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Introduction

When discussing the involvement of Dutch women in trade, historians often refer to the comments of foreign visitors. In their journals they describe Dutch women as exceptionally independent, capable of managing affairs on their own. The image created by these journals is persistent and perhaps therefore has never been actually examined. It is unclear whether the comments made are an exact representation of the truth or a convention of writing. The question rises if Dutch women were indeed an exception in Europe. Within the framework of a PhD-project on women working in trade this matter is being submitted to further research. At the moment the research is still in an early phase. By comparing four different areas in the Netherlands, three towns and a rural area,
 I will, among other things, try to get an answer to the question mentioned above. In my research, I will look at trading on different levels, thereby overseeing the retail trade, the distributive trades and the wholesale trade. This will provide a more complete answer than when looking solely at one type of trade. By just focussing on the retail trade, a sector often associated with women, there is a chance of overlooking special and maybe new elements and insights to women’s participation in the economic life of the Dutch Golden Age.

In this paper I will make a first attempt to explain why the situation for women traders in the Dutch Republic could have been different from that elsewhere in Europe and what consequences this difference might have had for women who were trying to make a living in trade. First I will look at two specific characteristics of the Dutch Republic: seafaring and trading. It has been suggested that both features generated special opportunities for women. After discussing the presence of female traders in early modern Dutch society in diverse types of commerce, I will look at the legal position of women and their possibilities to trade. I will conclude by posing the question if these features were indeed so typical.

Trading and seafaring

The Dutch Republic was widely known for its trade. At its height, Amsterdam was the centre of a large trading network that covered almost the whole world. A characteristic accompanying commerce was seafaring. The Netherlands was a seafaring nation par excellence: the Baltic trade, the West India Company (WIC) and the Dutch East India Company (VOC), all contributed to this. Both features should have created an environment in which it was relatively easy for women to operate independently, as Anne Laurence has shown in her article on the freedom of English and Dutch women in the seventeenth century. According to Laurence next to urbanisation and a legal right for women to trade, commerce and seafaring were characteristics a society needed to generate special freedom for women.
 

The impact of the maritime activities on everyday life in Dutch (port) towns was enormous. As in other West-European towns, a ‘surplus’ of women existed. However, in the Netherlands the sex ratio seems to have been higher than anywhere else.
 Lotte van de Pol showed that in Amsterdam in 1795 the number of women per 100 men was 123, because of a migration system that consisted of the arrival of (young) women mainly to work as servants and men leaving as sailors. In Delft, relatively speaking, even more women could be found than in Amsterdam.
 The existence of a surplus of women implies that a large share of the female inhabitants of Dutch towns never got married. Apart from the unmarried women and widows there was one more category of women (temporarily) living alone: the wives of sailors. It has long been assumed that women thought twice before marrying a sailor, especially one working for the VOC. Pay was low and because of that VOC-sailors would not have been regarded as an acceptable match.
 Recent research has shown that this assumption is not valid. In various cities in Holland in the 17th and 18th centuries women did marry seamen, even those working for the VOC.
 It has also turned out that sailors’ wives could not depend on the income of their husbands. Most of the ship’s company simply did not earn enough to support a family. However, the case of Enkhuizen, one of the six chambers of the VOC, illustrates that despite of this small income, only a small group of sailors’ wives had to turn to charity.
 These women must have had the opportunity to gain a complementary income.

The second characteristic Laurence mentions as a condition contributing to the freedom of women was the level of commercial activity. Commerce was one of the core economic activities of the Dutch Republic. Lots of people were involved in trading, and this could have created another group of married women who lived alone for a certain period of time: the ones married to merchants. Together with the men leaving the country as sailors, some merchants travelled around Europe to sell and buy goods. It could very well have been the case that merchants’ wives were living alone and taking over ongoing affairs while their husbands were away on business trips. Next to this, the importance of trading should have generated opportunities in this sector that were not available in other countries. Access to commerce should have been easier for women in a nation the economy of which depended on trade. 

Considering the comments made by travellers, the amazement at the amount of women traders can be explained by the circumstances mentioned above. Dutch towns were filled with women, spinsters, widows and sailors’ wives, who needed to earn an income of their own. Being one of the most important economic sectors, commerce should have created opportunities for these women.

Female traders in early modern Dutch society

Based on historiography and my preliminary research it is possible to make some initial observations on women working in trade. Although female traders until now have not been the subject of thorough research in Dutch historiography, they are to be found in different publications on early modern (city) life. Remarkably, female traders are to be found in various types of trade, despite the fact that women mostly are associated with the retail trade. Women show up in markets, as door-to-door sellers, retailers and (large scale) suppliers of the VOC.
 Next to this, women are found in the trade in money and in the wholesale trade.
 The Personele Quotisatie of Amsterdam, a tax register from 1742, shows that women formed a substantial part of the well-to-do merchants. In this year seventeen percent of the merchants with a yearly income higher than 16.000 guilders was female.
 Although it might look like women had the same opportunities as men – both are to be found in diverse types of commerce – a closer look points out that this was not the case.

In seventeenth-century Leiden both men and women worked in the marketplace. However, the selling of different products was not equally divided or accessible by both sexes. Fish, for example, was almost exclusively sold by women, while men and women shared the trade in vegetables. As for meat, there was a strict division of labour: men were responsible for the slaughtering of animals and sold the meat while women were selling the by-products like tripe, bacon and salted meat.
 On a somewhat different scale a comparable division of product selling by sex is to be found in the supplying of the Dutch East India Company. Although women were involved in the provision of different types of goods varying from hardware, guns and ammunition to timber and rigging for the construction of the ships, they dominated the supply of textiles - clothing, tablecloths and curtains.
 A first glimpse at shops in Den Bosch, given by a database on inventories on household goods, shows that women mainly sold textiles.
 However, this should not completely be ascribed to a strict gendered division of labour. In the database, male shopkeepers selling textiles are to be found as well, and because of the importance of the trade in textiles for the city, a concentration of women in the textile trade should not be seen as very remarkable.

Not only were women in some way restricted by their womanhood, birth and marital status could also form a constraint. This is most obvious in large-scale commerce.  Although several women are known as merchants they all have an identical background: they belonged to the merchant elite not only by birth, but also by marriage.
 If you were not born in a merchant family or you did not marry a merchant, as a woman, becoming active in large-scale trading seems to have been impossible.  In Amsterdam in the mid-eighteenth century most women who were registered as merchant were widows of deceased merchants. The few unmarried women who were involved in large-scale trading, were daughters of merchants and in their trade they were accompanied by their brothers.
 Without any connections to the merchant community of Amsterdam it does not seem to be possible to act as a large-scale trader. Being part of a merchant family provided the networks and connections needed to perform as a large-scale trader.

It is interesting that a network did not only come in handy when an enormous amount of capital was involved. Even in the fish trade a (family) network could provide opportunities. The number of benches was restricted and knowing people who worked in the same trade helped to gain access to the marketplace.
  Research on two of the four fish markets (sea fish and river fish) in eighteenth century Amsterdam shows that this was the case indeed. The frequent presence of several family names in the administration of the Sint Pietersgilde on the bench rental, suggests succession by family members was a common feature. 
  In some cases members of one family are present on the fish market for at least 70 years.
 The guild administration does not only shed a light on networks, it also shows that – as in Leiden - mostly women sold fish, that these women could have careers that lasted for decennia, and that women worked on the fish market independent of their husbands: the benches were rented to the women themselves, and not to their husbands.
 It seems in Amsterdam women fish sellers had a favourable position compared to the ones working in Antwerp, Utrecht and Scheveningen where women were dependent on their husbands considering working in the trade of fish.

As the case of the Amsterdam fish market demonstrates, in some traders’ guilds a woman could become a member in her own name, independent of her spouse. This has also been the case with the guild for glass, jug and pottery vendors in Amsterdam.
 Compared to the guilds in the different sectors of crafts and industry, for women the access to trading guilds seems to have been easier. The kramersgilde of Den Bosch was accessible for men and women as well. Both could become full members, though married women could not be members when their spouses were not. In 1745 the city council decided the guild could admit unmarried women as full members. This looks as a starting point of the demand for further democratisation towards women within the guild. In the late forties of the eighteenth century, female members demanded an equal pay for master sons and daughters to enter the guild.
 The measure of the city council to give soldiers’ wives the right to guild membership should maybe be seen in this light. In 1749, on condition that they were burghers, they were granted the right to become members despite the fact their husbands were not. As soldiers their spouses simply were not allowed to enter the guild. However, this right did not last very long: seven years later it was abandoned already.
 According to the city council the privilege had become illusive, because in the meantime soldiers’ wives and children were constantly ordered to leave town.
 

Den Bosch was a garrison town. Because of that the city housed numerous families of soldiers. This must have put a pressure on the towns’ financial reserves: the military pay was low and women and children often were abandoned by their husbands and fathers. For the town it must have been a great relief when these women were able to take care of their own. Maybe this was the reason why the city council decided the way they did in 1749. It seems like even the soldiers’ wives were aware of this fact, as the example of Marie l’Hazard shows. In 1728 she made a request to the city council to let her stay in town in absence of her husband, who was in the army. She stressed the fact that she was able to earn a decent living, and therefore would not have to appeal to poor relief.

This general overview of women working in trade in the early modern Netherlands shows that, although there were some restrictions, women were able to become active in trade on different levels, and in diverse products. The examples mentioned above show that even married women could act as independent traders. This might seem strange because in general married women lacked legal independence. In the next paragraph I will have a closer look at regulation.

Legal status and its consequences for earning a living in trade

In general married women were not capable of performing legal acts. As opposed to adult unmarried women and widows, they did not have the right to administer their own property, to carry out legal transactions, to enter into contracts and to appear before a court. In all of these cases they needed their husband as a guardian. This could become a problem when, as in the case of sailors, men were away for several years. However, the legal system created special possibilities for women living under such circumstances. The wives of sailors were ‘onbestorven weduwen’ or grass widows. Grass widows were married women who were living apart from their spouses for a longer period of time. As grass widows, women did not have the same freedom of normal widows but they were able to acquire legal capacity, though not full legal capacity. After all, their husbands had not passed away as in case of regular widowhood. By a visit to a notary or the city council a husband could have drawn up an act of authorisation, by which his wife was made capable to manage his affairs in his absence. If the husband failed to leave his wife an authorisation in any form, she could ask for legal capacity in court.
 Research has shown that most of the requests were granted. Nonetheless this did not make women fully capable of acting. Mostly women were only allowed to settle the affairs they asked for in the appeal.

For sailors’ women being a grass widow created opportunities they almost couldn’t do without. This becomes clear when we look at requests for authorisation, submitted by wives of sailors in Enkhuizen in the first half of the 18th century. Women asked for permission to pay off (their husbands) debts by selling their houses, to receive money their husband was entitled to and to claim inheritances. Regarding their often perilous financial situations this would have helped to provide solutions. Furthermore, requests were also submitted to get permission to settle the ongoing affairs of their spouses. 
 Here, this is of particular interest. Do these requests refer to the women taking over business as described in travellers’ accounts? Did the ‘affairs’ these sailors leave behind had anything to do with trade? To answer the first question, it does not seem like they were. Of the 26 requests of sailors’ wives posed for the court in Enkhuizen between 1700 and 1750, only 2 concerned taking over the affairs a spouse left behind while taking off as a sailor. In both cases the wives wanted to receive money their husband was entitled to, but this did not concern a trade. However, it could have been that men who needed their wives to take over business drew up an act at a notary like in Anjen Nannings’ case. Before setting sail to the Americas her husband, IJff Jansz van Lit declared his wife capable of managing ongoing affairs. To put it in the exact words, she was declared able ‘to buy, to sell, to hire, to let’, to claim an inheritance and to represent herself in court.
 It seems that the status of ‘onbestorven weduwe’ was not always used to continue a trade a seafaring husband left behind. However this does not mean the wives of seamen, who did not ask for permission in court to take over their husbands’ trade, did not have a trade of their own. The legal system created another opportunity for married women to act independently of their spouse, which was independent of the status of ‘onbestorven weduwe’. 

Married women could have had themselves declared ‘openbaar koopvrouw’ or female public vendor. The exact meaning of the concept is unclear. According to the lawyer Hugo de Groot (1583-1645) traditionally married women were only allowed to make debts concerning household expenses up to a maximum of 4 pennies. If buying things exceeding this amount her husband could put a stop to that. Only female brewers, bakers and women who sold woollen thread or linen, as female public vendors, were permitted to make small debts concerning their trade, without their husbands interfering. De Groot states that because of the growth in trades and the rising of the nation’s wealth the possibilities of married women were enlarged. At the moment he was writing (1620) ‘a married woman, doing a public trade, is allowed to take care of all things concerning the trade she is involved with (…) All other women were only allowed to make expenses for household affairs.’
 What can we conclude from this? The most important thing we may conclude is that possibilities for married women in regard to their financial independence were enlarged. As for the Middle Ages, when in urban regulation women’s rights regarding their financial position and their ability to trade were restricted to a small group of women traders (the bakers, the brewers and the wool and linen sellers) and to small financial risks,
 in the seventeenth century nothing was said about specific trades and it was explicitly stated that female public vendors were authorized to manage all things regarding their trade. It seems like the earlier limitations were abolished. Of course this should not be seen as a sudden change. Assumable the changes occurred more gradually than the writings of lawyers show. This is probably caused by the fact that legal practice was not written down until the 16th century and the irregularity that came with the writing down of this legal practice.
 

Nevertheless, the status of female public vendor knew its restrictions. On February the 12th in 1717 a female trader called Harmpjen Barends went to court in Enkhuizen. In absence of her husband she had bought a house, but in contrast to what she had thought she was not able to close the deal. As a trader Harmpjen expected to be fully authorised to settle the required administration, though this did not appear to be the case. To complete the transaction, she needed legal authorisation and because of that she needed to apply to her status of grass widow.
 Harmpjens’ case illustrates the fact that even the female public vendors themselves were not completely aware of the exact meaning of the concept of female public vendor.

The creation of the status of female public vendor is often seen as a measure to protect the property of men who were themselves trading, instead of an enlargement of possibilities of married women.
 I would like to question this view. In her dissertation on Dutch widows in the seventeenth century Ariadne Schmidt concludes that the importance of the nuclear family in early modern Dutch society generated a legal practice that made the subsistence of the nuclear family possible even when one of the main figures (in this case the deceased husband) was missing.
 Research on sailors’ women in Enkhuizen seems to confirm this theory. In general the city council was well disposed to the requests posed by sailors’ women and even the directors of the Dutch East India Company itself thought of solutions to provide the sailors’ wives with a necessary income.
 In my opinion, the benevolence of the city council of Den Bosch to allow the wives of soldiers to become a member of the kramersgilde points in this direction as well. In this framework it should not have been strange that married women, by the status of female public vendor, were granted special rights to earn a living. Bearing in mind that the city was responsible for poor relief in Dutch early modern towns,
 enlarging economic possibilities of married women would have relieved the pressure on urban poor relief. 

Besides, the genesis of the status of female public vendor is not clear at all. The argumentation that the status mainly served the protection of the property of men cannot simply be posed as the sole truth. As stated earlier, when looking at contemporary legal treatises it becomes clear the regulation considering the trading activities of married women was not accomplished all at once. From the jurist Simon van Leeuwen we know that specific elements of the status of female public vendor were to be found in separate urban keuren. Could it not have been the case that in various towns, women who were taking up a business of their own where confronted with constraints, which they tried to have removed by posing a request to the city council? In this case the outcome of the requests could have been the origin of a separate status for married female traders, brought into being by the women themselves. Then the wish to protect male property could have been part of the final regulation but was not the initiator. The description of De Groot points in this direction: first it were the female brewers and bakers and the women who sold linen and wool that were granted this privilege, in the end all married women could apply to the legal status of female public vendor. However, before anything can be concluded, we must have had a closer look at the origin of the status of the female public vendor. This still remains to be done. 

Some final remarks

Let us assume that the above-mentioned characteristics of the Dutch Republic provided the environment in which many women were able to work in trade. This would mean that in other European countries these characteristics were not, or to a lesser extent, available: the travellers would simply not have been amazed by the amount of female traders in the Netherlands if they were equally present in their home countries. When we take a closer look at one of the specific characteristics: the legal status of female public vendor, it appears to be found in France (marchande publique), England (feme sole trader) and Germany (Krämerin).
 It is yet unclear if the legal status of onbestorven weduwe was available to women in other countries. A recent publication on sailors’ women in England does not point in that direction.
 When looking at seafaring and trading as decisive factors, according to Anne Laurence only in England the situation for women concerning trade would have been comparable. However, she states, in England the freedom generated by these factors was available to a lesser proportion of the female population.
 I would like to add here that a combination of some of the four characteristics mentioned by Laurence, seafaring, commerce, urbanisation and a legal status, might have been available in other countries as well. For example in the port towns in the Baltic, where at least the first three mentioned were present.

In my opinion, what would have made the Dutch Republic different is a combination of the following factors: the amount of women (temporarily) living alone, the responsibility of the local government for poor relief and the importance of the nuclear family in Dutch early modern society. By providing opportunities for married and unmarried women, in ways of legal statuses as onbestorven weduwe or female public vendor, or by granting requests posed by individuals, the pressure on the urban financial reserves was lowered. Besides that, women were given the opportunity to continue their household after their husband had left. 

Of course these circumstances would have enlarged economic possibilities for women in general, not only in the trading sector. However, the importance of commerce and especially the wholesale trade for the Dutch early modern economy might have enlarged possibilities for women in this sector. This probably created an environment in which women were not only able to act as retailers but could also be active in the wholesale trade, as is shown by the examples mentioned earlier. We must, however, bear in mind that large scale trading was not equally accessible to everyone; both men and women could be restricted by birth.

Furthermore, this preliminary overview of women working in trade in the early modern Netherlands shows that despite of the possible opportunities, women were fairly limited in their choice of work. We have seen that birth and marital status could form a restriction to enter into a trade, and that the absence of networks could diminish women’s chances. Moreover, there seems to be a division of labour by products: in general women are selling other products than men. How this division is formed exactly and what causes this division will be one of the points of attention in my further research.
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