
International Review of Social History 71:1 (2026), pp. 102–123
doi:10.1017/S0020859026101126

RESEARCH ARTICLE

The Value of Work: Petitions and Public Servants
in Zwolle, c.1550–1700
Christian Manger and Maurits den Hollander

Department of Public Law and Governance, Tilburg University, Tilburg, The Netherlands
Corresponding author: Christian Manger; email: c.manger@tilburguniversity.edu

Abstract
The urban authorities of early modern Dutch cities employed a broad variety of public ser-
vants to manage the urban administration and provide public services relating to health,
security, education, and entertainment. Neither part of the governing elite nor members of
the guilds, these urban officials are of interest to historians of both work and governance.
This article demonstrates that studying these public servants might yield valuable insights
into premodern attitudes to work, especially public work. Using applications for employ-
ment in public office as well as petitions for improved remuneration, we analyse the value
public servants of early modern Dutch cities attached to their professional activities. The
town of Zwolle (c.1550–1700) serves as a case study, shedding light on the conditions under
which people decided to work in urban public services. In their competition for the town’s
salaried offices, candidates demonstrated considerable individual initiative, ranging from
unsolicited applications to proposals concerning their personal value for the civic com-
munity. Similarly, officeholders demanded proper remuneration befitting the value of their
work and their services for the town’s common good.

In the early 1590s, the three midwives employed by the town of Zwolle approached
their magistrates with a financial request. To serve the citizens to the best of their abil-
ities, the suppliants explained, they required the means to provide for their own and
their families’ necessities. Currently, however, they faced difficulties making ends meet
since their clients, suffering fromwar and inflation, were struggling to adequately com-
pensate the midwives for their services. Even less could be expected from the many
paupers and soldiers’ wives residing in the town. At the same time, the suppliants
continued, the work of a midwife required them to be ready to answer calls day and
night, making it impossible for them to take up additional occupations. The twelve
gold guilders that each of them received as a fixed annual salary from the magistrate
insufficiently reflected the value and effort of their “responsible, laborious, and difficult
office”. For these reasons, the three petitioners asked themagistrate to raise their annual
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salaries to twenty-five gold guilders, the remuneration received by their colleagues in
the neighbouring town of Deventer.1

In their petition, Zwolle’s midwives combined their request for a moral recognition
of their work’s value to society with the demand that their remuneration should both
reflect this value and ensure their livelihood. Although 400 years old, the suppliants’
narrative sounds familiar. The popularity of books like Michael Sandel’s The Tyranny
of Merit and David Graeber’s Bullshit Jobs points to a widely perceived discrepancy
between what a vocation contributes to the common good and its financial, social,
andmoral valuation.2 TheCOVID-19 pandemic of 2020–2023 presented a particularly
prominent episode, inwhich healthcareworkers in “essential jobs” receivedwidespread
praise, while many complained that their income scarcely covered the rising costs of
living. The request of Zwolle’s midwives is part of a collection of sources that allows us
to add a historical perspective to these current debates. For the period c.1550–1700, the
city’s archive has preserved a collection of about 200 petitions from suppliants applying
for employment in the town’s services or requesting the town government to improve
their employment conditions. Their requests provide insights into the value that early
modern public servants attached to their work.

As one of the most urbanized regions of premodern Europe, the Low Countries
present a particularly advantageous opportunity to explore the history of public work.
Over the course of the early modern period, the region’s numerous larger and smaller
cities employed increasing numbers of people for a wide variety of public facilities.
Among them was the town of Zwolle (Figure 1), which, in the context of the north-
ern Netherlands, was a medium-sized city, its population fluctuating between 7,000
and 12,000 inhabitants between 1500 and 1800.3 As we explain in more detail below,
there are different ways to apply the concept of “public servants” to these early modern
cities. For the purpose of this article, we define as “public servants” all those employed
in the service of the urban government, thus excluding from our analysis the urban
political elite or regenten who worked for the city as part of a “civic duty”. Compared
to the latter, the town’s employed officials have received relatively little attention from
historians but, as we aim to demonstrate, studying them adds new perspectives both
to the history of work and to the history of urban governance. Taking the short
episode from Zwolle as our point of departure, this article zooms in on the “voices”
of applicants and officeholders in their relation to urban governments. Foregrounding

1Collectie Overijssel locatie Zwolle [hereafter, NL-ZlCO], Archiefnummer 0700 Stadsbestuur Zwolle,
archieven van de opeenvolgende stadsbesturen [hereafter, 0700], inv. no. 691, petition by Zwolle’s mid-
wives: “sorchlick, laborious endemoeyelickOffitium”.The town’s accounts give 1595 as a terminus ante quem
for the undated petition: NL-ZlCO 0700, inv. no. 6087, p. 65. Gold guilders (goudguldens) were money of
account worth 28 stuivers, derived from the “Rhenish” guilders minted between the fourteenth and sixteenth
centuries. It should not be confused with the “regular” guilder of 20 stuivers derived from the “Carolus”
guilder, used as money of account in contemporary Holland: H. Enno van Gelder, De Nederlandse munten
(Amsterdam, 2002).

2Michael J. Sandel, The Tyranny of Merit: Can We Find the Common Good? (New York, 2020); David
Graeber, Bullshit Jobs: A Theory (New York, 2018).

3Jan de Vries, European Urbanization 1500–1800 (Cambridge, MA, 1984), p. 271; J.C. Streng, “Stemme in
staat”. De bestuurlijke elite in de stadsrepubliek Zwolle 1579–1795 (Hilversum, 1997), pp. 53–55.
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Figure 1. Map of Zwolle from Joan Blaeu, Toonneel der steden van de Vereenighde Nederlanden, Met hare
beschrijvingen (Amsterdam, c.1652).
Source: Special Collections, Utrecht University, The Netherlands.

individual public servants such as the three midwives enables us to complement the
more institution-centred focus of existing studies.4

This article thus examines public servants through the lens of petitions in which
individual suppliants requested themagistrates of Zwolle to provide themwith employ-
ment or to ameliorate working conditions in the town’s service. This perspective offers
rare insights into how premodern people related to their daily work. Why did peo-
ple work for the city, and what was the attraction of public work in this period? To
what extent do urban attitudes to the status and value of public work correspond to
or diverge from the existing general image of work in premodern cities? In answering
these questions, we want to show that, at least to some, working in public service con-
stituted an alternative to the guilds and the urban crafts sector that dominate the study
of premodern lower- andmiddle-class labour. Urban attitudes to the status and value of

4Jos C.N. Raadschelders, “Changing European Ideas about the Public Servant: A Theoretical and
Methodological Framework”, in Fritz Sager and Patrick Overeem (eds), The European Public Servant: A
Shared Administrative Identity? (Colchester, 2015), pp. 15–34; Jos C.N. Raadschelders, Lokale bestuurs-
geschiedenis (Zutphen, 1992).
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public work, this article argues, provide a new perspective on the study of premodern
working identities.

First, we discuss our sourcematerial and its relevance to the existing historiographi-
cal debates. Second,we delineate the type of urbanofficialswe define as “public servant”
and what distinguishes them from other urban officeholders. Third, we discuss appli-
cation practices and competition between individual applicants. Fourth, we zoom in
on public workers’ scope for personal initiative, by focusing on remuneration practices
and salary negotiations. Finally, this allows us to reflect on contemporaries’ ideas about
the status, attractiveness, and value of work as part of urban public services.

Working for the City: Debates and Sources
This article aims to shed light on the conditions under which people decided to work
in urban public services between 1550 and 1700. In doing so, it engages with twomajor
lines of historiography: the history of public services, and the history of urban work. At
least for the early modern period, these two fields have seldom overlapped. However,
as this article aims to demonstrate, both stand to benefit from being analysed together.

Formuch of the late medieval and earlymodern period, themain providers of insti-
tutionalized communal services were to be found in cities.5 Studying the many towns
and cities of the late medieval and early modern Low Countries, historians have thus
been able to shed light on the individuals and institutions who organized and financed
public facilities as well as on the multifaceted communal ideologies that informed
them. More recent studies focus especially on the “communal” or “corporatist” char-
acter of these urban communities and highlight the fluid borders between private and
public providers of services for the common good. They demonstrate that, in premod-
ern towns, both individual citizens and religious congregations contributed to public
facilities, most prominently in the areas of healthcare and poverty relief.6 At the same
time, historians have shown that, between the fourteenth and eighteenth centuries,
urban governments assumedmore public functions and, consequently, expanded their
staff of public servants.7 These authors share an institutional and government-centred
perspective. They often employ quantitative methodologies to track the trajectories of
professionalization and bureaucratization as well as the changing scale of public ser-
vices over time. On the rare occasions when historians have paid closer attention to
those employed to serve the town, they have often focused on specific offices, such as
secretaries or midwives.8

5Martijn van der Burg et al., “Introduction:TheRise of Public Facilities in the LowCountries, 1400–1800”,
in Manon van der Heijden et al. (eds), Serving the Urban Community: The Rise of Public Facilities in the Low
Countries (Amsterdam, 2009), pp. 7–20.

6See Manon van der Heijden, Civic Duty: Public Services in the Early Modern Low Countries (Newcastle
upon Tyne, 2012) and the contributions in the special edition of Journal of Urban History, 36:3 (2010), and
Van der Heijden et al., Serving the Urban Community. For earlier investigations of urban public services in
the premodern Low Countries, see L’initiative publique des communes en Belgique. Fondements historiques
(Ancien Régime). 11e Colloque International, Spa, 1–4 sept. 1982. Actes (Brussels, 1984).

7Jos C.N. Raadschelders, Plaatselijke bestuurlijke ontwikkelingen 1600–1980. Een historisch-
bestuurskundig onderzoek in vier Noord-Hollandse gemeenten (The Hague, 1990).

8Christian Manger and Maurits den Hollander, “Advisers or Decision-Makers? The Agency of
Dutch Urban Administrative Officials, c.1500–1700”, BMGN – Low Countries Historical Review, 140:3
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We find more interest in the attitudes of premodern historical actors to jobs and
employment conditions in the history of work. Studies of premodern work migration
and labour markets integrate individual voices in their larger analyses. According to a
recent volume on early modern European industry, the empirical study of the “lived
experience of labour” serves to counterbalance grand theories of economic develop-
ment.9 For the premodern period in particular, scholars predominantly concentrate
their efforts on classic fields of work: agriculture, trade, and, most prominently, the
organization of urban craft guilds. Tellingly, specialist volumes on urban labour and
labour markets feature no contribution on urban public services.10 In their magisterial
study of attitudes to work and workers in the pre-industrial world, Catharina Lis and
Hugo Soly explicitly mention “civil servants” as a regrettable lacuna in their analysis.11
In an important intervention, Maria Ågren’s study on premodern Swedish state ser-
vants utilizes the perspectives of gender and social history to demonstrate the mutual
dependence between public servants and their masters. Her study, however, also skips
over the more multifaceted urban public services that preceded the state.12

Besides the conceptual approaches of historians, a major reason for the common
neglect of “voices from below” is the available source material, which usually carries a
strong hierarchical-institutional bias. Historians of public services predominantly base
their work on urban financial accounts and normative texts, while scholars such as Lis
and Soly seek to reconstruct attitudes to work through prescriptive and authoritative
texts written by reformers, theologians, and philosophers.13 In contrast, this article uti-
lizes letters of application for urban offices, as well as requests for salary raises that

(2025), pp. 25–47; Janna Coomans, “TheKing of Dirt: Public Health and Sanitation in LateMedieval Ghent”,
Urban History, 46:1 (2019), pp. 82–105; Arie van Steensel, “De middeleeuwse stadspensionarissen van
Haarlem en Leiden, circa 1447–1572”,Holland. Regionaal-historisch tijdschrift, 38 (2006), pp. 76–96; Ariadne
Schmidt, Overleven na de dood. Weduwen in Leiden in de Gouden Eeuw (Amsterdam, 2001), pp. 138–142.
For a broader perspective, see Manon van der Heijden and Ariadne Schmidt, “Public Services and Women’s
Work in Early Modern Dutch Towns”, Journal of Urban History, 36:3 (2010), pp. 368–385; Arie van Steensel,
“Het personeel van de laatmiddeleeuwse stedenHaarlem enLeiden, 1428–1572”, Jaarboek voorMiddeleeuwse
Geschiedenis, 9 (2006), pp. 191–252.

9ThomasMax Safley and LeonardN. Rosenband, “Introduction”, inThomasMax Safley (ed.), Labor before
the Industrial Revolution: Work, Technology and their Ecologies in an Age of Early Capitalism (London [etc.],
2019), pp. 1–19, 6. An insightful early example is provided by Jan Dumolyn, “‘I Thought of It at Work, in
Ostend’: Urban Artisan Labour and Guild Ideology in the Later Medieval Low Countries”, International
Review of Social History, 62:3 (2017), pp. 389–419. For premodern work migration and labour markets, see
Jason P. Coy, “Work and Mobility”, in Bert De Munck and Thomas Max Safley (eds), A Cultural History of
Work in the Early Modern Age (London [etc.], 2020), pp. 113–128; Sheilagh Ogilvie, A Bitter Living: Women,
Markets, and Social Capital in Early Modern Germany (Oxford, 2003).

10See Karin Hofmeester and Christine Moll-Murata (eds), “The Joy and Pain of Work: Global Attitudes
and Valuations, 1500–1650”, International Review of Social History, 56:SI19 (2011); Margo De Koster et al.
(eds), Werken aan de stad. Stedelijke actoren en structuren in de zuidelijke Nederlanden, 1500–1900 (Brussels,
2011); Bruno Blondé, Eric Vanhaute, and Michèle Galand (eds), Labour and Labour Markets between Town
and Countryside (Middle Ages–19th Century) (Turnhout, 2001).

11Catharina Lis and Hugo Soly, Worthy Efforts: Attitudes to Work and Workers in Pre-Industrial Europe
(Leiden, 2012), p. 9.

12Maria Ågren, The State as Master: Gender, State Formation and Commercialisation in Urban Sweden,
1650–1780 (Manchester, 2017).

13Marcel van der Linden, “Studying Attitudes to Work Worldwide, 1500–1650: Concepts, Sources, and
Problems of Interpretation”, International Review of Social History, 56:SI19 (2011), pp. 25–43, 32–37.
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aspiring and current public servants sent to their magistrates. Handled carefully, these
documents offer the potential to provide complementary insights into the perspec-
tives of past urban public servants on the value of their daily work, from secretary to
gatekeeper.

In terms of typology, applications and requests for improved working conditions
belong to the overarching category of petitions or supplications, in Dutch known as
rekwesten or rekesten. Petitions were almost ubiquitous in premodern Europe and, in
the broadest sense, contain pleas formercy, favour, or assistance, directed by subjects to
the authorities. Andreas Würgler counts them “among the most important sources not
generated but dealt with by the state”, which offer at least some counterbalance to the
top-down bias of normative sources created by secular and ecclesiastical authorities.14
In Dutch historiography, for instance, the study of rekesten has shed light on the par-
ticipatory elements of politics in the early modern Dutch Republic but also provided
insights into the life of women in urban societies.15

In contrast, petitions containing job applications have seldomdrawn the attention of
historians and are virtually absent in the history of work. In general, historians of work
in pre-industrial Europe tend to focus on forced labour, patron–client relations, and the
entry barriers raised by corporatist organizations such as craft and merchant guilds.16
As an important exception, Ariadne Schmidt uses applications and supplications for
improved working conditions to study the midwives in the service of early modern
Leiden.17 Only recently, however, have scholars singled out petitions for employment
as a genre of its own. They have traced how written job applications developed dur-
ing the sixteenth century as a new cultural practice in the context of an increasingly
competitive market for urban and courtly offices in the Holy Roman Empire.18 These
petitions provide an opportunity to include individual voices in studies of attitudes to

14Andreas Würgler, “Voices From among the ‘Silent Masses’: Humble Petitions and Social Conflicts in
EarlyModern Central Europe”, International Review of Social History, 46:SI9 (2001), pp. 11–34, 33. An excel-
lent overview of the field is provided in Richard Huzzey et al., “Introduction: Petitions and Petitioning in
Historical Perspective”, in idem (eds), Petitions and Petitioning in Europe and North America from the Late
Medieval Period to the Present (Oxford, 2024), pp. 1–30.

15Joris Oddens, Op veler verzoek. Inclusieve politiek in Nederland (1780–1860) (Amsterdam, 2023);
Schmidt, Overleven na de dood; Gabrielle Dorren, Eenheid en verscheidenheid. De burgers van Haarlem in
de Gouden Eeuw (Amsterdam, 2001); Maarten Prak, “Corporate Politics in the Low Countries: Guilds as
Institutions, 14th to 18th Centuries”, in Catharina Lis et al. (eds), Craft Guilds in Comparative Perspective:
The Northern and Southern Netherlands, a Survey (Aldershot, 2006), pp. 74–106; Henk van Nierop, “Popular
Participation in Politics in the Dutch Republic”, in Peter Blickle (ed.), Resistance, Representation, and
Community (Cambridge, 1997), pp. 272–290.

16See, for instance, Sheilagh Ogilvie, The European Guilds: An Economic Analysis (Princeton, NJ [etc.],
2019), pp. 93–132. Applications and competition on the labour market form striking lacunae in De Munck
and Safley, A Cultural History of Work, and in Jan Lucassen, The Story of Work: A New History of Humankind
(New Haven, CT [etc.], 2021).

17Schmidt, Overleven na de dood, pp. 138–143.
18André Krischer, “Praktiken des Bewerbens zwischen Früher Neuzeit und Sattelzeit. Editorial”,

Historische Anthropologie, 32:1 (2024), pp. 5–13. An important forerunner is Kirill A. Levinson, Beamte in
Städten des Reiches im 16. und 17. Jahrhundert. Unter besonderer Berücksichtigung der Freien Reichsstadt
Augsburg (Halle, 2004) and, seminal, Timo Luks, In eigener Sache. Eine Kulturgeschichte der Bewerbung
(Hamburg, 2022).
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labour and, thus, bridge the conceptual gap between the history of premodern pub-
lic services and the history of labour. By exploring why people strove to work for the
town and what tactics they employed to do so, we aim to add a new facet to the field of
premodern work outside the established grand narratives of guild labour and serfdom.

The study of petitions requires certain caveats. Although supplications were less
standardized than other genres of formal, especially legal, writing, suppliants enlisted
the service of specialized scribes, who could influence the petition’s content, and in the
seventeenth century could resort to writing manuals.19 However, even if the petition’s
text was the result of a collaboration in which a scribe provided the formal framework,
it still needed to provide a convincing story.20 The use of topical phrases, for instance,
does not mean that applicants invented the financial hardship and familial situations
that they so frequently cited to explain their need for employment.21 In early modern
Zwolle, applications still seem to have contained a variety of narratives, and do not
yet appear to have become fully standardized. The same is true for the closely related
petitions for salary raises, as illustrated by the introductory case of the town’s three
midwives.

While some early modern urban governments copied incoming supplications into
registers that provide historians with large amounts of unsorted serial data, many
contemporary authorities or nineteenth-century archivists disposed of petitions that
they considered worthless.22 In contrast, the archives of Zwolle contain a substan-
tial number of rekesten, which modern archivists have organized by topic. For the
period c.1550–1700, we have thus been able to utilize a sample of 213 petitions related
to approximately forty of the town’s offices.23 Of these petitions, ninety-eight contain
applications; eighty pertain to requests for improved terms of employment, such as a
raise in salary or subsidized clothing and housing; thirty-five supplications concern
adjacent topics such as complaints about unpaid or reduced salaries. While few of
these petitions were dated, we can infer an approximate date of submission from the
script, information in the text, and cross-referencing with other sources. As the num-
bers indicate, this collection has survived only in a dramatically reduced form, which
substantially limits the potential to draw conclusions from a quantitative approach.
However, these documents do present a rare opportunity for a qualitative inquiry
across a broad cross-section of public servants. Based on Van Nederveen Meerkerk’s

19Oddens, Op veler verzoek, pp. 207–220; Huzzey et al., “Introduction”, pp. 13–14; Würgler, “Voices From
Among the ‘Silent Masses”’, pp. 32–33.

20Natalie Zemon Davis, Fiction in the Archives: Pardon Tales and Their Tellers in Sixteenth-Century France
(Stanford, CA, 1987), p. 25; Luks, In eigener Sache, pp. 20–24.

21André Krischer, “Vom Fähnrich zum Einspännigen. Söldner auf Stellensuche in Frankfurt nach dem
Dreißigjährigen Krieg”, Historische Anthropologie, 32 (2024), pp. 60–81, 67.

22Würgler, “Voices From Among the ‘Silent Masses”’, pp. 17–18.
23NL-ZlCO 0700, inv. nos 691–694, supplemented by four petitions from the same period in the collec-

tions NL-ZlCO 0700, inv. nos 722 and 723. Besides several heavily damaged and unrelated documents, the
collection also contains scattered petitions from the eighteenth century that we have excluded from our anal-
ysis. Furthermore, the archival numbering of individual petitions relates to older collection systems, which
makes them useless for the purpose of location in the current folders. In the footnotes, therefore, we refer to
the petition using the name of the suppliant and the date, if available.
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Table 1. Petitions according to working sphere of civil servants

Category of office
Petitions for
employment

Petitions for
improvement Others

1. General administration, legislation, finance 13 3 2

2. Enforcement of law and order 27 25 9

3. Ecclesiastical 5 12 2

4. Social care 27 20 7

5. Infrastructure, transport, and trade 20 9 9

6. Education 2 1

7. Sanitation, fire safety, and public lighting 1 3

8. Other 5 6 5

Total 98 80 35

Categorization of offices based on Elise van Nederveen Meerkerk, “Professionalization of Public Service: Civil Servants in
Dordrecht, 1575–1795”, Journal of Urban History, 36:3 (2010), pp. 345–367, 349.

categorization of civil servants in the city ofDordrecht, Table 1 demonstrates that appli-
cations and requests for improved working conditions were submitted by all spheres
of the town’s public services.24 Therefore, the petitions in the archives of Zwolle offer
a distinct perspective on negotiations surrounding early modern urban offices. They
constitute an intriguing starting point for exploring the attitudes of the men and
women seeking employment, and those who already worked for the city.

Public Servants?
Before we delve into the sources, we need to explore the nature and classification of the
offices that our applicants aspired to. “Public servant” is a modern concept and apply-
ing it to early modern societies requires some explanation. By the sixteenth century,
urban governments in the Low Countries had created a sizeable apparatus of employ-
ees (often referred to as “urban servants” (stadsdienaren)) to support the different types
of urban public facilities.25 Historians have suggested several ways to classify the dif-
ferent offices of this early modern public service, sometimes according to their general
function (public administration, law enforcement, health, education, welfare, culture
and religion, infrastructure – particularly economic infrastructure), but also according
to rank or status (higher, middling, lower).26 Clerks and secretariesmanaged the town’s
proliferating administration and archives; physicians, midwives, barber-surgeons, and
apothecaries offered citizens medical services; pavers and builders constructed and

24Elise van Nederveen Meerkerk, “Professionalization of Public Service: Civil Servants in Dordrecht,
1575–1795”, Journal of Urban History, 36:3 (2010), pp. 345–367, 349.

25NL-ZlCO 0700, inv. no. 66, p. 1; Van Steensel, “Het personeel”, pp. 197–199.
26For a helpful overview, see Van Nederveen Meerkerk, “Professionalization of Public

Service”, pp. 347–349. For the different classifications, see Raadschelders, Plaatselijke bestuurlijke ontwikke-
lingen; A. van Braam, “Bureaucratiseringsgraad van de plaatselijke bestuursorganisatie van Westzaandam
ten tijde van de Republiek”, Tijdschrift voor Geschiedenis, 90 (1977), pp. 457–484; Oebele Vries, “Geschapen
tot ieders nut. Een verkennend onderzoek naar de Noordnederlandse ambtenaar in de tijd van het Ancien
Régime”, Tijdschrift voor Geschiedenis, 90 (1977), pp. 328–349.
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maintained the town’s material public infrastructure; gatekeepers, criers, ushers, and
executioners acted as the magistrates’ executive arm to keep security and peace; mes-
sengers maintained the flow of information and the legal and political relations with
towns, rulers, and governments; and a variety of musicians and teachers educated and
entertained the urban community.27 We have opted to denote the occupants of these
offices in general as “public servants”, whodiffer fromother contemporary urban offices
in two crucial ways. The term “public servants” thus serves as a heuristic tool rather
than as an attempt to shoehorn sixteenth- and seventeenth-century governance into
modern categories.

First, the modern connotations of terms like “public servant” and “public service”
are difficult to square with late medieval and early modern concepts of governance.
As indicated above, European societies in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries did
not neatly differentiate between “private” and “public”, and urban governments con-
tinued to share many social and political functions with other corporate institutions
and individual citizens far into the early modern period.28 Conversely, the close ties
between the Church and the municipal authorities made many ecclesiastical officers
employees of the city. Churchwardens and organists, for instance, received their office
and salary from the urban government.29 This article zooms in on those workers who
fulfilled public functions, and were employed or admitted by the urban government.
This includes members of the so-called transport guilds, such as Zwolle’s peat carriers,
whose availability at all times was important for the common good. The public carri-
ers, for instance, also fulfilled ancillary tasks such as firefighting. They were considered
urban officials while the other – private – carriers worked as day labourers.30

Second, we need to contextualize these “public servants” in the frame of urban
governance. In the Overijssel region, cities were ruled by a body of magistrates who
stemmed from a limited number of aristocratic “regent” families. In Zwolle, this ruling
body comprised sixteen members, divided into eight aldermen (schepen), responsi-
ble for day-to-day government, and eight supporting councillors (raden). By monthly
rotation, two aldermen assumed the title of burgomaster, who presided over the mag-
istrates. Furthermore, the aldermen divided among themselves administrative offices
like that of the treasurer, who managed the town’s finances, or the “town carpenter”
(stadstimmermeester), who was responsible for the urban infrastructure. These were
the ruling offices that carried formal political power.31 Additionally, historians have

27NL-ZlCO 0700, inv. no. 72, pp. 423–430. Many offices consisted of more than one individual job, such
as those of the four teachers (praeceptors) of the Latin School, or the forty-nine peat carriers. Particularly
illustrative are the tables of offices (tabula officiarum) in the records of the neighbouring town of Kampen:
Stadsarchief Kampen [hereafter, SAK], Archiefnummer 00001 Stadsbestuur Kampen 1251–1813 [hereafter,
00001], inv. no. 11, fo. 153v and inv. no. 306, fos 20a–21v. For the general development, see Jos C.N.
Raadschelders, Handbook of Administrative History (London, 1998), pp. 91–94.

28Van der Burg et al., “Introduction: The Rise of Public Facilities in the Low Countries”, pp. 9–12; Jelle
Haemers and Wouter Ryckbosch, “A Targeted Public: Public Services in Fifteenth-Century Ghent and
Bruges”, Urban History, 37:2 (2010), pp. 203–225.

29Raadschelders, Plaatselijke bestuurlijke ontwikkelingen, pp. 96–97.
30Streng, “Stemme in staat”, pp. 81–82 and 144; Ruud Paesie, Dragend bestaan. Amsterdamse korendragers

in historisch perspectief, ca. 1525–ca. 1940 (Hilversum, 2023), pp. 24 and 57–58.
31Streng, “Stemme in staat”, pp. 99–102 and 138–139.
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identified a number of so-called subaltern offices, which controlled many urban insti-
tutions, for instance those related to civic poverty relief. Such offices often served as
stepping stones in the careers of regents wishing to pursue higher political office. For
the purposes of this article, we distinguish all these “political” or “civic duty” officials,
such as burgomasters, treasurers, or orphans’ masters, from proper “public servants”,
such as secretaries, clerks, midwives, and all others appointed by the city.32 In choosing
the term “public servant” to describe those employed by the city, we emphasize both
elements of their role: they worked for the urban community, but were also formally
“employed” by the magistrate rather than being elected or co-opted by their peers.33

This is not to say that early modern public servants formed a uniform group.
Socially and economically, public servants formed a heterogeneous body, and it is
highly unlikely that, for instance, secretaries and streetcleaners considered themselves
part of the same social group or class. A few, like the town’s executioner, could even
suffer social exclusion.34 We must also consider the differing degree to which officials
depended on their employment. If a pharmacist or midwife were rejected by the mag-
istrates, they could still gain admission to practice for their own account. In contrast,
a position such as that of the town’s rod-carrying ushers (roedendragers), who com-
bined duties as guards, messengers, and beadles, existed exclusively as a public office.
Furthermore, Van Nederveen Meerkerk has demonstrated that between the sixteenth
and eighteenth centuries the different offices varied substantially in their degree of
professionalization. While administrative and medical offices became more special-
ized and required increasing levels of formal qualifications, jobs such as those of the
gatekeepers remained only loosely regulated.35

Despite these differences, public servants shared important formal commonalities.
Generally, they swore an oath of office to the magistrates, who stipulated the level of
compensation, duration, and other terms of appointment in a letter of employment.36
Particularly relevant for this article is the fact that all sorts of public servants applied
for their job in writing. The magistrates of Zwolle do not appear to have differenti-
ated between categories of public servants in their hiring procedure until 1692. At this
point, the magistrates divided the urban offices “dependent on the city” (“van dese
stadt dependerende”) into three classes. Yet, rather than relating to social or economic
status, the partition served to establish who could select the replacement candidate
if a position became vacant due to the death, promotion, or resignation of its former
incumbent.37 The fact that both academically educated doctors and lawyers as well as

32Van der Heijden, Civic Duty, pp. 142–143; Maarten Prak, Gezeten burgers. De elite in een Hollandse stad,
Leiden 1700–1780 (Amsterdam, 1985), pp. 51–55.

33See also Van Steensel, “Het personeel”, p. 199. A broader definition is chosen in Van der Heijden and
Schmidt, “Public Services and Women’s Work”, p. 371.

34Levinson, Beamte in Städten, pp. 97–122. On executioners, see Kathy Stuart, Defiled Trades and Social
Outcasts: Honor and Ritual Pollution in Early Modern Germany (Cambridge, 1999).

35Van Nederveen Meerkerk, “Professionalization of Public Service”.
36Some letters are preserved inNL-ZlCO0700, inv. no. 66, but see especially the registers of Kampen: SAK,

00001, inv. no. 306. On the legal dimension of letters of employment and contracts, seeThomas Pierson,Vom
Vertrag zum Status. Das Dienstvertragsrecht der Frankfurter Dienstbriefe im Alten Reich (Frankfurt, 2020).

37NL-ZlCO0700, inv. no. 72, pp. 423–430.This list was edited and comparedwith similar but later registers
for 1771 and 1794 in Streng, “Stemme in staat”, pp. 454–459.
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modest guardsmen sought employment by the city in similar ways indicates that peo-
ple from a wide range of social backgrounds considered it worthwhile to “depend”
on a public office, as the magistrates of Zwolle put it. What did the urban magistrates
expect from their employees, and vice versa? Howwere successful candidates selected?
Zwolle’s collection of petitions offers the potential to learn more about contemporary
attitudes to these questions.

Competing to Serve the Town
Before they were able to apply for an office, petitioners first had to learn of a rele-
vant job opening. A few scattered notes in the records of Zwolle’s neighbouring city
of Kampen suggest that certain offices were advertised via bulletins posted in public
spaces. Thus, in 1558 and 1569, the magistrates posted a notice at the local wine cellar
to fill the vacancy of dike reeve.38 Evidence of such notifications, however, is sparse.
Instead, our sources point us to the individual initiatives of applicants. They frequently
prefaced their request for an office by explaining how they had learned of the vacant
position in the first place.Many vacancies resulted from the death of the previous office
holder, which appears to have quickly become public knowledge in a city, opening up
the position to a broad group of potential applicants.39 Retirements, on the other hand,
provided opportunities to a more limited “inner circle” of candidates. Family mem-
bers learned of such upcoming vacancies before others and, in some cases, the retirees
themselves applied on their children’s behalf.40

We even find examples of unsolicited applications, for instance in the contentious
case of Zwolle’s resident apothecaries, Henrick Jacobsz. Gaesdey and Berent Busch,
who vied for the public office of town pharmacist. On 14 February 1590, Gaesdey
handed in his petition inwhich, after outlining his eligibility for the position, he alleged
he had heard Busch profess disinterest in the office. It took Busch eleven days to hand in
his own application, in which he denounced claims of his indifference, such rumours
being “against the truth or [made] out of severe ignorance”. Instead, he professed to
have considered the office inactive before he had been made aware of his competitor’s
application. The magistrate had not advertised the position of the town’s apothecary,
but Gaesdey, according to his ownwords, had spotted an opportunity to spontaneously
apply to the office when the town hired a new physician.41

The case of the two competing apothecaries constitutes an outlier in terms of detail,
since the frequent lack of dating of Zwolle’s rekesten makes it difficult to discern when
two applications were linked to the same vacancy.42 Nevertheless, it directs attention
to the wider topic of competition: petitions contain sufficient traces for us to con-
clude that applicants were aware that the town’s offices constituted a limited but desired
resource. Some candidates already anticipated the possibility of losing the contest for

38SAK, 00001, inv. no. 306, fos 93v and 94v.
39Krischer, “Vom Fähnrich zum Einspännigen”, pp. 75–76.
40NL-ZlCO 0700, inv. no. 692, petitions by Johan Kraen and Emanuel Borne.
41NL-ZlCO 0700, inv. no. 691, petitions by Henrick Jacobsz. Gaesdey (14 February 1590) and Berent

Busch (25 February 1590): “tegens dye waerheyt vff duer onverstandt”.
42Other references to direct competition: NL-ZlCO 0700, inv. no. 692, petition by Christian van Gent; inv.

no. 694, petitions by Peter Kraene and Hans Gerrytsen.
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the desired position and in their petition requested to be favoured the next time the
office should fall vacant.43 Several suppliants, however, asked the magistrate to “prefer
[them] over others”, a phrase commonly used in applications throughout the con-
temporary German-speaking regions.44 To convince the magistrates that they were
indeed the right candidate to fill a vacant position, suppliants utilized a variety of tac-
tics. Studying the applicants’ arguments provides us with insights into what candidates
knew and expected of their aspired-to office or, at least, what they anticipated the urban
magistrates to expect of them.

A crucial factor for gaining a position in the town’s service was citizenship. Being
a burgher was a necessary condition for filling a political office or joining one of the
town’s guilds.45 In the same vein, therefore, citizens who applied for the town’s salaried
offices claimed that customary rights “from times immemorial” should give them pref-
erence over others when seeking to be employed in public service.46 Other applicants
invoked their status in a less formal way, indicating that citizenship marked them as
a trustworthy member of a face-to-face community. When applying for the local sur-
geon’s office, Zwolle’s burgher Johan ten Oever, for instance, demanded precedence
over “someone else immigrating from abroad whose person, art, and experience are
still untested and unknown” in the town.47 The burghers’ demands for preferential
treatment echo a custom and sentiment that is common among early modern Dutch
elites.However, considering the need for qualified professionals in “higher” offices such
as secretary or surgeon, it is questionable how strict this provisionwas enforced in prac-
tice.48 In the sixteenth century, many secretaries of Zwolle took their oath of citizenry
only two to four years after assuming office.49 In 1659, the town’s physicianDrHenricus
Fisscher complained that he received a smaller salary than his two colleagues, even
though he was a native burgher and they had “immigrated from outside”.50 Neither of
his two peers, Dr Schagen and Dr Vastenau, was recorded as having taken the oath
of citizenship, and the former terminated his contract and left the town after just five
years of service.51

Especially in the competition for the higher echelons of urban offices, citizens thus
continued to face competition from foreigners or recently settled immigrants. In this
field, therefore, suppliants began to highlight their technical qualifications for the

43NL-ZlCO 0700, inv. no. 723, no. 39.
44Krischer, “Vom Fähnrich zum Einspännigen”, p. 70.
45Streng, “Stemme in staat”, pp. 91–92.
46NL-ZlCO 0700, inv. no. 691, petition by Johan Holt: “altijt voor oldts”.
47NL-ZlCO 0700, inv. no. 691, petition by Johan ten Oever: “over yemandts anders, van vrembdts

incoemende (des Persoon, Const ende Experientie tot noch toe onversocht ende ombekendt is)”.
48See Van Steensel, “Het personeel”, p. 231; Streng, “Stemme in staat”, pp.130–131. See also H.A. Enno

vanGelder,De levensbeschouwing van Cornelis Pieterszoon Hooft, Burgemeester van Amsterdam (1547–1626)
(Amsterdam, 1918), pp. 41 and 46. See also the preferential treatment of locals in the hiring process of the late
medieval Flemish cloth industry: Peter Stabel, The Fabric of the City: A Social History of Cloth Manufacture
in Medieval Ypres (Turnhout, 2022), pp. 167–168.

49Manger and den Hollander, “Advisers or Decision-makers?”, p. 36.
50NL-ZlCO 0700, inv. no. 691, petition by Henricus Fisscher: “beide van buyten ingekomen”.
51NL-ZlCO 0700, inv. no. 68, pp. 646–647. The oaths of citizenry were recorded in NL-ZlCO 0700, inv.

no. 962.
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desired position, as well as relevant auxiliary skills. Applicants for positions in the
town’s medical, administrative, or educational sectors referred to their secondary edu-
cation and university degree, practical experience, and language proficiency. When
competing for the office of town pharmacist, for instance, Berent Busch listed atten-
dance at a Latin School, an apprenticeship in Utrecht, as well as work experience in
France (where he also learned French) before, finally, having opened his apothecary
shop in Zwolle.52 Academic credentials played a particularly prominent role in appli-
cations for the offices of secretary and physician, with the latter usually carrying a
doctoral degree. Suppliants to other offices put more weight on their practical expe-
rience. An applicant for the position of urban messenger in Zwolle highlighted his
horsemanship and Claes Dercksz. van Haarlem invoked his service as executioner for
the town of ’s-Hertogenbosch and for the Lord of Brederode when applying for the
respective post in Zwolle.53 Local candidates, in particular, could point to their his-
tory of work, highlighting the role ascribed to trustworthiness in urban communities.
Thus, in two applications, Gerryt Wonnemers van Schuttrup supported his aspiration
to become Zwolle’s town surgeon by reference to his past treatment of specific cases
that other surgeons in the city had allegedly abandoned as hopeless.54

Highlighting formal qualifications, however, constituted only one of the tactics uti-
lized by applicants for urban offices. Many suppliants also invoked family relations.
First, parents frequently suggested their children as successors to their own offices,
while sons and daughters applied for the position held by their late father or mother.
In his study of applications to the courtly staff of Rudolf II, Kevin Klein points out
that such representative applications by family members tended to highlight the ser-
vices provided and the trustworthiness of the current office-holder rather than their
offspring’s own capabilities.55 In part, the rekesten of Zwolle confirm Klein’s findings,
but suggest that suppliants could also refer to family relations for more pragmatic
reasons. Just as in other preindustrial vocations, children supported their parents in
their office and thus received specific training from early on.56 Thus, when Lueyne
Janssen applied for the position of the council’s servant, he referred to his father,
who had already faithfully served in this office, and who would continue to train
him if the magistrate accepted his application.57 In the same vein, midwife Geertyen
Jansen suggested her daughter Anneken for the position vacated by her colleague
by spotlighting Anneken’s long practical experience in the profession.58 Suppliants,

52NL-ZlCO 0700, inv. no. 691, petition by Berent Busch (25 February 1590).
53NL-ZlCO 0700, inv. no. 693, petition by JohanAlephsz. vanVoerst; NL-ZlCO 0700, inv. no. 691, petition

by Claes Dercksz. van Haarlem.
54NL-ZlCO 0700, inv. no. 691, petitions by Gerryt Wonnemers van Schuttrup (1) and (2).
55Kevin Klein, “Auf Stellensuche im Zentrum der Macht. Bewerbungspraktiken am Kaiserhof Rudolfs II.

(1576–1612)”,Historische Anthropologie, 32:1 (2024), pp. 39–59, 54–56. For the nineteenth century, see Luks,
In eigener Sache, pp. 154–163.

56Levinson,Beamte in Städten, pp. 242–247.Due to the focus on craft guilds, Davids places the importance
of knowledge-transmission in the family primarily outside of the city. See Karel Davids, “Work, Skill, and
Technology”, in De Munck and Safley, A Cultural History of Work, pp. 101–112.

57NL-ZlCO 0700, inv. no. 693, petition by Lueyne Janssen. See also NL-ZlCO 0700, inv. no. 693, petition
by Marrechie Thymens.

58NL-ZlCO 0700, inv. no. 691, petition by Geertyen Jansen (1652).
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therefore, combined arguments of trustworthiness with those of aptitude. Zwolle’s
magistrates appear to have valued this combination of trust and qualification highly,
since, around 1600, they purposefully facilitated dynastic continuity in the secretary’s
office by financially supporting the education of the scribes’ offspring.59

Therelationship between kin and officewent beyond biological ties.Throughout the
early modern period, as van der Heijden and Schmidt demonstrate, widows took over
their late husbands’ public offices in a wide variety of professions.60 Examples from the
rekesten of Zwolle support these findings, while shedding more light on the process
of succession. On the one hand, petitions show that it was far from self-evident that
they could assume their late husband’s office; targeted argumentative strategies might
also be required. Thus, Berentgen Jansen, the widow of Zwolle’s glazier, argued that
she could find many apprentices who were able to do the job of the master, which
wouldmake it feasible for her to formally retain her late husband’s office by supervising
such a journeyman.61 At the same time, the supplications also demonstrate that widows
possessed a strong position vis-à-vis male competitors. When applying for the office
of Zwolle’s equerry (stalmeester), for instance, Christian van Gent took great pains to
assure the magistrates that his request was not an attempt to force the widow of his
predecessor out of her office, but merely a request to take him into consideration if
they considered the office vacant.62

While the applications for higher offices provide more extensive arguments and
explicit examples of competition, we should be cautious about inferring from this
stronger competition at the top than at the bottom of the employment ladder. The
academically educated were mobile and could choose between employers in differ-
ent towns, while those in need were desperate for employment and often dependent
on their status as citizens.63 Applicants for lower offices, therefore, frequently stressed
their poverty and large families. They appealed to the magistrate’s duty to provide for
their citizens, at times leading to surprising arguments. Thijs Berendtsz., for instance,
supported his request for employment as Zwolle’s town crier with the “severe rupture
[…] and subsequent weakness of his body”, which made him unfit for other, man-
ual labour.64 Given the prevalent contemporary socio-political discourse that required
everyone to work and showed disdain for “useless bodies” in society, disability could
strengthen an application rather than disqualify one from an office.65

59Manger and den Hollander, “Advisers or Decision-makers?”, pp. 38–40.
60Van der Heijden and Schmidt, “Public Services and Women’s Work”, p. 378. On women’s work in early

modern Dutch cities, see Schmidt, Overleven na de dood, pp. 121–168; Danielle van denHeuvel, Women and
Entrepreneurship: Female Traders in the Northern Netherlands, c.1580–1815 (Amsterdam, 2007).

61NL-ZlCO 0700, inv. no. 694, petition by Berentgen Jansen.
62NL-ZlCO 0700, inv. no. 692, petition by Christian van Gent. See also NL-ZlCO 0700, inv. no. 68, p. 115,

and inv. no. 693, petition of Geertken, widow of the magistrates’ cook; petition by Irmgardt Starens (1674)
for the office of turfmeter.

63Coy, “Work and Mobility”, p. 117; Levinson, Beamte in Städten, pp. 144–145.
64NL-ZlCO 0700, inv. no. 692, petition by Thijs Berendtsz. See similarly NL-ZlCO 0700, inv. no. 694,

petition by Abel Borcheer.
65Catharina Lis and Hugo Soly, “Work and Society”, in De Munck and Safley, A Cultural History of

Work, pp. 129–144, 135.
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In contrast, some applicants could demonstrate remarkable confidence and initia-
tivewhen attempting to convince themagistrate of their services. Around themiddle of
the seventeenth century, Pieter Heyd and Jan Roemswinckel justified their unsolicited
application for the office of town musician with a comparison to the neighbouring
towns. The magistrates of Zwolle “without doubt do not want to embellish this town
less with daily [performance of] music in a public place than those of Deventer and
Kampen”.66 In the same vein, Johannes Cock, headmaster of Zwolle’s Latin School,
approached the council with a request to employ a sixth teacher. After arguing that
foreign students would provide a boost to the local economy, Cock suggested that the
magistrates would not want their city to fall behindDeventer, Kampen, and Zutphen.67
Public offices and their holders contributed to the reputation of the citizenry and its
government, a fact applicants strove to take advantage of.

Due to the limitations of the available source material, we can only speculate which
of the applicants’ argumentative tactics played a role in the decision-making process
of the urban magistrates. Nevertheless, the petitions suggest broad opportunities for
individual initiative by suppliants for vacancies in the urban public service. Unsolicited
applications and, at times, remarkably self-confident proposals demonstrate that appli-
cants thought carefully about potential competitors, and which factors the hiring
magistrates might consider to be most relevant. Rather than following a strict sepa-
ration of formal and informal qualifications, arguments linked to education, trust, and
loyalty overlapped when applicants sought a job as a public servant in early modern
Zwolle.

Negotiating the Value of Work
Petitioning did not stop at themoment of employment. Public servants such as Zwolle’s
midwives mentioned in the introduction approached the urban government with
requests for their employment conditions to be ameliorated. Some suppliants asked
for housing or clothing to be provided, but the majority of the requests to the urban
magistrates preserved concerned a raise in annual salary. We will demonstrate that the
negotiations for increases in salary provide insight into the value – monetary as well as
social – that both urban authorities and their public servants attributed to these offices.

This requires a short introduction regarding the financial conditions attached to
working in urban public service. In early modern Dutch cities, the income of public
servants usually comprised several parts.68 Most officials received a fixed annual salary,
but this was not sufficient to cover a household’s existential minimum. In 1600, for
instance, the secretaries and physician of Zwolle each received 125 gold guilders, but
the majority of public servants received an annual salary of between twenty and fifty
gold guilders.69 In cities in the Western part of the Dutch Republic, 200 guilders was

66NL-ZlCO 0700, inv. no. 694, petition by Pieter Heyd and Jan Roemswinckel: “buiten twyffell, niet
weiniger als die vanDeventer endeCampen, dese Stadt wederommet dieMusicque an een publicque plaetse,
dagelix sullen willen verzieren”.

67NL-ZlCO 0700, inv. no. 722, petition by Johannes Cock.
68Van Steensel, “Het personeel”, pp. 201–206.
69NL-ZlCO 0700, inv. no. 6088, pp. 60–63.
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regarded as the minimum income for a contemporary urban household. Taking into
account differences in both household incomes and prices between the West and an
Eastern city such as Zwolle, this would translate to about 100 gold guilders.70 In 1600,
the midwives’ annual salary of twenty gold guilders covered only a fifth of this sum.
Usually, therefore, public servants also relied on fees that urban residents were required
to pay for their use of particular services.71 Furthermore, public servants could receive
a variety of so-called emoluments: compensation for clothing, fuel (turf, wood, and
coal), writing utensils, or travel costs, and at times even enjoyed “secondary labour con-
ditions” such as housing or pension schemes. Originally, formal emoluments had been
provided in kind, but from the late medieval period onwards they were increasingly
transformed into regular cash payments.72

To sustain themselves, many public servants relied on the fees citizens paid for
their services, a secondary vocation, or on the contributions of other members of their
household. Zwolle’s rekesten, however, suggest that contemporaries attached particular
value to the regular part of their income, as illustrated by the two following examples.
In 1586, Peter ten Broecke applied for the office of Zwolle’s apothecary, explaining that a
fixed income would alleviate the high costs of his vocation and the uncertainty of com-
pensation. First, he had to stockpile expensive herbs and medicines without knowing
when and if they would be needed. Furthermore, Christian ethics required him to pro-
vide his services to people who were too poor to pay for them, an argument we often
encounter among the town’s medical professionals.73 The second example stems from
around the middle of the seventeenth century, when violinist Peter Heyd petitioned
Zwolle’smagistrates for employment as the town’smusician (OrdinarisMusicant). Until
that time, the suppliant explained, he had earned his livelihood by teaching music to
the town’s children as well as being occasionally hired by the magistrates and commu-
nity to play at festivities. Currently, however, a lack of students threatened his livelihood
and had put him in need of an annual salary (jaerlijcks tractament).74

Suppliants argued that, to serve the town’s citizens to the best of their ability, they
needed a certain level of financial security. In our introductory example, Zwolle’s mid-
wives stressed that their work required constant availability, which hindered them
from taking up additional employment (Figure 2). Similar claims were made by the
town’s rod-bearers, messengers, watchmen, and even teachers.75 Individually, such

70Jan de Vries and Ad van der Woude, The First Modern Economy: Success, Failure, and Perseverance of the
Dutch Economy, 1500–1815 (Cambridge, 1997), pp. 564–565; Jan de Vries, The Price of Bread: Regulating the
Market in the Dutch Republic (New York, 2019), pp. 334–338.

71For secretaries, see Peter Bakker, Kamper kronieken. Stedelijke geschiedschrijving in de Noordelijke
Nederlanden (ca. 1450–1550) (Hilversum, 2024), pp. 37–39. For streetcleaners, for instance, see SAK 00001,
inv. no. 306, fol. 109r.

72Mario Damen and Robert Stein, “Het ontstaan van de publieke sfeer (800–1550)”, in Pieter Wagenaar,
Toon Kerkhoff, and Mark Rutgers (eds), Duizend jaar openbaar bestuur in Nederland. Van patrimoniaal
bestuur naar waarborgstaat (Bussum, 2011), pp. 31–90, 83.

73NL-ZlCO 0700, inv. no. 691, petition by Peter ten Broecke.
74NL-ZlCO 0700, inv. no. 694, petition by Peter Heyd.
75NL-ZlCO 0700, inv. no. 691, petitions by Jan Hendricksz. (10 September 1638) and Arnold Vekenraedt;

inv. no. 693, petition by servants and rod-bearers (roedendragers) (30 December 1588); inv. no. 722, petition
by rector and lectors.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859026101126 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859026101126


118 Christian Manger and Maurits den Hollander

propositions must be taken with a pinch of salt, since they also served as an argumen-
tative tactic in the competition for offices. Collectively, however, they support Ariadne
Schmidt’s similar analysis of Leiden’s midwives: the stable yearly salary of urban offices
provided a basic income and a small financial safeguard against the contingency of the
market.76 This factor was of particular importance when the time required to carry
out the duties connected to an office did not allow officials to take up supplementary
professional activities.

Applications and salary negotiations also provide insight into the petitioners’ sense
of their work’s worth. The town’s medical professionals, in particular, legitimized their
requests for higher salaries with references to merit and their contribution to the com-
mon good. Their contracts required them to provide aid to the town’s paupers free
of charge and, in some cases, even set an upper limit to their fees, making them more
dependent on their regular salary.77 Compared to their colleagues who lacked an urban
office and thus worked only in the “private sector”, this was a potential disadvantage,
which had to be compensated for by proper remuneration from the urban government.
Thus, Dr Wernerus Ladinx, Zwolle’s town physician, asked the magistrate to raise his
salary to the level of his predecessor. Ladinx stressed the number of patients he had to
treat, his care for the poor, as well as his supervision of the town’s barbers. To instruct
the latter, he also planned to compile a Pharmacoraeam Zwollensem, a register of the
local plants and herbs.78 Others highlighted their care of the town’s poor and, occa-
sionally, the risks and efforts they had taken when working in times of plague.79 Some
public servants also highlighted their selfless service for their own city, borne mainly
out of a sense of the common good. Thus, Petrus Broverus, the headmaster of Zwolle’s
Latin School, claimed that he had had many opportunities to find better employment
elsewhere and had, until now, only stayed in Zwolle out of patriotic feelings for his
hometown.80

Especially through comparisonwith their fellowofficeholders, suppliants developed
a clear sense of what they were entitled to. As we have shown above, Dr Henricus
Fisscher complained that Zwolle’s two other physicians received the same salary as
he did, despite his caring for the many poor and those with foreign status, while he
was a citizen’s son. Now, however, one of his colleagues had even received a yearly
bonus of fifty Carolus guilders, which “put [Fisscher] in a bad light and caused prej-
udice with many people” since they had to assume that the magistrates thought less
of him.81 Similarly, suppliants like midwives Reintier Willems and Anna van Berckum
pointed to their experience and long service when comparing their salary to that of
their colleagues.82 Although these requests for improved remuneration maintained

76Schmidt, Overleven na de dood, p. 139.
77NL-ZlCO 0700, inv. no. 66, pp. 360–361.
78NL-ZlCO 0700, inv. no. 691, petition by Dr Wernerus Ladinx.
79NL-ZlCO 0700, inv. no. 691, petitions by Peter ten Broecke, Dr Henrich Bogerman, Dr Theodorus

Niasius, Dr Wernerus Ladinx, Dr Henricus Fisscher, Willemtien Spranges, and Anna Steenberger.
80NL-ZlCO 0700, inv. no. 722, petition by Petrus Broverus and teachers from the Latin School.
81NL-ZlCO 0700, inv. no. 691, petition by Dr Henricus Fischer: “het welke [Fischer] by veele luyden tot

groote praejudicie en nadeel is strekkende”.
82NL-ZlCO 0700, inv. no. 691, petitions by Reintier Willems and Anna van Berckum.
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Figure 2. This written request by three midwives, addressed to Zwolle’s urban authorities in the early
1590s, provides a good impression of a typical petition from our primary source sample.
Source: Collectie Overijssel locatie Zwolle, Archiefnummer 0700 Stadsbestuur Zwolle, archieven van de opeenvolgende
stadsbesturen, inv.nr. 691, petition by Zwolle’s midwives.
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the subordinate style of the rekesten, the tone and arguments used made evident that
suppliants possessed a clear sense of the value and merit of their services.

The petitions by occupants of offices for which no formal qualifications were
required correspond more to Kirill Levinson’s characterization of urban offices as part
of poverty relief. Working in the town’s service, he argues, provided an alternative to
receiving alms (Ersatzalmosen) and, thus, enabled recipients to maintain their hon-
our.83 Thus, suppliants justified their requests for higher salaries or for employment
by claiming necessity. Inflation (dure tijden) and the size of their families constituted
the most frequently cited motives for applications for offices as gatekeepers, clean-
ers, and servants.84 Citizenship proved a much more important argument in these
cases than for well-paid offices such as that of secretary, since sixteenth-century Dutch
magistrates signalled in no uncertain terms that they considered their public welfare
responsibilities to be limited to the town’s own citizenry.85 These arguments also played
a role in petitions by the higher ranks of urban officials, but much less consistently and
often connected to a sense of status. Zwolle’s physician Henrich Bogerman claimed
that “many a doctor would not be able to live half [befittingly]” from the insufficient
salary granted to him by the council.86 And while the town’s musician Mathijs Sekeler
complained that his family and servants lived without proper bedding and heating, he
explicitly justified his demands for a raise by arguing that his salary should reflect his
status as a Master.87

Even the lower ranks of urban public servants hadmore ways to request a raise than
just pointing to their lamentable living conditions. Some combined their pleas with
accounts of their long and faithful service; othersmotivated their requests for improved
salaries by reference to their work expenses. For instance, the cleaner of Zwolle’s guard
houses, Willem Hendricksz., explained that he spent five of the thirty gold guilders
he received annually on brooms.88 But the difficulties and challenges of their tasks
could also justify suppliants’ demands. In a particularly poignant case, the scribes at
the gates of Zwolle explained their request for a raise by reference to the unpopularity
of their office. Since the magistrates tasked them with stopping their fellow citizens at
the gates, they suffered “great contempt and dismay from many burghers and country
folk” for serving the town.89 With a stronger focus on physical challenges, several of
the town’s messengers and gatekeepers asked for subsidies to pay for their clothing and

83Levinson, Beamte in Städten, p. 175.
84See, for instance, NL-ZlCO 0700, inv. no. 693, petition by the servants and roedendragers (19 December

1586).
85JannaCoomans, “Policing Itinerant Poor in theNorthern LowCountries, 1450–1570:MakingVagrants”,

BMGN – Low Countries Historical Review, 138:2 (2023), pp. 3–31.
86NL-ZlCO 0700, inv. no. 691, petition by Henrich Bogerman (2): “dat syck eniger Medicus half solde

kunnen bedragen”.
87NL-ZlCO 0700, inv. no. 691, petition by Mathijs Sekeler.
88NL-ZlCO 0700, inv. no. 694, petition by Willem Hendricksz.
89NL-ZlCO 0700, inv. no. 694, petition by gate scribes (portschrijvers): “groette fersmatheyt vnnd fer-

achtynge vann fele borgerenn vnnd husluyden”.
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footwear, whichwere strained by their service in the open air.90 Theoccupants of seem-
ingly unskilled jobs, too, could take pride in their work, and demanded appropriate
compensation.

The petitions for higher salaries point us to the attraction of working for the town.
Annual salaries and other benefits provided a basic security against the vagaries of
the market. Suppliants also demonstrated confidence in the value of their work when
entering negotiationswith the urbanmagistrates. Public servantsmay have “depended”
on the city, but the city was just as much “dependent” on them.91

Conclusion
Viewed through the lens of petitions, it becomes clear that public services in early
modern Zwolle formed a competitive labour market.92 Unsolicited applications as well
as attempts to oust rivals show that applicants were aware that urban offices were
highly coveted but limited in number. The petitioners’ different application tactics,
however, mirror the broad scope of “professionalization” characteristic of early mod-
ern public services.93 Predominantly in the case of administrative and medical offices,
applicants stressed their formal qualifications and suitability. The archive of Zwolle has
not preserved working instructions for the town’s offices in the period analysed, but
the contracts of the town physicians, for instance, suggest that the magistrates ascribed
increasing relevance to formal training. They obliged the office holder to report to the
authorities any practitioners “who pretend to be medicis and have not received a medi-
cal degree”.94 At the same time, other factors remained relevant for thosewho aspired to
be employed in urban public service. Suppliants continued to evoke their family rela-
tions and status as burgher to support their claims of trustworthiness. Furthermore, the
extensive applications for high-ranking offices should not distract us from the competi-
tion for the less well-paid offices. For the large pool of poor citizens, posts as guardsman
or cleaner promised at least some secure income while avoiding the social stigma of
receiving alms or begging.

Once having obtained an office, late medieval and early modern public servants
were well-aware of the value of their contributions to the urban community. They
did not shy away from formally confronting the urban magistrates if they felt their
remuneration had become insufficient due to external circumstances. Far from being
restricted to a local context, some of the petitions also reveal an astute awareness of
salaries and working conditions in neighbouring cities. Given the source material, it is
often difficult to ascertain how successful the petitioners were. However, circling back
to our introduction, we want to provide at least one example. In 1595, the magistrates
of Zwolle raised the salary of the three midwives from twelve to sixteen gold guilders,

90NL-ZlCO 0700, inv. no. 693, petition by Albert van Steenwyck and Hansken ten Holte; inv. no. 694,
petition by gatekeepers Derck tom Water, Peter Kraene, and Arendt Buisinck.

91See similarly, at the level of the Swedish state, Ågren, The State as Master, p. 4.
92Krischer, “Vom Fähnrich zum Einspännigen”, pp. 61–62.
93Van Nederveen Meerkerk, “Professionalization of Public Service”.
94NL-ZlCO 0700, inv. no. 66, p. 351: “de sich anders vor medicis vthgeven de niet gepromoveert offt

gegraduert en zynnen”.
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followed by a further increase to twenty gold guilders in 1596.95 While the burgomas-
ters and councillors stopped short of fullymeeting themidwives’ demands (twenty-five
gold guilders), they acknowledged the validity of the suppliants’ arguments and their
contribution to the common good. We lack sources that tell us why the magistrates
acceded to their request, but the story of Zwolle’s midwives indicates that urban gov-
ernments were receptive to such petitions, even if they were only the starting point for
further negotiations rather than being accepted or rejected outright.

We hope this article demonstrates the potential of the study of the work and work-
ing conditions of premodern public servants. By zooming in on one city and a specific
source corpus, we have chosen to highlight individual voices and favoured a clearly
delimited qualitative analysis. The institutional history of public services has already
demonstrated the potential of a broad comparative approach, and we expect that
expanding the scope of both sources and case studies of public servants will similarly
offer new insights into the history of work, relations between government and citizen,
and the tensions and connections between public and private initiatives. In the follow-
ing, we outline two lines of research in the history of work as well as in the history of
governance that we believe stand to benefit from the inclusion of public servants.

First, we argue that the study of “public servants” adds another perspective to
current debates around premodern working identities.96 Recent research has shed
more light on the different ways work influenced social identities in societies before
industrial capitalism. Historians argue that to grasp how work contributed to peo-
ple’s self-perception and social role requires us to abandon the concept of static
“occupational identities”. Commonly, early modern men and women pursued several
occupations and by-employments at the same time, changed jobs over the course of
their life and, thus, preferred to place themselves under the collective umbrella of
“tradesman”, “labourer”, and “servant”. Despite the substantial social, financial, and
occupational differences between the different offices, public servants provide an inter-
esting group to take into consideration here. Maria Ågren has demonstrated that, over
time, employees of the Swedish state began to identify as state servants.97 Can we see
similar trajectories among urban officials? After all, in several petitions to the Zwolle
magistrates, public servants claimed that their employment did not leave them with
time for a secondary vocation, while others invoked their long (sometimes lifelong)
employment in the town’s service to gain a pension. Seen in this light, the salaried
employees of early modern cities may provide an opportunity to further nuance our
understanding of work in the premodern urban environment, complementing the
literature on guilds and the urban crafts sector.

Second,we see potential for the study of premodern governance.Urban government
in the early modern era has been characterized by its “relative failure and ineffec-
tiveness”, and public servants as “amateurs”, who were prone to corruption.98 Current
research thus emphasizes the role of patrimonialism and clientelism as themainmotive

95NL-ZlCO 0700, inv. no. 6087, pp. 65 and 195.
96For the following, see Mark Hailwood and Brodie Waddell, “Work and Identity in Early Modern

England”, Transactions of the Royal Historical Society, 1 (2023), pp. 145–158.
97Ågren, The State as Master, pp.122–123.
98Peter Clark, European Cities and Towns 400–2000 (Oxford, 2009), p. 205.
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behind hiring procedures in earlymodernDutch cities. Regents headed awide-ranging
patronage network of friends and clients, who also included people from lower social
classes.99 Read with this historiography in mind, references to patronage are surpris-
ingly absent from the application letters analysed here. While applicants were quick to
emphasize family continuity within the office to which they aspired, they hardly ever
referred to potential relations with the magistrates. The absence of direct patrimonial
clientelism does not, of course, disprove the widely documented existence of patron-
age.100 However, one might very well wonder why individuals seeking employment by
the city would bother writing petitions to address the authorities in the first place. How
significant should we estimate the practical relevance of a simple gatekeeper who owed
his job to one of Zwolle’s magistrates for such a member of the local elite? At best, net-
works and personal connections would have helped in obtaining an office when facing
competitors of equal skill and suitability. Applications of those working for the city,
therefore, offer intriguing possibilities to re-evaluate the prevalence and real effects of
patrimonialism in early modern Dutch cities.

In conclusion, the collection of petitions by those employed or seeking to be
employed by the city of Zwolle reveals that public servants from a broad range of urban
offices valued their contribution to the urban community. This contribution could
be monetized, by clear reference to working conditions and remuneration in neigh-
bouring cities. Offices with little in common in terms of social and economic status
were all subject to petitions from interested candidates seeking to be employed in an
office matching their skillset. Further study of urban petitions relating to public work
offers the potential to enrich our understanding of both premodern public services and
contemporary attitudes to working for the city.
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