developments. 

 We have now discussed differences between the two cities that existed already 

at the start of the fifty years under investigation in this study. In determining the 

impact of rapid population growth in Leiden, we will keep these original differences 

in mind. Let us go back to the questions asked in the introduction. How did 

population growth influence urban public services in terms of scale, scope and 

supervision? To answer this question we need to look more closely at what happened 

between 1612 and 1669. In Leiden the population grew by at least 54 percent and in 

Utrecht by 11 percent at most. This second remarkable outcome in the comparative 

analysis is the total per capita figure, shown here below.  
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Figure 4.1 Population and per capita municipal expenditure increase in terms of 

percentages, Leiden, 1612 and 1666 

 

 

Figure 4.2 Population and per capita municipal expenditure increase in terms of 

percentages, Utrecht, 1621 and 1669 

 

 

In Leiden, the town under population pressure, large sums of money were spent, but 

in such a way that per capita expenditure declined by 27 percent. In Utrecht, where 

population growth was less pressing, per capita expenditure increased by 60 percent 

between 1621 and 1669. We have discussed possible explanations for this in the 

previous two chapters. Scale increase in Leiden seems to have resulted in greater 

efficiency, bringing down per capita expenditure. This suggests that Leiden’s 

institutional framework, as it was organized at the dawn of economic and 

demographic growth, was ready for the developments that followed. The city of 

Utrecht, on the other hand, was forced to reassess service provision. As a result, the 

city took on responsibilities in terms of scale and scope. We will take a closer look at 
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what this urban catching up meant for per capita expenditure by category in the table 

below. 

 

Table 4.2 Relative increase in annual expenditure in Leiden and Utrecht by category, 

in respectively 1612 and 1666, 1621-1669 

Per capita increase in terms of 

percentages 

Leiden, 

1612-1666 

Utrecht, 

1621-1669 

1. General administration, justice, 

finance 

- 26% +   15% 

2. Enforcement law and order, 

military protection 

+ 243%  + 756% 

3. Infrastructure, incl. public 

buildings 

- 38 % + 224% 

4. Garbage, sewage, fire-safety 

and public lighting 

- - 

5. Supervision of market goods 

and trading 

+ 100% - 

6. Care for poor, elderly, sick and 

orphans 

+ 36% + 600% 

7. Public worship - + 106% 

8. Education - 40% + 18% 

9 Rest  - 68 % - 

Total - 27% + 60% 

Sources: table 2.2, 2.3, 3.1 and 3.2. ‘x’ refers to no increase due to lack of data. 

 

As we have seen in chapter 2, Leiden invested in expansion of the city. That this 

expansion was expensive can be derived from expenditure on interest in 1612. 

Furthermore expenditure on infrastructure was very high in both years (over 90,000 

guilders), compared to Utrecht. In all categories, except public worship, Leiden spent 

more in 1612 than Utrecht in 1621. The large per capita increase in Utrecht was 

mainly caused by high increases in expenditure on infrastructure, public worship and 

general administration, but government expenditure increased in all categories. 

Economic growth allowed Utrecht to invest in infrastructure, which is visible in 
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category 1 and 3. The modest increase in scale took place in a relatively decentralized 

(underdeveloped) governmental service system, which could have made it expensive. 

In terms of social care and law and order, government responsibility was clearly 

expanded through the establishment of municipal institutions like the Almoners’ 

Chamber and expenditure on the civic militia in 1669. Modest economic growth and 

equally modest population growth appear to have led to higher government 

investments and increased government activity in old and new services. Before we 

can be more certain on the influence of population growth, we have to put the 

categorical developments on the whole expenditure in the two cities next to each 

other. The figures on Utrecht and Leiden are combined below. 

 

 

Figure 4.3 Categorical shares in total per capita expenditure, Leiden, 1612 and 1666 

   

 

 

 

    Source: Table 2.3. 
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Figure 4.4 Categorical shares in total per capita expenditure Utrecht, 1621 and 1669 

                 

 

Source: Table 3.2.  

 

 

In both cities the government spent most of its budget on general administration. In 

Leiden, both in 1612 and 1666, 62 percent was spent on general administration. In 

Utrecht this was 72 percent in 1621 and 52 percent in 1669. The second-largest 

category is infrastructure in both cities. In Utrecht expenditure on public worship was 

in 1621 a equally important category. In Leiden the largest increase took place in ‘law 

and order’. Expenditure on ‘supervision of market goods and trade’ increased by 100 

percent to a still modest 0.04 guilders and expenditure on social care increased by 36 

percent. General administration and infrastructure (23 percent) remained the two 

largest categories in 1666, but expenditure on law and order had increased to 7 

percent of the total. Education and social care came to share a fourth place with 2,4 

percent. For Utrecht the largest increase also occurred in category 2, law and order. 

Expenditure on social care and infrastructure also increased impressively. Public 

worship came to make up a little larger share of the total (from 11 percent to 14 

percent), while in Leiden this category was relatively small. Religious diversity and 

tensions influenced the allocation of responsibilities regarding poor relief in Utrecht.

 After comparing categorical developments, we can connect our findings to the 
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Helen Ladd’s theory stated in the introduction. According to her findings, at very low-

density levels, increased population density lowers costs of providing services such as 

police protection.
149

  But beyond very low levels of density, as density goes up, so 

does the cost of government.  Rapid population growth also imposes indirect costs on 

the local population through lower service levels.  She shows a non-linear relation 

between public-safety costs and rapid population growth and increased population 

density. We did not look at very low-density levels: both cities cannot be considered 

dense in Ladd’s definition. The obvious increase in law and order in Utrecht was 

caused by new government expenditure on the civic militia and an almost doubling of 

expenditure on gatekeepers. In Leiden the increase is equally obvious. This increase 

can be explained by the expansion of the city and the perceived threat of increasing 

social unrest. Increased population density and the existence of a relatively large 

proletariat can explain rising per capita costs for services related to law and order. 

This is in accordance with Helen Ladd’s research. The presence of more people in the 

same area is likely to increase crime-levels (especially if the people are relatively 

poor). The other relative increase in government costs is related to the growing 

proletariat. Costs for social care increased non-linear with population growth. 

Changing patterns of income distribution can explain this non-linear development. 

For other services, the increased population size and density seem to have lowered 

government costs. Fixed costs could have been spread over more people, thus 

lowering per capita expenditure. Here Ladd’s conclusions do not fit our findings for 

Leiden anymore. She, however, distinguishes between capital outlays and annual 

account budgets and states that most stress on local public spending caused by rapid 

population growth occurs in the capital outlays. We have looked only at annual 

budgets.  

 Admittedly, population growth does not by definition pay for itself, but in the 

case of Leiden the combination of a relatively high level of established governmental 

services and rapid population growth led to overall lower per capita government 

expenditure. In short, Leiden was ready for the demographic and physical expansion. 

Demographic developments in Utrecht led to increased population density, but this 

did result in expansions of the city. The city could accommodate new inhabitants, 

because the abolishment of former Catholic property opened up the city and left 

                                                
149

 Ladd, ‘Population growth’, 273-295. 



 83 

empty buildings and areas to the city. Economic growth enabled the city to invest in 

public services. Urban governments took up more responsibilities in existing public 

tasks and new responsibilities. In Leiden the local government had been able to make 

large investments by 1612. Regarding the range of services offered by the city, as well 

as in the city, little seems to have changed between 1612 and 1666 in Leiden. For 

Utrecht it does not look as if the total range of serviced offered in the city changed 

between 1621 and 1666, but the scale and scope of the government did. Under 

pressure of modest demographic growth, Utrecht’s municipal authorities tried to catch 

up with governmental service levels in Holland, if we may assume that Leiden’s 

situation is typical for cities in Holland. They increased both the scale and scope of 

governmental activity. The relatively low level of established governmental services 

made this catching up costly, which can be seen in the increasing per capita 

expenditure on services.  

 We have observed that the developments in municipal per capita expenditure 

can be explained by population growth and urban institutional systems. By the time 

population size increased, Leiden was ready, which resulted in per capita decline. 

Utrecht was forced by modest population growth to reassess existing service levels 

and tried to catch up with service levels in Holland, which resulted in costly 

expansion of government activity. This can be clearly observed from the 

establishment of municipal institutions in Utrecht between 1621 and 1666. In Leiden, 

little changed in this area; everything was already in place by 1612. The non-

governmental institutions that we have looked at suggest that the general level of 

services in a city is strongly dependent on the level of government control. The total 

range of services that people desired, shall not have differed much. The same types of 

institutions can be found in both cities. In Leiden, where government control was 

larger, churches did not play a direct role in the provision of poor relief and therefore 

their budgets were smaller.         

 The size and the range of the supply of public services is of course to some 

extent dependent on the demand for services. Low levels of demand are likely to lead 

to low levels of supply, but the other way around the relation is less strict. Population 

growth can obviously lead to higher levels of demand, but higher levels of demand do 

not necessarily lead to higher levels of supply. That the relation is not absolute can be 

seen in the different service levels in Leiden and Utrecht between 1610 and 1620. 

Two similar sized populations knew very different service levels. True enough, by 
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then social stratification in Leiden was already different than in Utrecht and this could 

have made demand for social services larger in Leiden. The social risks of industrial 

activities in Leiden have almost certainly inspired defenders of increased government 

control, like Jan van Hout in Leiden in the late sixteenth century. Less than a century 

later population growth had led to increases in scale, which could lead to greater 

government efficiency in Leiden. This brings us to the other side of the coin. Leiden 

was probably only capable of taking in so many people ànd do it efficiently because 

the institutional framework was in place. Service provision was marked by 

government control rather than private initiative. We have seen that demand is an 

important factor in determining the size of supply of services, but not the only factor.  

We have identified a second explanatory factor: the level of government control. This 

factor is related to the concept of institutional path-dependency. The high level of 

government control, rather than private initiative has influenced the organization, 

scale, scope and costs of public services in Leiden in the centuries to come. In 

addition to the size of demand and institutional path-dependency, a third set of 

variables that may have influenced the levels of public services deserves mentioning. 

This set of variables is directly connected to the supply side of service provision. In 

the introduction we have discussed Lindert’s conclusion that the level of public 

services was above all shaped by the self-interest of the people with a political voice. 

The financers and providers, their motivations, their relations and internal 

organization can partly explain the absence or slow development of services. In this 

study we cannot clearly identify these variables, because our focus and method of 

research did not allow us to. It is, however, highly likely that they at least played a 

role in the development of government control.     

 We can safely conclude that developments in public service provision take 

place in a field of tension in which different sets of variables influence each other and 

the services. Factors that influence the size of demand may affect public services, 

while at the same time factors that influence the size of supply affect service 

provision or the financing thereof.  Institutional path-dependency is a constantly 

influencing factor in this field.      

 Utrecht and Leiden have been chosen as case studies on the basis of their 

different population growth rates in the seventeenth century. Social and economic 

developments were indeed distinct and directly intertwined with population growth.  

We have seen that after the withdrawal of the Spaniards, Leiden’s urban government 
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consciously attempted to get the textile-industry Leiden was once famous for, back on 

track. The idea that power and status of the city (and its leaders) grew parallel to 

population size was a important incentive to invest in economic growth. The city 

government advertised actively and successfully with free citizenships and the 

relative ‘weakness’ of Leiden’s guilds to attract entrepreneurs in textile. From fear of 

losing the new established industries, the city council ordered extensive city 

expansions. Leiden’s economy was based on industrial wageworkers. The economic 

revival and favorable settling possibilities attracted many poor job seekers. As a result 

the city grew explosively between 1575 and 1670 and came to be made up from a 

relatively large group of labourers. This large proletariat marked the face of the city 

for years to come. By the time Leiden’s position in textile-trade deteriorated (from 

1665) the urban economy had grown so dependent on this one sector, that the 

economy as a whole and the population size severely declined.   

  In Utrecht the economy mattered too. Economic growth and decline had 

always been modest. Even in the Golden Age, when economies and populations in 

cities in Holland grew explosively, Utrecht’s growth was relatively small. The urban 

government invested in its economy and in the city’s appearance, but at the same time 

conceivable larger population growth was restricted. Utrecht had a lively and varied 

economy and protectionist guild-protocols prevented small factories from growing 

into industries. This varied and small-scale economic environment influenced social 

stratification. Modest population growth, the regional capital function, a multi-sector 

economy and the absence of industry did not result in the establishment of a 

proletariat.           

 We have been able to assess the influence of population growth on municipal 

expenditure in total and per category, and to observe the role of both governmental 

and non-governmental institutions in the whole spectrum of urban public services. 

Unexpectedly this study has shown the importance of government control. The impact 

of population growth on the development of public services cannot be assessed 

without recognizing the institutional frameworks in which services were 

administered. Holland was the heartland of the Republic and Leiden was the fastest 

growing city in Holland. If we may consider Leiden representative for the whole of 

Holland and Utrecht for the (semi-) periphery, the implication of this study is that the 

establishment of relatively high levels of public services enabled Holland’s cities to 

cope with seventeenth century developments more efficiently and adequately than 
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cities in the periphery of the Republic could. This forced the latter to catch up, which 

proved costly for the people of Utrecht.  

A new question then arises: why was government control so much more 

developed in Leiden than in Utrecht. In his study on sixteenth century tax systems in 

Holland, J.D. Tracy has observed changes in the area of public finances in Holland.
150

 

Through funded debts, future revenues could be mobilized. He considers the changes 

so influential that he speaks of a financial revolution. His focus is on provincial 

finances, but urban centers were the backbone of the provincial tax systems. Further 

comparative inquiries are necessary to answer the question above, but the 

combination of our and Tracy’s findings invite to pose a hypothesis. As financial 

systems in Holland evolved, urban governments became more effective. By achieving 

higher levels of government control, public services became integrated in a municipal 

system of financing and administration. Municipal financing and organization held 

distributional advantages and opportunities for efficiency improvements that were not 

possible in a system in which private initiative marked service provision. If we are 

right in assuming that financial systems in Holland were more developed than in the 

rest of the Republic, we can explain local differences in service levels or maybe even 

the spectacular growth of cities in Holland, more accurately.   
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Map 2. Leiden, 1675 
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Map 3. Leiden, 1654  
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Map 4. Utrecht, 1649  
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Map 5. Utrecht, 1598 
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