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Constraining the Rich in the Dutch Republic

Maarten Prak *

In his excellent book As Gods Among Men, Alfani underlines how the rich not
only exploit the rest of society, but at times also support their less affluent fellow
citizens, or projects that benefit other classes in society than their own. With the
help of data relating to the ruling class in Dutch towns during the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries, this article further develops this argument, by demonstrating
how these ruling families were constrained in a variety of ways. These constraints
served to both avoid elite in-fighting and excessive exploitation of the rest of society.
They were acceptable to the elites, because they understood that such constraints

served their long-term interests.

In his As Gods Among Men, Guido Alfani does something that is rare among
social historians of the upper classes: he refrains from passing judgment. Or
perhaps we should say: he has no fixed opinion of what the rich did or did not
do. For him, being rich is not by definition good or bad. Instead, he explores the
possibility that circumstances shaped the behaviour of the rich and that they
were, at least potentially, willing to look beyond their immediate self-interest
and lend their support to causes that primarily benefited other classes in so-
ciety, especially those people who were struggling. What, I think, is missing
from the analysis that Alfani offers, is a more systematic investigation of the

* Utrecht University (m.prak @ uu.nl).
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constraints that determined the behaviour of the upper classes. With this ap-
proach I am broadly following the sweeping argument offered by North, Wal-
lis and Weingast, in their book Violence and Social Orders from 2009.! In their
analysis, North, Wallis and Weingast focus on the role of elites. They describe
the pre-modern world as one ruled by predators. These exploitative elites only
gave up the use of violence as an instrument of domestic policy in the nine-
teenth century, when the arrival of parliamentary and democratic systems of
rule persuaded them that their interests were better served when they collabo-
rated with other classes and settled conflicts by peaceful means.

In this short contribution I will show that North, Wallis and Weingast had
their chronology wrong, because what they ascribe to nineteenth-century na-
tion states was already established practice in late-medieval and early modern
European cities. The idea of institutional constraints that is crucial to their ar-
gument remains, nonetheless, a useful tool for the analysis of elite behaviour.
This will be demonstrated by taking a closer look at the regenten in the towns of
seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Holland.” As I will argue, these regenten
were constrained in two distinct ways. On the one hand, by restraining conflicts
within their own ranks. As Charles Tilly has argued about revolutions, one of
their main causes is elites falling out with each other, with one faction joining
the opposition, and in fact often taking the lead.® In the Dutch context the best-
known example is William, Prince of Orange, becoming the leader of the Dutch
Revolt. A key moment in the early stages of that revolt was the presentation of
a petition, in 1566, by several hundred lower nobles in which they demanded
reforms of the way the Low Countries were governed by Philip II of Spain.*
Preventing such a rift in their ranks is therefore an important precondition for
the continued rule by elites. The second constraint concerns the relationship
between the elites and their citizens or subjects. As Machiavelli argued in The

* Douglass C. North, John Joseph Wallis, and Barry R. Weingast, Violence and Social Orders: A
Conceptual Framework for Interpreting Recorded Human History (Cambridge University Press, 2009).
* Many of the arguments of this paper have already been articulated in a different form in Maarten
Prak and Jan Luiten van Zanden, Pioneers of Capitalism: The Netherlands 1000-1800 (Princeton Uni-
versity Press, 2023), especially chs. 5-8. I have also referenced my own works, where they offer
evidence for the points made in this essay, albeit often in other languages than English.

* Charles Tilly, European Revolutions, 1492-1992 (Blackwell, 1993), 12.

* Geoftrey Parker, The Dutch Revolt (Pelican, 1981), 69-70.
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Prince, there are two basic systems of government. One is to suppress all claims
from among the population by force. The other is to pay attention to popular
demands and try to incorporate at least some of it in policy. The implication
is that, well before the age of democracy, popular politics limited the scope of
elites to serve their own interests." In the final part of the paper we will look at
what happened when these same people were given a free hand in an environ-
ment where such constraints were by and large absent. In the Dutch colonies
levels of violence and conflict seem to have been considerably higher than in
the metropolis.

During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the Dutch Republic became
a dominant force in the world economy. So much of the country’s wealth was
generated by towns located in the province of Holland, that the latter’s name
became synonymous with the country as a whole, even though there were six
other provinces in the Republic. Holland, however, was home to over half of
the population and that population was growing more rapidly than in the other
provinces, at least in the seventeenth century. Holland also contributed around
two-thirds of the state revenue in the Dutch Republic. Its best-known artists—
Hals, Rembrandt and Vermeer are household names even today—worked in the
Holland towns, because that is where their wealthy clients lived.

Through its federal structure, urban elites in Holland could also direct poli-
cies, both local and national. The Dutch Republic’s States General was composed
of the representatives of its seven component provinces. The States General and
other national institutions were mainly preoccupied with foreign affairs, i.e.
diplomacy and warfare. Holland’s, and thus the Republic’s, economic interests
required extensive military protection, in Europe and around the globe. Holland
had a major say in how troops and ships would be deployed. Domestic politics
was the realm of the provincial estates. In most provinces the nobles, who were

' Wayne Ph. te Brake, Shaping History: Ordinary People in European Politics, 1500-1700 (University
of California Press, 1998); Maarten Prak, Citizens without Nations: Urban Citizenship in Europe and
the World, 1000-1789 (Cambridge University Press, 2018), ch. 2.

Constraining the Rich in the Dutch Republic 2:3



representing the countryside, and the towns had an equal say, but in Holland
eighteen towns had a vote, against one for the nobility.

The towns of Holland were ruled by a group of families who were collectively
known as regenten. They occupied the seats on the local councils, but also the
other influential positions in the local government. Moreover, the councils sent
representatives to the provincial estates, which in turn sent delegates to the
States General. As a result, local councils, and thus the regenten members, had
a say in most of the substantive decisions taken by the provincial and national
institutions.

Regenten were recruited from among the richest local families. In eighteenth-
century Leiden almost half of the richest inhabitants were members of the coun-
cil or their relatives. Among the other rich families we find both entrepreneurs
and rentiers, as well as a group of Catholics who were excluded from office be-
cause of their faith. In Hoorn, the average council member owned assets valued
at over 200,000 guilders, a very substantial amount. Of the twenty largest for-
tunes recorded in Hoorn during the eighteenth century, fourteen were owned
by regenten. In Gouda, where the average was significantly lower, with regenten
owning a mere 70,000 guilders, sixty per cent of the largest fortunes were still
owned by regenten families.* Although our focus on regenten does not cover all
of the wealthiest families, they can still serve as a pars pro toto for the rich.

Whereas members of urban governments could be selected through elections
in certain towns and cities, for example in England and Germany, or held consul-
tations with citizens or their representatives, as happened in France and Spain,
this was not the case in Holland. When vacancies emerged, new council mem-
bers were selected by the other council members. As a result, new members

! For details, see Joop J. de Jong, Met goed fatsoen: De elite in een Hollandse stad—Gouda 1700-1780
(Bataafsche Leeuw, 1985), 104 and ch. 3; Luuc Kooijmans, Onder regenten: De elite in een Hollandse
stad—Hoorn 1700-1780 (Bataafsche Leeuw, 1985), 97 and ch. 3; Maarten Prak, Gezeten burgers: De
elite in een Hollandse stad—Leiden 1700-1780 (Bataafsche Leeuw, 1985), 114 and ch. 3. A different
interpretation is offered by Julia Adams, The Familial State: Ruling Families and Merchant Capitalism
in Early Modern Europe (Cornell University Press, 2005).
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were usually related to both deceased and present members. Oligarchy, in other
words, was the norm.

Nonetheless, rules applied and were observed. Fathers and sons could not
serve simultaneously on the same council, nor could two brothers. New mem-
bers had to be citizens of the town, usually for a minimum term of several
years. They could, therefore, not be flown in or parachuted into the council.
They also had to be of a minimum age, in charge of their mental faculties and fi-
nancially in good stead. Normally, the appointment was for life, but cases have
been recorded of regenten losing their seat because of mental health issues or
bankruptcy.!

Around 1600, many regenten were active businessmen, for whom their mem-
bership of the council, which paid only a minimum attendance fee, was a side-
job. As the seventeenth century progressed, more of them became full-time
politicians, or perhaps we should say: public managers. They held multiple
offices and, with the expansion of their towns, but also the increased provin-
cial and national responsibilities, were probably spending more time on each.
As a result, the majority lived off their accumulated wealth, while their politi-
cal career became their main occupation. Against this background a new phe-
nomenon appeared: the contract van correspondentie, literally: a contract of cor-
respondence. In these contracts, groups, or factions, within a council would set
out a detailed agreement about the allocation of major offices, and especially
council seats. These contracts have been interpreted as proof of the moral decay
among the regenten. Leaving aside for a moment the morals of such agreements,
however, opens up the possibility that they were primarily designed to prevent
rifts within the ruling elites. By regulating claims on strategic appointments,
various elite groups could prevent attempts at domination by one or the other.
Such contracts thus promoted internal stability through constraints.

Potentially, the contracts created a closed shop, which would have been an
issue in another way. Especially the seventeenth century was a very dynamic
period for the Holland economy, in which fortunes were made and lost. Perma-
nently excluding newly rich families from the charmed regenten circles would

* The rules, and their application, discussed in this and the following paragraphs, have been inves-
tigated in detail in de Jong, Met goed fatsoen, ch. 2; Kooijmans, Onder regenten, ch. 2; Prak, Gezeten
burgers, ch. 2.
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have potentially created an opposition of dissatisfied families who could chal-
lenge the regenten positions. In practice this never happened. Between 1672 and
1795, two-thirds of members in the average Dutch town council were the sons,
sons-in-law, brothers, cousins or nephews of other council-members, some-
times dead (fathers, brothers), sometimes active (fathers-in-law, uncles or cou-
sins)." In other words, one third were relative newcomers, people who were
rich and transformed their riches into political power. Established families ben-
efited from this slow but steady influx through what has been called the ‘regen-
ten mechanism’. Girls from regenten families married boys from nouveau riche
families on terms that amounted to an exchange of political power against finan-
cial power. In return for access to the highest positions in local governance, the
young ladies (and their families) were able to rake in substantial sums.? During
the eighteenth century, the average regenten family became steadily richer.’

A

A third mechanism that constrained elite behaviour was temporal limitation.
Even though council appointments were for life, almost all other significant of-
fices were rotating. This applied above all to the executive offices of alderman
and burgomaster. Almost everywhere, these offices were held for one year at
a time. For the sake of continuity one or two aldermen or burgomasters might
be continued for a second year, but after that they, too, would have to step
down for a minimum of two years. It was not unusual to be returned then to the
same office, but these gaps between appointments prevented long-term monop-
olization of these influential positions by the same individuals. As the secretary

! Maarten Prak, “Verfassungsnorm und Verfassungsrealitit in den niederlidndischen Stidten des
spaten 17. und 18. Jahrhunderts: Die Oligarchie in Amsterdam, Rotterdam, Deventer und Zutphen
1672/75-1795”, in Verwaltung und Politik in Stadten Mitteleuropas: Beitrige zu Verfassungsnorm und
Verfassungswirklichkeit in altstindischer Zeit ed. Wilfried Ehbrecht, Stadteforschung, vol. A/34 (Boh-
lau, 1994), 55-84, 83 (tab. 2).

* Cornelis Schmidt, Om de eer van de familie: Het geslacht Teding van Berkhout 1500-1950—een
sociologische benadering, De Bataafsche Leeuw, 1986, 179.

*> De Jong, Met goed fatsoen, 125 (tab. 3); Prak, Gezeten burgers, 276.
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to the council in Deventer, Gerard Dumbar, wrote in his history of the town
published in 1788, this rotation served as a reminder “that they [the officials]
temporarily govern over the people according to the law, and should therefore
refrain from elevating themselves above their fellow citizens”.!

None of this prevented what contemporaries termed ‘family government’.
Contemporaries were not by definition opposed to this situation, provided abuses
were kept in check. In general, the rules seem to have had this effect.

Even though the regenten were the wealthiest and most powerful men within
their urban communities and the country as a whole, their citizens were not
completely powerless. For a start, the local police forces were limited in size
and therefore in their capacity to suppress opposition. As a result, the urban
authorities had to rely on their civic militias, composed of the very same peo-
ple who they were supposed to keep in check. As a result, such police forces
could easily turn against their own commanders, and hence the elite families.
This came out very clearly during various waves of civil unrest that swept the
country during the 1610s, in 1672, again in the first decade of the eighteenth
century, in 1747-48, and, finally, during the 1780s.?

Civic militias had originated in Holland in the fourteenth century. Their pur-
pose was to train urbanites, and more specifically the higher echelons of urban
society, in the use of arms, in case they would be called up to support their
lord, the Count of Holland, in times of war. Next to their military role, the
militias also served as auxiliary police forces, patrolling the town during the
night (hence Rembrandt’s famous group portrait, The Night Watch) and dur-
ing times of unrest. The officers of these militia guilds, as they were known
before the 1580s, came from the highest ranks in society, the ranks were com-
posed of middle class men. In the 1580s, during the most precarious stage of
the Dutch Revolt, the civic guilds, with their relatively narrow membership,

! Quoted from Prak, “Verfassungsnorm und Verfassungsrealitit”, 61.
* Maarten Prak, “Citizen radicalism and democracy in the Dutch Republic: The Patriot movement
of the 1780’s”, Theory and Society 20 (1991): 73-102.
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were reformed and service became compulsory for men between ages 18 and
64—provided they could afford their own weapon. This proved an effective ob-
stacle against working class dominance. Significantly, the militiamen were also
called ‘the citizenry’ and claimed to represent the core and spirit of the civic
community. As such, they participated in the protest movements that regularly
engulfed the Dutch Republic, providing a framework for mobilization.*

All Dutch towns, moreover, had dozens of craft guilds and these, too, were
institutions for civic action and mobilization. In Holland popular politics was
dominated by the militias, and guilds were primarily involved in petitioning.
In other parts of the Dutch Republic guilds were more prominent as vehicles
of popular movements. Deventer was the cradle of the Patriot movement that
would sweep the country during the 1780s. The Patriots were clamouring for
reforms that would give citizens a greater say in politics, at the expense of the
Orange stadtholder. They insisted that regenten overturn the stadtholder’s right
of appointment to various political offices, and instead would consult their fel-
low citizens. In October 1782, a petition was submitted on behalf of the citizens
of Deventer carrying some 1,460 signatures, comprising two-thirds of all adult
males in Deventer. This was followed by other petitions, with fewer signatures
but still massive support. Many signatures were clustered by guild, suggesting
that the petitions had made the rounds in guild assemblies.?

In 1785, a treatise, signed by the joint voluntary militias of Holland who were
likewise active in the Patriot movement, explicitly reminded the regenten how
ignoring the popular voice had led to large-scale dismissals in 1617-18, 1672,
1703 and 1748.> The document, which was widely circulated, demonstrates an
awareness of a tradition of protest and rebellion among the citizens. In 1747-48,
the regenten quickly gave in to such protests by appointing William IV of Orange
to the office of stadtholder and commander-in-chief of the army and navy to

! Maarten Prak, “Citizens, soldiers and civic militias in Late Medieval and Early Modern Europe”,
Past & Present 288 (2015): 93-123, 105.

? Wayne Ph. Te Brake, Regents and Rebels: The Revolutionary World of an Eighteenth-Century Dutch
City (Blackwell, 1989), ch. 4. For a similar role during the Dutch Revolt and Reformation in Utrecht,
see Benjamin J. Kaplan, Calvinists and Libertines: Confession and Community in Utrecht, 1578-1620
(Clarendon Press, 1995), ch. 3.

> Ontwerp om de republiek door eene heilzaame vereeniging der belangen van regent en burger, van
binnen gelukkig en van buiten gedugt te maaken (L. Herdingh, 1785), 47-48.
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avoid a repetition of the extensive unrest in 1672." It demonstrates a similar
awareness among elite families of the traditions of popular movements—and
the risks these entailed for the elites.

By discussing civic movements confronting elites we have been highlighting
the antagonistic side of the relationship. There were, however, also ties that
bound the two classes together and those ties likewise acted as constraints on
elite behaviour. Naked self-interest may have been at stake, but we have to
consider the possibility that these constraints were also part and parcel of elite
identities, of the way they saw, and understood, their own place in the wider
society.

One area where this seems to have been the case was charity.” All pre-modern
European towns were awash with charitable institutions, looking after the el-
derly, the sick, orphans and other community members in need of assistance.
Much of the funding for such charities in Holland was provided by the general
population that donated small amounts of money during church collections on
Sunday, or in special boxes in strategic locations around town. Less, but still
substantial revenues came from donations and legacies. Among the latter, the
elites do not stand out. Throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries
only a minority of elite testators left money to a charitable institution. They
behaved, in this respect, very much like the middle classes and even the work-
ers. Their share increased, however, during the eighteenth century, when the
economy was stagnating, causing a decline of charitable bequests by non-elite
groups.®

Many charitable institutions were governed by men and women from elite
families. The Amsterdam civic orphanage (Burgerweeshuis) for example, was
ruled by a board whose members were, confusingly, also called regenten. Around
seventy per cent of them were, if not members of the council, associated with
the wider circle of regenten families. Next to that, a group of female regentessen

* De Jong, Met goed fatsoen, 64; Prak, Gezeten burgers, 92.

> For a general argument along these lines, see Marco H.D. van Leeuwen, “Logic of charity: Poor
relief in preindustrial Europe”, Journal of Interdisciplinary History 24, no. 4 (1994): 589-613. For the
perspective of elite self-interest: Sandra Cavallo, Charity and Power in Early Modern Italy: Benefac-
tors and their Motives in Turin, 1541-1789 (Cambridge University Press, 1995).

* FElise van Nederveen Meerkerk, “The will to give: Charitable bequests, inter vivos gifts and com-
munity building in the Dutch Republic, c. 1600-1800", Continuity and Change 27, no. 2 (2012): 257-60.
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overlooked the care of orphan girls. Regentessen were recruited from the same
elite families. What is interesting is that these families were much less promi-
nent among the regenten of the Aalmoezeniersweeshuis that looked after the chil-
dren from non-citizens, usually with a working class background.’ This suggests
that the regenten prioritized their alliance with the middle classes, a fact that
accords with their susceptibility to pressures from the militias and the guilds.
This pattern is confirmed in the creation of alms houses by elite families; these
too supported the (lower) middle class rather than the working classes.”

The elite role in charity was, no doubt, primarily inspired by their Christian
faith. Catholic or Protestant made little difference in this area, as they both
encouraged charity and maintained many church-related charitable institutions.
There was, however, another and possibly more powerful ideological constraint:
urban republicanism. In this view, urban governance was distinct from national
government, as the city was a republic, not a monarchy. It was therefore a com-
munity of citizens, who were legally equal. Urban citizens enjoyed fundamen-
tal rights and personal liberties. This community was ruled by a collective of
individuals who were also citizens themselves and were accountable to their
fellow-citizens.®> A powerful example is provided by Cornelis Pietersz. Hooft, a
grain merchant and council member of Amsterdam around 1600. Hooft gave
a number of speeches in the council and, highly unusual, his notes have been
preserved. Hooft was in favour of a republican form of government, precisely
because its fortunes were not dependent on the individual whims of a prince, i.e.
a single individual. He saw collective government as the best protection against

! Anne E.C. McCants, Civic Charity in a Golden Age: Orphan Care in Early Modern Amsterdam
(University of Illinois Press, 1997), ch. 5.

* Henk Looijesteijn, “Funding and founding private charities: Leiden almshouses and their
founders, 1400-1800”, Continuity and Change 27, no. 2 (2012): 199-239.

* Heinz Schilling, “Gab es im spiten Mittelalter und zu Beginn der Neuzeit in Deutschland einen
stadtischen "Republikanismus®? Zur politischen Kultur des alteuropédischen Stadtbiirgertums”, in
Republiken und Republikanismus im Europa der Frithen Neuzeit, ed. Helmut Koenigsberger (Schriften
des Historischen Kollegs, vol. 11) (Oldenbourg, 1988), 101-43; translated as “Civic republicanism
in late medieval and early modern German cities”, in Heinz Schilling, Religion, Political Culture
and the Emergence of Early Modern Society: Essays in German and Dutch History (Brill, 1992), 3-
59. See also Manuel Herrero Sanchez, “Cities in European political thought and practice”, in The
Cambridge Urban History of Europe, vol. 2: Medieval and Early Modern Europe, ed. Patrick Lantschner
and Maarten Prak (Cambridge University Press, 2026), 391-411.
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corruption. Such a republic should therefore be governed, Hooft argued, by the
most qualified people. Personal wealth was definitely a qualification, because it
provided such individuals with time to devote to the public cause, with a direct
interest in the state’s business, and, because of their wealth, with fewer tempta-
tions for corruption. Like all other citizens, members of the council were bound
by oath “to warn this city for potential harm, and will use all their powers to
enhance its prosperity”.! Hooft had, in other words, a clear perspective of a
‘common good’ that the elites were supposed to promote.”

With charity and republican ideology we are returning to themes that Alfani
highlighted in his book. The point I am trying to make here, is that these more
generous dimensions of elite behaviour were part of a broader pattern of con-
straints imposed on their behaviour. Such constraints were, if not completely
absent, at least much reduced in the colonial environment in which these very
same elites also operated.

In the first decades of the seventeenth century the Dutch consolidated their
prominent role in world trade with the establishment of a series of trading
posts around the world. The more famous were located in Asia, and particu-
larly in what is now Indonesia. However, New Netherland was located in North-
America and more or less overlapped with the modern state of New York. The
name was changed when the British took formal control of the territory in 1674,
after having conquered it during the Seven Years’ War in the 1660s.

! Herman Arend Enno van Gelder, De levensbeschouwing van Cornelis Pieterszoon Hooft, burge-
meester van Amsterdam 1547-1626 (Hes, 1982; orig. 1918), 143 (quote), ch. 11.

* See also De Bono Communi: The Discourse and Practice of the Common Good in the European City
(13th-16th c.), ed. Elodie Lecuppre-Desjardin and Anne-Laure Van Bruaene (Brepols, 2010).
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Until then, New Netherland, and its most significant settlement New Amster-
dam, were run by the Dutch West India Company, with its headquarters back
in the Republic.' The Company appointed a director, among whom the most fa-
mous was a man called Peter Stuyvesant, whose name was much later used for
a fashionable cigarette-brand. His predecessor, Willem Kieft, had been called
back to the Dutch Republic after a series of atrocious confrontations with the
original inhabitants of the territory, as well as conflicts with the settler commu-
nity.

New Amsterdam had citizens and from 1653 it also had local government in
the shape of an executive consisting of burgomasters and aldermen. These offi-
cials were recruited from among the richest inhabitants, but appointed by the
director. The colony did not have any guilds, and petitions to create them were
rejected. Instead, the Reformed Church acted as a proxy for the civic community
and it seems no coincidence that its minister was one of the fiercest opponents
of the director. From 1641 a council of Twelve Men had been advising the direc-
tor, but this was an informal institution, without legal status and therefore its
advice could be easily ignored. Kieft, whose relatives were prominent regenten
in Amsterdam, was soon angered by their involvement, calling the members a
‘bunch of destructive busybodies’.

Another dimension of the lack of civic constraints was the persistence of slav-
ery in New Netherland. Whereas slavery was prohibited in the Dutch Republic,
it was rampant in Dutch colonies outside Europe, including North-America. As
a matter of fact, the Dutch inhabitants of the region, who continued to live
there after the English take-over, held on to their human captives longer than
any other European community.?

Internal divisions, authoritarian directors, slavery and vicious warfare against
the original populations even by the dismal standards of the seventeenth centu-
ry—when we add them all up we see a society that was fundamentally different
from life in the metropolis. No doubt other factors contributed to this situation,

! For what follows, see Jaap Jacobs, New Netherland: A Dutch Colony in Seventeenth-Century Amer-
ica (Brill, 2005), ch. 3; Willem Frijhoff, Fulfilling God’s Mission: The Two Worlds of Dominie Everardus
Bogardus, 1607-1647 (Brill, 2007), chs. 12 and 13.

* Nicole Saffold Maskiell, Bound by Bondage: Slavery and the Creation of a Northern Gentry (Cornell
University Press, 2022); Andrea C. Mosterman, Spaces of Enslavement: A History of Slavery and
Resistance in Dutch New York (Cornell University Press, 2021).
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not least the fundamental angst of settlers in a distant land.* Still, it seems plau-
sible to add the absence of a civil society, with the constraints it imposed on
those in authority, as a contributing factor.

AL

Among the insights from historical research over the past half century, I have
highlighted two in this essay. The first is that elites—and ‘the rich’ are by defini-
tion a part of that group—are not a homogeneous class, contrary to what a lot
of recent political rhetoric prefers to suggest. This is not to deny that there are
people who are privileged, for example by their wealth, but among the wealthi-
est people, just as in the rest of society, diverging interests or world views cause
individuals to support different policies. Especially when the rich are also a po-
litical elite, as in the example discussed in the preceding pages, there are many
potential internal conflict zones, over policy itself but also related to positions.
Mechanisms to mitigate such conflicts enhance the unity among elite families,
but at the price of limiting their options. The elites are, moreover, not a stagnant
group, but experience turn-over, when established families become extinct and
new families join their ranks. Similarly, elites are subject to external constraints.
By definition, elites in general are a small minority in society. The ‘rest’ may
be poorer, and have less political power, but they have strength in numbers.
Unless elites want to rule by force, which is expensive and also dangerous for
themselves, they need to establish some legitimacy in society. Their wealth and
power, in other words, have to be broadly acceptable to the wider population.?

! This is argued for Asia by Adam Clulow, Amboina, 1623: Fear and Conspiracy on the Edge of Empire
(Columbia University Press, 2019).

? In a totally different context, this is the point of James C. Scott, Weapons of the Weak: Everyday
Forms of Peasant Resistance (Yale University Press, 1985).
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As Alfani pointed out, the rich try to increase that legitimacy by demonstrat-
ing that they care about their fellow citizens. What I have tried to demonstrate
in this analysis of the situation in Dutch towns, is that the ‘rest’ can organize
themselves to make their numbers count in negotiations with the elites. Para-
doxically, these organisations are also of interest to the elites, because they are
not faced with an incoherent mass, but rather by groups with priorities and
spokespersons. In the Dutch case it allowed elites to strike up an alliance with
the middle classes and broadly ignore the workers.*
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