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Introduction

’t Is very observable here, more women are found in the shops and business in general than men; they have the conduct of the purse and commerce, and manage it rarely well, they are careful and diligent, capable of affairs (besides domestick) having an education suitable and a genius wholly adapted to it.

This comment was made by William Montague who visited the Dutch Republic at the end of the seventeenth century. He was not the only one, nor the first, who was surprised by the behaviour of Dutch women. ‘The wives in Holland buy and sell all things at home, and use to saile to Hamburg and into England for exercise of traffique. […]’ wrote the Englishman Fynes Moryson one century before.
 Foreign travellers from England, Germany, Italy, France and Spain who visited the Dutch Republic throughout the early modern period were impressed by the remarkable prominence of Dutch women in public places. Dutch women were reportedly independent and capable entrepreneurs. They were engaged in economic activities, conducting business either in their own name, or that of their absent spouses.

But this is only part of the picture. The picture of Dutch women who were remarkably free contrasts with another stereotype brought forward by the same travellers and thoroughly analysed by Simon Schama. The frequently repeated anecdote about a magistrate visiting a house where ‘the strapping North Holland lass […] marking his shoes were not very clean, took him by both arms, threw him upon her back, set him down at the bottom of the stairs, pulled off his shoes, put him on a pair of slippers that stood there, all this without saying a word’ served to emphasize that the Dutch put a clean floor above polite conventions.
 Dutch women were also portrayed as busy housewives. Dutch household manuals advised to wash the steps in front of the house, the path leading to the house and the front hall every day. The Dutch were described as ‘perfect slaves to cleanliness’, their behaviour as ‘excessive neatness’. Commentators spoke about the ‘idolâtre excessif of housewives to the rites of cleanliness’.
 The rise of the bourgeois middle class family in the seventeenth century is said to have led to an early introduction of the ideal of domesticity here. As Schama states in his chapter on ‘the heroic housewife’: ‘indeed, it is still the case that while the Netherlands has one of the oldest and richest traditions of feminism in Europe, it has one of the lowest percentages of mothers in the workforce – a good deal lower, for example, than that in either Italy or France.
 


Considered from our contemporary point of view, these two representations seem to be contrasting. Were Dutch women busy housewives or were they active in the public sphere? We do not know to what extent these representations of women do reflect reality or which of the two opposite stereotypes approaches daily practice best. There is a serious gap in our knowledge on women’s work in the Netherlands in the early modern time. Recently, at the IISH a research project was initiated to get a more precise understanding of the role of working women in early modern Dutch society. This paper is an introduction to this research project called ‘Women’s work in the early modern Northern Netherlands, c.1500-1815’. First, I will elaborate the question to what extent the position of Dutch working women might have been exceptional and formulate some hypothetical explanations for this situation. In doing this, I will explain the central question of our research project. Next, I will give a first rough overview of women’s work in three Dutch cities based on one type of the sources used in the project: population censuses and tax registers. This paper will bring forward more questions than answers. Nevertheless, I will try to finish this paper with some conclusive remarks, which provide a point of departure for further research.
Heroic housewives or active merchants? Working women in the Northern Netherlands

Whether Dutch women were heroic housewives or active merchants remains to be seen. But the fact that visitors from other West-European countries were impressed by the Dutch women and found it noteworthy to comment upon their behaviour suggests that the position of Dutch women was different from that what they were used to. Of course we have to be very careful in using foreigners’ observations as a source for historical research. They might perhaps even tell us more about their own background than about the countries travellers describe, and the writings are often filled with general stereotypes about the country as a whole. The description of Dutch women as remarkably free fits well into the characterization of Holland, where freedom was an old patriotic virtue, and where people were said to have a freedom-loving nature.
 But there are other reasons to assume that the position of Dutch working women differed from women in other European countries. The economic historians De Vries and Van der Woude have demonstrated the uniqueness of the early modern Dutch economy and characterised it as the first modern economy. The Dutch pioneered several aspects of economic modernization including high urbanization, an advanced industry, a worldwide trade network and a well-educated population.
 In cultural perspective, the Dutch Republic was different from its neighbours as well. The absence of an absolute power, the preference to settle disputes by discussion, and the passion for ‘consensus’ characterised the cultural climate and must have had at least some influence on the position of women.


The supposed unique position of Dutch women asks for a closer examination of women’s work. Until now, we do not even know in what respect the position of women in the Dutch Republic might have been different from the position of working women in neighbouring countries.
 The two contrasting stereotypes of Dutch women seem to correspond with two contrasting hypotheses that can be formulated on the basis of the available literature. The participation of women on the labour market might either have been higher than elsewhere or the participation might have been lower than in other countries. 

Indications supporting each of these hypotheses can be found in literature and in contemporary sources. First, the remarkable prominence of women in the public sphere might indicate that many women participated on the labour market. They were more visible and they were acting independently. Dutch women were said to be engaged in a wide range of occupations and able to earn a living on their own account.
 The assumption that Dutch women were unusually free is based on the observations of foreign travellers. Another aspect that can be derived from the same sources, but that has been repeated less frequently by historians is the observation that Dutch women were very well educated. This education might have been seen as a proper preparation for a career in trade.
 According to Josiah Child it was one of the means by which the Dutch advanced their trades. He wrote in his New Discourse of Trade (1694)
The education of their Children, as well Daughters as Sons; all which, be they of never so great quality or estate, they always take care to bring up to write perfect good hands, and to have the full knowledge and use of Arithmetick and Merchants-Accounts; the well understanding and practice whereof, doth strangely infuse into most that are the owners of that quality, of either Sex, not only an ability for Commerce of all kinds, but a strong aptitude, love, and delight in it; and in regard the women are as knowing therin as the Men, it doth incourage theris Husbands to hold on in their Trades to their dying days, knowing the capacity of their Wives to get their Estates, and carry on their Trades after their Deaths

Looking for an explanation for the observed unique position of Dutch women, we have to take into account the characteristics of the Dutch Republic. As Anne Laurence argued, the public economic activity of women was influenced by the degree of urbanization, the level of commercial activity, the importance of seafaring and the legal right of women to trade.
 As was already shortly mentioned above, all of these aspects were present within the Dutch Republic. The Republic, and especially the province of Holland, was the most densely urbanised region of Western Europe. In the second half of the seventeenth century the urbanization within the Dutch Republic reached a level of 45 percent. In Holland around the year 1525 no less than 44 percent of the population lived in cities, by 1675, this proportion had risen to 61 percent due to the growth of the cities.
 This high level of urbanization generated many non-agrarian activities. The urban labour market probably offered women more opportunities to earn a living independently than the labour market at the countryside or a labour market dominated by agriculture. As Laurence argued, the commercial activity within towns stimulated the demand for new products and the manufacturing of new products increased the opportunities for women to work.
 Another, related characteristic of the economy that might have influenced women’s work is economic specialization. In the mid-seventeenth century less than 40 percent of the population worked in agriculture. The highly advanced division of labour resulted in a diversified occupational structure.
 This might have broadened the opportunities for women as well.

The Dutch Republic was a trading nation and women probably also held their share in trade, either as wholesale merchants or as petty traders. The trading sector might have offered women particularly good opportunities to work independently and earn a good living. There were probably less constraints imposed by guilds than in the industrial sector. Contrary to the industrial sector where much work was performed as wage work and women earned less than men, within the trade sector there was no unequal remuneration between men and women.

The importance of seafaring resulted in the absence of many men. Many wives ran their husbands’ business temporarily when their spouses were abroad. De Vries and Van der Woude argue that women did not replace these seafaring men on the labour market since most men left to the East and West Indies in the first place because they could not find work. However, two third of the men never came back and it is obvious that this ‘Indian leak’ contributed to the surplus of women within the Republic. It increased the usual unequal sex ratio even further. This resulted in a large group of women who simply had to take care of their own.

In their article on the standard of living in Holland’s Golden Age, Leo Noordegraaf and Jan Luiten van Zanden relate the participation of women on the labour market to the standard of living in Holland. They put forward the assumption that the high demand for unskilled and low-skilled workers resulted in women and children being employed in the early capitalist economy in Holland. The employment of women and children resulted in a substantial increase of income.

Supporters of the opposite hypothesis, those who argue that there might have been a remarkable absence of Dutch women from the labour market, reason exactly the other way around. The participation of women on the labour market was lower than elsewhere because of the high standard of living in the Dutch Republic. Women simply could afford not to work. This hypothesis seems to have been prompted by evidence on a more recent period. Statistical data on the second half of the nineteenth and twentieth century show that female labour participation in the Netherlands was substantially lower than in other European countries. According to Hettie Pott-Buter, who made a seven-country comparison of female labour participation patterns between 1850 and 1990, it is likely that Dutch female labour participation rates were lower than those of the surrounding countries from as early as the seventeenth century.
 

Apart from the high standard of living, there are several other possible explanations for this specific pattern of women’s work. Again, some of the characteristics of the modern economy are said to be of decisive influence on female participation patterns. Pott-Buter points out that in the prosperous province of Holland agricultural activities were separated from industrial activities that were performed around the homestead. This separation stimulated the practical realization of the ideal of women performing household tasks and men earning the income. For women, not working became a symbol of status. The bourgeois family model, locating women’s tasks within the household, seems to have been dominant ever since the seventeenth century and contributed to a development that made the Netherlands unique compared to neighbouring countries. The ideal of domesticity thus led to the exclusion of women, in particular middle class women, from paid work as early as the seventeenth century, with the exception of agriculture and domestic service.
 

Almost the same reasoning is found in De Vries and Van der Woude’s The First Modern Economy (1997). De Vries and Van der Woude do not attach very much importance to the possibility that the growth of unemployment in the eighteenth century forced women out of the labour market and caused the low participation rates of women in agricultural wage labour in some parts of the Netherlands in the early nineteenth century. With more confidence, they put forward the hypothesis that the origins of the pattern of low female participation found in modern times must be traced far into the past. Their explanation is found in society’s pioneering role in developing the very concept of middle-class domesticity: ‘in this crucible of gezelligheid, standards of domestic comfort rose higher and spread further down the social scale than elsewhere before the nineteenth century. What the Frenchman Jean Nicolas Parival called, in 1661, an “idolâtre excessif” placed claims on the time of women – that must have constrained their work lives already in the seventeenth century in ways that would be felt elsewhere only in the nineteenth century’’

 
It will probably be impossible to assess the exact share of women in the labour force in the Dutch Republic. There are no statistical sources for this period and we have to be aware of the underregistration of (especially married) women’s work in the sources. But before we can make an international comparison it is necessary to examine working women in the Dutch Republic. We do think that is it possible to obtain a more precise understanding of the nature of Dutch women’s paid work. Therefore, the IISH-research project addresses the following questions, a. from the perspective of the labour market: what kind of work did women do, which work was divided by gender, did this gender division change during the period studied? To what extent was female participation influenced by economic specialization, restrictive rules or a developing culture of domesticity? And b) from the perspective of working women themselves: how did women earn their living and what was their contribution to the family income (assuming that they were part of a family)? What was the influence of marital status on women’s working life, how was labour divided within the family and how did the strategies of women relate to those of men, or the family as a whole?

To answer these questions the programme is divided in six research projects. This subdivision has been made according to the classification of the occupational census that is commonly used by historians of the early modern time (see figure 1) and includes projects on women’s independent work in industry, wage work in industry, women’s work in trade and women’s work in social services.
 The fifth project will focus on poor women’s work and the synthesis will combine the findings of the whole programme. The research methods of the programme will be comparative. We will compare women’s work with men’s work, women’s work in different economic sectors and in different regions of the Dutch Republic. Finally, we will try to place the research findings in an international context, to determine whether the position of Dutch working women was as remarkable as has always been claimed.

Within each project one or more occupational groups will be analysed in detail. These case studies will focus on the status of women’s work, the necessary training, remuneration, work identity, the division of work within the family, women’s strategies and the influence of guild regulation, organizational structure and marital status on women’s work. But we also intend to give an overview of women’s work within each sector – industry, trade, social services – based on quantitative material such as tax registers and censuses. Within our research programme, these sources will be combined with, and supplemented by other sources on work of (married and unmarried) women, including archives of cities and villages, guild archives, archives of the VOC, judicial records, notarial records, registers of marriages, baptisms and burials, and the archives of various social welfare institutions. However, in this paper I will focus on the registers as source. What evidence does this type of source provide on women’s work in the Dutch Republic?

Women’s work in censuses and tax registers 

The use of tax registers and censuses as sources of information on women’s work in the early modern period is not unproblematic. Some problems are inherent to the use of this type of source for historical research in general, other problems are related to the specific nature of women’s work. 

First, we have to be aware of the purpose of the registration of the population. In some cases the magistrate wanted to have an overview of its inhabitants. But in most cases, the population was registered because a tax had to be levied. When inhabitants had to provide the information themselves and were well aware of the purpose of the registration, it is likely that they presented the information in their own advantage. Furthermore, even when instructions stipulated to register the whole population, some groups might have been left out. Secondly, for some taxes a minimum income was required. These tax registers do not include the whole population, but comprise only a limited, wealthy part of the population. Since the registers were made for different purposes – some taxes were levied on income, others on wealth - we cannot just compare the data from the different registers with each other. Thirdly, censuses and tax registers mostly do only provide information on the occupations of the heads of households. As far as women are concerned, the occupational information is therefore limited to spinsters and widows. Occupations of married women usually lack. In every register there is a certain percentage of female heads of households without an occupation reference. We cannot be sure that these women did not work. Women were often identified by their marital status instead of their occupation. Working women were simply not always identified as such and their weak occupational identity might have lead to underregistration of women’s work.
 Fourthly, we have to be aware that the registers do not record the dynamics of women’s work. They only provide a rather static picture. Many women (and men) had more than one job or shifted jobs regularly. We need other sources to examine the dynamics of women’s work. 

When we are careful and take into account the imperfections, tax registers and censuses nevertheless can be a valuable source. The registers provide at least some demographic information, information on the socio-economic status and on the occupational activities of a part of female heads of households and can give an indication of changes and regional differences in their participation. All in all, this source contains too much valuable information on women’s work to leave them aside.

For this paper, six registers from three different cities were selected. First of all, we have a population census of Leiden from 1581, which was made to provide the magistrate with an overview of all inhabitants of the city. This census contains information on the occupations of (most of) the heads of households.
 The information of this register can be compared with another overview of the entire Leiden population, namely census of 1749. Except for children under the age of four and inhabitants of hospitals and almshouses, the whole population was mapped for the purpose of a provincial tax. Occupations of the heads of households were written down.
 The third register with occupational information of all heads of households of an entire city is the 1674 register of Gouda. In course of preparation of a tax, of which the exact purpose is unknown, all people living in Gouda were registered.
 The fourth register gives an overview of all heads of households in 1712 in Zwolle, the capital of the province of Overijssel in the east of the Dutch Republic.
 This register is the oldest census with information about occupations in Zwolle and it provides information of most of the heads of households. Moreover, it is one of the few registers available for a city outside the province of Holland. The selection of sources is completed with two tax registers of the Personele Quotisatie of Leiden
 and Gouda of 1742.
 The Personele Quotisatie was an income tax levied on family heads with an annual income of at least 600 guilders. Children with their own means of income were included as well. Professors, military officers and industrial wage workers were exempted of the tax and sometimes left out the register. The register is therefore not complete, but it does provide information about occupations of the wealthiest heads of households. Around 20 percent of all households were registered in the Personele Quotisatie.

Female heads of households in Zwolle, Gouda and Leiden

The censuses and tax registers provide information on the population of three cities within the Dutch Republic. Two of them were industrial cities in the urbanised province of Holland. In Leiden, with 70,000 inhabitants at its peak in 1665 the second city within the Republic, the textile industry dominated the urban economy. Even after the decline of the sector at the end of the seventeenth century textiles remained the most important employer for the inhabitants. Gouda had an important textile production as well, mainly for rope making. Earthenware too was important for the urban economy. In the seventeenth century this medium seized city became the centre of the clay pipe making industry. Textile production was also important in Zwolle, the capital of the eastern province of Overijssel with a population of 7,000 to 13,000 inhabitants during the seventeenth and eighteenth century. The garrison town was the economic centre of the region. Zwolle once had been a Hanze city and it became an important centre of transit trade in the eighteenth century.
 

It is well known that cities in Western Europe in the early modern period were characterized by an unequal sex ratio. Dutch cities were no exception to this. Demographic factors and, even more important, gender specific migration patterns were responsible for a surplus of women within the city walls. The opportunities offered by the urban labour market attracted many women.
 Married couples headed most of the households within these cities. However, the number of households headed by women was strikingly high. 23 percent of all households in Gouda in 1674 were female headed households, 26 percent in Leiden in 1749, and even as much as 27 percent in Zwolle in 1712, which can be explained by the presence of wives of soldiers within the town.
 The reason for the extraordinarily high proportion of female heads of households in Leiden in 1581 (35 percent) still needs to be examined. The percentages of households headed by a single male or widower were lower (16 percent in Gouda in 1674, 7% in Leiden in 1581 and 8% in Leiden in 1749). The unequal sex ratio among the heads of households must have had important consequences for the early modern labour market. Figures on servants in the province of Holland point out that female servants by far outnumbered male servants in the cities as well as in the countryside. However, the large numbers of women within the city were not all absorbed by the domestic service sector. The unequal sex ratio among the heads of households meant that a substantial part of the women within the city had to earn their living with other work.

A differentiation according to economic status points out that there was no even distribution of female heads of households across the urban population. Female heads of households were overrepresented in the poorest part of the population. In mid eighteenth-century Leiden 55 percent of the taxpayers in the lowest category were female. Many of them were widows. The loss of a spouse implied a high risk of impoverishment and widows with and without children constituted an important part of those receiving municipal poor relief. But poor relief was considered to be only an additional source of income, even for widows, so these women were expected to work as well. 
 This implies that a large group of women had to support themselves. 

Occupational structure of the female labour market

Women on the labour market 

When we look at the distribution of female heads of households across different sectors of the labour market we see that women were concentrated within a limited number of occupational groups. The range of occupations performed by women was less diverse than that of men. Women were excluded from many occupations. 

An examination of the distribution of female heads of households over the different economic sectors shows that few women found employment within the sector of agriculture and fishing. All women were concentrated in agriculture and we mainly find market gardeners, some field crop farmers, some agricultural labourers, some milkers and very incidentally a female farmer. Agriculture was most important within Zwolle, the city in the most rural environment. There were some changes over time that probably are related to the development of the sector within the cities throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth century. Whereas in 1581 Leiden women were still engaged in a wider variety of work such as field crop farming, dairy farming, vegetable farm work and market gardening, in 1749 there were to be found only one female agricultural labourer and nine market gardeners. Neither was the proportion of men working in agriculture very high. The fact that we are dealing with an urban labour market is of course an important explanation for the low number of women working in this sector. However, it is doubtful if we would have found many independent women in agriculture on the rural labour market. The little research that has been done on women’s work in agriculture in the early modern Netherlands indicates that it might have been difficult for women to earn an independent living within this sector. Female farmers had an important task but they worked alongside their husbands and it seems to have been difficult for women to run a farm independently: once widowed, most of the female farmers remarried quickly. Many women working in agriculture performed waged work, often as servants or (day) labourers but it is doubtful if they headed their own households.
 

More surprising is the low number of working women found within the social service sector. This sector included a wide range of economic activities: skilled as well as unskilled work, high as well as low status jobs, wage work as well as work that could be performed independently. The sector expanded throughout the early modern period.
 Within this segment of the labour market, some typical female occupations were to be found, some of which were performed mainly, and others solely by women, such as midwives, (wet) nurses, some employees in the municipal pawn bank and women filling peat containers. There were some schoolmistresses found among the wealthiest part of the population in Gouda and Leiden. However, the proportion of female heads of households did not exceed the percentage of ten within the two cities in Holland. Within the garrison town of Zwolle, the proportion of women in the social service sector was higher (16 percent) but it did not approach the importance of the industrial or trade sector.

There are several possible explanations for the underrepresentation of women in the social service sector in our sources. The most important explanation is that our lists only documented the occupations of the heads of households. This is the reason that servants, one of the largest group of female workers, are missing from this overview. They rarely headed their own households. (I will pay more attention to servants below.) It may be assumed that married women or spinsters performed much work within this sector. This will have been the case with women filling peat containers. Contrary to the peat carrying, which was men’s work, filling peat containers was always done by women. Whereas the city council of Gouda decided in 1675 to limit the number of women doing this kind of work to ninety, not even one woman filling peat containers was registered in the year before. Female employees in hospitals and orphanages must be lacking for the same reason, namely that they simply did not head households.
 Secondly, some of the occupations were typical female occupations, but the number of women performing that kind of work was low. Midwifery was an occupation that had always been practised by women and midwives were active within every city, but each city offered work to just a limited number of midwives. Finally, a very important category of female workers is missing from the administrative sources for another obvious reason: prostitutes. Prostitution was illegal, but Lotte van de Pol’s reconstruction of the numbers of prostitutes in seventeenth century Amsterdam points out that the importance of the trade in quantitative terms can be compared with that of a middle sized craft within the city. Amsterdam might have been exceptional because of the specific nature of this harbour city but we may assume that this occupation offered a living to quite a lot of women in other cities as well.
 

The number of independent women finding work within the social service sector may have been relatively low, the importance of the sector lay in the fact that the sector comprised a very broad diversity of economic activities in which women were engaged. The registers mention midwives, dry nurses, all kind of teachers and servants, nannies, house cleaners, female overseers in hospitals and orphanages, jailers, gatekeepers, fillers of peat containers, beguines, female grave diggers, prayers and sweepers in the church. This justifies a closer examination of this sector based on other, qualitative sources. It should be established to what extent the opportunities of women within this sector were influenced by the growth of the sector on the one hand, and by professionalization and institutionalization on the other.

The population census of Leiden of 1749 and both of the Personele Quotisatie registers do provide information on the employment of servants. Based on these registers, it is difficult to assess the relative importance of service as employer for women, because information on the occupations of other female inmates lacks. Van der Woude’s research on the Noorderkwartier, a region in the province of Holland, already indicated that servants were much less common than in England. The proportion of households with servants living within their employers’ households was not only lower (17.6 percent against 32.8 percent in England) the mean number of servants within the households was lower as well.
 Van der Woude ascribes this phenomenon to the urbanised character of the Dutch society. Servants were primarily used for domestic work, and not for agricultural labour which was part of their work in the rural parts of England.
 

Our figures support Van der Woude’s explanation. Households with servants living in within their employer home were even less common in the cities than in the surrounding region. In mid-eighteenth century Leiden, the presence of female servants was not self-evident at all (see table 1). Just 12.5 percent of the households employed female servants. Next to these households, there were around 300 households employing one or more maids (meiden). The exact distinction between maids and servants is not clear, but maids probably were female apprentices and it is likely that their work was craft-related. Male servants were even less widespread. There were 66 households with one (54) or two (12) male servants (knechten). In 46 cases these men were specified as craft apprentices (ambachtsknechten). Of course wealthy households employed servants more often, but even among this privileged part of the population the total number of servants within one household was quite low. Van der Woude already pointed at the relation between the presence of servants and the absence of housewives: servants were more frequently found in households without a housewife. In many households there were no servants at all. It must have been the housewife who was expected to do the domestic work within these households. 

Table 1: Number of female servants per household 

	
	Leiden 1749
	Leiden 1742
	Gouda 1742

	Female servants per household 
	Households
	Households with an annual of at least 600 guilders
	Households with an annual of at least 600 guilders 

	0
	8562
	(87.5%) 
	1185
	(54.3%)
	463
	(64.6%)

	1
	866
	(8.8%) 
	676
	(30.9%)
	197
	(27.5%)

	2
	230
	(2.3%) 
	203
	(9.3%)
	29
	(4.0%)

	3
	77
	(0.8%) 
	66
	(3.0%)
	16
	(2.2%)

	4
	34
	(0.3%) 
	30
	(1.4%)
	7
	(1.0%)

	5
	13
	(0.1%) 
	14
	(0.6%)
	3
	(0.4%)

	6
	6
	(0.1%) 
	4
	(0.2%)
	
	

	7
	1
	(0.0%) 
	3
	(0.1%)
	1
	(0.1%)

	8
	1
	(0.0%) 
	
	
	1
	(0.1%)

	Total
	9790
	(100%)
	2181
	(100%)
	717
	(100%)


Most female heads of households in the early modern Dutch cities worked in the last two sectors, trade and transport, and industry. The trade and transport sector employed 17 (Leiden 1581) to 20 percent (Zwolle 1712) of the female heads of households. The fact that the transport group also includes lodging and publicans is part of the reason why we find so many women in this category. Next to many female board housekeepers, coffee housekeepers, beer shopkeepers and publicans, we find only incidentally women working within the actual transport occupations. In every city there were some women working as bargemen and ferrymen. It is uncertain if these women did perform this work themselves or whether a journeyman did the actual work, while the widow received the difference between the salary of the journeyman and the master.
 The 1749 register of Leiden mentions one female driver of a towing-horse. The messenger to Delft living in Leiden in 1581 was female as well. It is likely that the latter did the actual work herself. Her seventeenth-century female colleague, the messenger to Antwerp, got permission from the city council to travel back and forth on her own.
 All in all, looking at the numbers, this type of work was not important for working women. The majority of women in this sector earned their living with some kind of trade, as market women, shopkeepers or female merchants.

Many women were working within the sector of crafts and industry. Female heads of households working in industry were found in a limited number of occupational groups and in a limited number of occupations. This sector was dominated by guilds. Guilds in the Dutch Republic lacked formal political power but in general, this does not seem to have influenced the position of women in guilds.
 As far as women’s work is concerned, there were three types of guilds. First, there were guilds that organised work performed by men as well as by women (such as some retailers guilds). Secondly, there were guilds that included male occupations and female occupations (such as the tailor’s guild that organised the male tailors and female seamstresses). Thirdly, there were guilds that excluded women from membership (with some exceptions on which I will pay attention below). The latter was the most frequent, so women’s work in crafts was restricted.

There were two obvious exceptions to the limited female representation in the industrial sector. The concentration of independent women working in the clothing industry and in the textile industry was invariable high. But it is important to notice that women did not work in the same occupations as men. Els Kloek’s research on the old drapery in late medieval Leiden showed that work in the old drapery was characterised by a strict division of labour by gender.
 Our data confirm this pattern for other cities as well. Whereas in Leiden and Zwolle weaving was the largest employer for male heads of households, female heads of households were mostly spinners. In Gouda, master spinners within the industry of rope making were men, the hacklers producing for the rope making were women. 

Marital status and wealth

When looking at the female labour participation patterns, it is important to make a differentiation according to marital status and to wealth. First, widows were found in a much wider spectrum of occupational groups than spinsters and married women. In late sixteenth century Leiden for example, the occupational group of food and beverages was far more important for widows than for non-widowed female heads of households, such as spinsters or grass widows. Non-widowed women worked mainly in the textile and clothing industry, widows worked in textiles, clothing, woodworking and in the food and beverages branches. Next to the many female bakers and brewers, we also find widows performing other, typically male work: female bricklayers (8), carpenters (5), coopers (8), basket makers (6), shoemakers (8), fullers (12) and (gold-) smiths (6) to name just a few. But non-widowed heads of households were found in only six of the total of sixteenth industrial occupational groups.

A second conclusion about the occupational patterns taking into account the marital status is that widows were better represented within better-paid work. Widows working as coppersmiths, tinsmiths, brewsters, sail makers and flax- or wine merchants belonged to the wealthiest part of the population of Gouda and Leiden in the eighteenth century and were registered in the tax register of the Personele Quotisatie. From those women working in textiles, only some dyers, bleacher, pressers, and drapers earned each year 600 guilders or more. Most of the typical female occupations, which were open to single and married women as well, lack from this register. It has to be reminded that industrial wage workers were exempted from this tax, which explains why we do not find spinners, cleaners or women twining yarn, for example. It is significant though that the independently working seamstresses and second hand goods dealers so frequently mentioned in the 1749 census of Leiden are missing as well from the list made seven years earlier. The income earned with these typical female occupations was much too low to be taxed in the Personele Quotisatie of 1742 for which an annual income of 600 guilders was required. The fact that widows were found in more occupations and occupational groups as well as their access to better paid work can be explained by their special position in crafts. In many crafts a widow had the right to carry on her husband’s business after his death. Even if this right was not explicitly stipulated in guilds ordinances, widows seem to have been allowed to continue work. On the contrary, spinsters usually were excluded and married women remained invisible because, even if they did work within their husband’s workplace, it was never registered. 
A third pattern that appears from a closer examination of female labour participation is that widows belonging to the wealthiest part of the population were working more often within the sector of trade than less wealthy widows. Rich men were also working more often in trade than less wealthy men, but these differences were less significant: industry was for all male heads of households the most important sector. There are two possible explanations for the overrepresentation of well-to-do widows within the trade sector. Perhaps it was easier for women to make money as a merchant than within crafts. Another possibility is that whereas female merchants remained active, widows within crafts tended to withdraw from the labour market as soon as they could afford it. Further research is needed before decisive conclusions on this pattern can be drawn.

Specialization

By comparing the participation patterns in Zwolle, Gouda and Leiden we can see if there was a relation between female participation and the structure of the local urban economy. Together with the examination of differences over time, it might also tell us if female participation was influenced by economic specialization. I have to admit that the selection of Zwolle, Leiden and Gouda is not the most appropriate choice for this purpose because the industrial sector was dominant within all three cities. However, even between these cities there were small differences that do indicate that the structure of the urban economy did influence women’s work. Patterns of women’s work do reflect the specialization of the urban economy. 

In the city of Zwolle the social service sector was more important than elsewhere. The low numbers of women involved urge to caution. Further research is needed to determine if this pattern is to be found among married women as well and, if so, if it is related to the nature of the city as a garrison town where the number of inhabitants could grow with 50 percent or more during periods of war.
 

The presence of the university in Leiden was an obvious characteristic of this city offering opportunities to women. Just six years after the establishment of the university in 1575 a dozen female heads of households accommodated students. Although this was not registered as an occupation, these women must at least have supplemented their income by taking in lodgers. It might be assumed that in the following centuries a large number of women within the city earned their income with economic activities that were related to the presence of the university, including activities such as board and lodging, tavern keeping and book selling. 

As was mentioned above, many women were employed within the textile industry in every city. However, the proportion of independent women earning their living in the textile industry in Leiden was extraordinary high. It was this sector that had brought Leiden its prosperity during the Golden Age and even after the decline of the sector at the end of the seventeenth century textiles were of enduring importance for the urban economy. Whereas in 1581 textiles employed 29 percent of the female heads of households with an occupational reference, in 1749 this proportion had grown to 55 percent. That was more than in Gouda in 1674 (28 percent) and in Zwolle in 1712 (38 percent). The increase of textiles was accompanied by a decrease of women in the other industrial occupations.

Moreover, the composition of the textile industry in the various cities differed. Leiden was specialised in woollen cloth and this resulted in the presence of many female wool spinners, combers, pillers and sorters. The female spinners in Zwolle were probably mainly spinning flax for the linen industry, which experienced a revival in the early eighteenth century.
 In Gouda, rope-making dominated the textile industry. The growing demand of fishing nets, ropes and sails, and fuses, caused by the rise of shipping, herring fishery and by warfare in the seventeenth century resulted in a boom of rope-making.

An important stage of the production process was hackling, the combing of the hemp or flax to make the vessel thinner so that it could be spun. This was typical women’s work. After complaints of the hacklers about their low wages and serious concurrence from the surrounding countryside, the city council allowed the hacklers in Gouda to have their own guild for a short period of time. For unknown reasons it was abolished already nine years later, in 1664.
 This was one of the very few guilds with almost only female members. Because of the risk of fire, hackling at home was forbidden. Despite this prohibition, women did work for wages at home in a putting-out system for merchants or rope-makers. However, most hackling was done by women and girls within workshops outside the city walls.
 So, whereas in Leiden women were employed in the woollen cloth industry, women registered in the occupational group of textiles in the 1674 census of Gouda were mainly hacklers. Over sixty female heads of households were earning their living with hackling, at least 29 of them as hackling maids, probably in one of the workshops in or outside town. The others might have owned a workshop or worked directly for customers. Next to this large group of hacklers, there were four women working in the flax industry, two sail makers, one female rope-maker, and one fuse spinner. The register gives an indication of the gendered division of labour within this work. No more than twelve male heads of households were hacklers. Most men involved in this industry worked as rope-makers or as master spinners of fine yarn or master spinners of coarse yarn.
 Apart from to the occupations of (a large part of) the female heads of households, the register mentions the occupations of 42 married women. 35 of them were working as hacklers and the majority of their spouses were employed in the rope-making industry as well. It is known from other sources that many rope-makers also owned hackling workshops. Whereas men were the rope-makers, their wives were responsible for the supervision of the hackling workshops.

More surprising is the relation between the urban economic structure and the presence of women in the occupational group of earthenware in the city of Gouda. Before Gouda was known for its cheese, the city was famous for its clay pipe industry. English religious refugees brought the art of pipe making to the provincial town in the first half of the seventeenth century, where it advantaged from the strong tradition of pottery and the presence of many unutilised ovens. Soon Gouda became the dominant centre of the pipe-making industry.
 Women also held their share in this new flourishing industry. The pattern of female participation reflects the importance of this craft in the second half of the seventeenth century. Next to the tens of male pipe makers, the 1674 register of families mentions no less than sixteen female pipe-makers, which is quite extraordinary for a craft that was organised in a guild. Such a high proportion of women were found in none of the other cities. These female pipe makers in Gouda - most of them were widows - were probably continuing the work of their late husbands who had been master pipe-makers. But other sources show that women were involved in this industry in other ways as well. In the literature, pipe making is described as a small scale, family based industry, relying on the participation of family members, including wives and daughters.
 More large-scale enterprises were to be found as well, at least in the eighteenth century. The factory visited by the German traveller Von Offenbach in 1710 for example employed around 18 men and 24 women and the factory established by the city council to turn the decline of the industry in the early eighties of the eighteenth century could employ 24 children, six of whom were girls. Within the small-scale family based enterprises as well as in the large-scale factory the labour was divided by gender. Successively, the clay was rolled out to form the rough shape of the pipe, the pipes were formed in a vice. After drying, the pipes were polished and finally the edges were removed with a trimming knife. The polishing and trimming was typically women’s work. The work on the vice, which was heavy work, was restricted to men. The guild statutes explicitly forbade women to work on the vice, and no exception was made for daughters or wives of pipe-makers.
 So the relatively new established industry offered women new, though strictly circumscribed earning opportunities.

Some other examples of new industries offering new opportunities to women are the textile and clothing industry. Knitting was one of the occupations that gained importance during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Whereas in the 1581 census of Leiden no knitters were mentioned at all, in 1749 it was the third female occupation within the textile industry and even the fourth within the whole industry sector. There were only more female spinners, women who were doubling yarn and seamstresses to be found. The growing demand of knitted fabrics in the eighteenth century clearly opened opportunities for working women.

The effects of changing consumer patterns and new fashion on women’s work were visible within the clothing industry sector as well. In Gouda in 1674, more than half of the number of women working in the occupational group of clothing and cleaning were seamstresses.
 This high proportion registered in the occupational census does reflect the importance of this occupation within the urban economy. The wool seamstresses outnumbered the male guild members in Gouda throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. In 1670 the tailors’ guild counted no less than 112 seamstresses compared to 44 master-tailors and this number of the female guild members kept growing at least in the first half of the eighteenth century to 192 in 1745.
 This development was not unique. In Leiden the importance of this occupation grew as well. In 1581 next to 23 seamstresses (wool as well as linen seamstresses) the census mentions eleven female tailors, three female starchers, seven laundresses, a female hat maker and a female brush maker. In 1749 these ratios were changed. Even taken together, the female tailors, laundresses and whigmakers constituted just a small minority compared to the 189 seamstresses. The dominance of women within this occupational group in 1749 was caused by the increase of female heads of households earning their living as seamstress. The source does not differentiate between different kinds of seamstresses. The wool seamstress was the female counterpart of the tailor. Wool seamstresses produced expensive made-to-measure outerwear for their customers and their income was higher than that of the linen and domestic seamstresses, who used to make underwear or repair clothes at the customer’s house.
 The test seamstresses had to pass to become an independent master differed from the test that tailors had to pass, because they predominantly specialised in making women’s clothes. In Gouda, seamstresses were allowed to make menswear and tailors were allowed to make womenswear as long as they first had given proof of their skills by passing the test. But mostly, the gendered division of labour was strict. As Bibi Panhuysen showed in her study on tailors’ guilds in the Dutch Republic, the consumption of women’s clothes was responsible for the rise of the wool seamstress. In several cities, seamstresses became included in the tailor guilds from the end of the seventeenth century. According to Panhuysen this incorporation was the de jure and de facto recognition of the existence of substantial female competition in the production of luxury outerwear. As she showed in her book, the growth of the market of the clothing industry was caused by changes in consumption patterns and by the increase in demand for women’s clothing. The expansion of the sector offered new opportunities to women.

The same must have been true for women working in trade. Women clearly profited from the specialization process within the retail trade sector. The variety of goods sold by women at markets and in shops was immense. Female heads of households in Zwolle, Gouda and Leiden earned their living by selling fish, meat, birds, cheese, apples, cabbage, cookies, milk, coffee, beer, tobacco, yarn, lace, silk, needles, second hand cloths, dolls, newspapers, peat and wood, to name just a selection. A comparison of the Leiden trade sector in 1581 and 1749 points out that especially the ongoing specialization within the trade of textiles related products resulted in a wide variety of small shops. The group of female cloth sellers, piece of cloth sellers and linen sellers registered in 1581 was extended with, among others, women selling lace, textile fabrics, woollen and linen, cotton, stockings, yarn, needles, sewing things, silk cloths and haberdashery. Some of these shops could be established with just a limited amount of money. Together with the lack of formal constraints imposed by guilds this must have created excellent opportunities for women to earn an independent living.

Rentiers

Finally, there is one group that needs special attention here, the women who were living off the interest on their wealth. An important argument in Alice Clark’s theory about the withdrawal of women from the labour market in seventeenth century England is that able business women lost contact with affairs as the century wore on. She contrasts this situation with the situation in the Netherlands where women carried on businesses. Her evidence for these differences are the comments of foreigners.
 

Contrary to Clark’s theory, there seems to have been a rise of the number of female rentiers within Dutch cities during the seventeenth and eighteenth century. There were no women registered as rentiers in late sixteenth century Leiden. In 1749 Leiden 156 female heads of households (or 7 percent of the female heads of households with an occupational reference) lived from rents on their property. In Gouda in 1674 this proportion was 12 percent. The percentage of female rentiers in the Personele Quotisatie is extraordinary high. There were more female rentiers than working women among the wealthiest 20 percent of the population in Leiden. This might be an indication of an ongoing withdrawal of women from the labour market. When it was a status symbol not to work, one could expect that women stopped working as soon as they could afford it, even if their fortune was rather small. For Leiden, we do know that the average amount of tax paid by female rentiers was lower than the average paid by male rentiers. This might be an indication of the withdrawal of women from the labour market. But whether this was caused by the ideal of domesticity remains to be seen. Perhaps the severe decline of Leiden’s economy limited the earning opportunities of women. For in Gouda the average annual income of female rentiers was just slightly lower than the average income of male rentiers. This indicates that women in Gouda did not tend to withdraw from the labour market sooner, with a smaller fortune, than men did. Moreover, we have to emphasize that these list contains the wealthiest part of the population. Only a very small proportion of the whole population was taxed. The income of these female rentiers belonged to the peak incomes within the city, granted to just a happy few. It does not seem likely that women in Gouda stopped working as soon as they could afford it. Was this caused by the fact that contrary to Leiden, Gouda knew a period of economic prosperity in first decennia of the eighteenth century, during which there might have been plenty income earning possibilities for women?
 Again, further research is needed before we can say something about the relation between the number of female rentiers, their average wealth and the urban economic conjuncture.

Some preliminary conclusions: Heroic housewives and active merchants? 

As has been argued, the comments upon Dutch women made by foreign travellers and the uniqueness of the Dutch economy give rise to the assumption that the position of working women in the early modern period differed from that of working women in neighbouring countries. The way in which their position might have been exceptional is still unknown. According to the stereotyping and the hypotheses brought forward in the literature, Dutch women were either heroic housewives or active merchants. However, the general pattern of female labour participation as it appeared from the population censuses and tax registers of three Dutch cities does not seem to have been very different from that of women in cities abroad. In general terms, the findings resemble the research results on women’s work in, for example early modern London, Lyon, Frankfurt and Nuremberg.
 To summarize the patterns on the female labour market of Zwolle, Leiden and Gouda: just as in other European cities, Dutch women were working in a limited number of occupational groups and a limited number of occupations. The payment for typical women’s work was low. Whereas spinsters and married women were excluded from most craft guilds, guilds recognized widows of deceased masters as members. Since widows were allowed to carry on their late husband’s business or workshop, they seemed to have had more work opportunities than non-widowed women. At least, they had access to better paid occupations, again, just as in other European countries.

Women dominated the textile industry and were very well represented within the occupational group of clothing in all three cities examined here. However, the opportunities for working women were not exactly the same in every city. The structure of the local urban economy influenced what kind of work women did. Women found employment in pipe making within the pipe making city of Gouda. Women worked as wool spinners, and were doubling yarn in the woollen cloth producing industry of Leiden and they were hackling for the rope-making industry in Gouda. Many occupations within the social service sector were typical female occupations such as domestic service, nursing and midwifery. Trade was very important for the employment of women. Women were involved in wholesale trade but as far as can be seen now, retail trade was far more important. What is remarkable though is that rich widows were more frequently active in trade than in craft or industry. The female labour participation pattern was not static. It varied from town to town depending on the structure of the urban economy and changed over time as well. Economic specialization offered women new employment options. But within these new industries the sexual division of labour was strict.

Do these resemblances in women’s work imply that the position of Dutch women was not as exceptional as has been claimed? It is too early to draw this conclusion. At some points, evidence from the registers strengthens the assumption that Dutch women’s work was different from elsewhere. But the evidence is not unambiguous.

Many people lived in cities, and within these cities there was a large surplus of women. A large number of women never married. This had two important implications. First, many women did not have to take care of a family, or at least not in the same way married women had to do. Secondly, many women could not rely on the income of a spouse. As the registers showed, there was an unequal sex ratio among heads of households as well. The proportion of female heads of households in, for instance, England was high as well, (16 percent) but not as high as in the Dutch cities examined here.
 Many of the female heads of households in the Dutch cities belonged to the lowest social strata among the urban population and had to work to earn a living. These women were not (all) employed in domestic service offering them board, lodging and a small income. Many Dutch women had to earn their own living with work that was not performed in other peoples’ homes. 

It is too early to draw definite conclusions on the effect of the ideal of domesticity on the position of working women. It is safe to say that women did not en masse withdraw from the labour market to confine themselves to domestic tasks as soon as they could afford it. On the other hand, the number of female rentiers was high during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Moreover, it is remarkable that compared to England, the number of female servants per household was low. Someone had to do the household tasks. The absence of servants from many households meant that many housewives had to spend a substantial part of time on domestic activities, time that they could not spend on paid work. At this point, we need more information on married women’s work. It should also be examined within which crafts widows made use of the right to continue their husband’s work, to what extent they did so and if this changed over time.

We may not neglect the circumstances of Dutch women’s work. In this respect, the quotation of the Englishman Fynes Moryson might be important for the possible explanation of the observed uniqueness of the position of Dutch women. ‘In the United Provinces, the Inhabitants [were] for the most part Merchants and Citizens’ he wrote.
 When we want to reconstruct what foreign travellers saw in the Dutch Republic it might be helpful to distinguish work that was visible from work that was hidden from the public sphere, and wage work from independent work. The first glimpse provided by the registers makes clear that many women, and among the wealthy part of the population even the majority of women, were working in trade. Petty traders in their shops, on markets and in the streets must have been visible in the public sphere. It seems likely that these self-employed tradeswomen were more visible than women working for wages at home or in factories. 

These findings are just a preliminary and rough sketch of women’s work in the northern Netherlands in the early modern time. A lot of research remains to be done. It is necessary to enlarge our knowledge on work of married women and spinsters, on working women in other Dutch cities and on women on the (non-agrarian) rural labour market. We have to analyse other kind of sources to learn more about the dynamics of women’s work. It is necessary to broaden our understanding of women’s work before we can relate women’s work to the economic development of the Dutch Republic and make an international comparison. These are the objectives of the IISH research project for the coming years.

However, the conclusion of the research presented here might be that we have to adjust the hypotheses on Dutch women’s work. Once again, looking for overarching stories does not seem to be very fruitful.
 In examining women’s work in the registers it appeared to be important to differentiate according to marital status and social position. Probably we have to do the same when we want to answer the question if participation of Dutch women was remarkable high or remarkable low and consider the possibility it was high among some social strata of the population and lower among others. Considering the large numbers of female heads of households within the cities, the overrepresentation of female heads of households among the poorest part of the population and the high level of urbanization, it seems likely that among the lower social strata women comprised a large part of the labour force of the Dutch Republic. The participation of women in trade was remarkably high as well and may have resulted in a relatively large number of wealthy working women. At the same time, the female labour participation rate might have been remarkably low among the middle classes. The outcome of the preliminary research above presented is that the question whether Dutch women were ‘heroic housewives´ or ´active merchants’ can be altered in the hypothesis that Dutch women were ‘heroic housewives´ and ´active merchants’.
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