The First Dutch Democracy: The Political World of the Batavian Republic, 1795-1801

1. Description of the Proposed Research
1.1. Introduction

After a number of decades of relative political stability and a corresponding lack of fundamental theoretical discussion, the foundations of the Dutch democratic political order have over the past years quite suddenly once again become the focus of intense public scrutiny. As was the case during previous periods of crisis in modern Dutch democracy, the present discussion largely revolves around the relationship between governors and governed or between the citizens and the state. The existing Dutch political arrangements are subjected to fundamental criticism: the distance between governors and governed is deemed to be too great, the political system is judged to be insufficiently responsive to the wishes of the electorate, and the way the sovereign people is represented in parliament is held to be unsatisfactory. Remarkably enough, what is almost completely lacking in these lively discussions about the fundamentals of democracy is the historical dimension. Few of the participants in these debates seem to realize that exactly these same themes and problems played a central role in the political discussions about the creation of the first Dutch democracy at the end of the eighteenth century. The causes of this lack of historical awareness are manifold, but clearly Dutch historians themselves bear considerable responsibility for it. For they have generally regarded the period of the Batavian Republic, in which the Netherlands not only became a unitary state, but also witnessed the first sustained experiment in national parliamentary and democratic government, as a sad and unfruitful episode of foreign domination. This negative assessment, of which evident traces are still to be found in even the most recent Dutch historiography (Kloek and Mijnhardt, 2001), fails to do justice to the enormous importance of the Batavian Republic for the formation of modern Dutch democracy. The research project here proposed intends to remedy this situation by systematically studying the genesis of the first Dutch democracy during the period 1795-1801. It thereby intends not only to substantially enlarge our hitherto deficient knowledge of this neglected period, but also to contribute a much needed historical dimension to the current political debates over the leading principles of Dutch parliamentary democracy.

1.2. Research goals, chronological limits, methodology and theoretical framework, innovative character, relevance and place within larger research projects of the proposed research
The research project here proposed has as its goal to systematically study the political world of the Batavians who created the first Dutch democracy and thereby laid the foundations of modern Dutch parliamentary democracy. The collapse of the Dutch ancien régime in 1795 suddenly created previously undreamt of and unique political possibilities and opportunities. Whereas Enlightenment inspired attempts to reform the oligarchic and particularistic Dutch political system in the decades before 1795 (the ‘Patriottenbeweging’) had clearly stopped short of contemplating a fundamental political revolution and had largely been limited to a piecemeal attempt to reshape existing political institutions, there now occurred the possibility of an entirely new founding of the political order. This situation not only resulted in experimentation with and the development of new political institutions, but also in a political debate of unsurpassed depth, fundamental significance and lasting importance. Neither of these aspects of the Batavian period has so far been thoroughly analyzed in historical scholarship.


The chronological starting point of the research here proposed is the year 1795, when the old order of the Dutch Republic definitively collapsed. The initial result of this breakdown was institutional and intellectual chaos. For although many wholeheartedly welcomed the demise of the oligarchic and particularistic political structure of the Dutch Republic, there was very little consensus about what exactly should replace it. Even after the first National Assembly convened in 1796, the manner of its composition, its mode of operation and the extent of its power remained topics of heated debate. Indeed, during these first revolutionary years the National Assembly experienced considerable difficulties in establishing itself as the highest political organ of the country. Its legitimacy remained disputed not only in public opinion, but also by a variety of alternative forms of political organization such as the revolutionary local popular assemblies. The year 1798 formed a turning point in both the creation of a new political order and in the political and intellectual climate. The adoption of the first Dutch constitution during that year, although highly controversial, opened the way for a measure of political stabilization and ideological reconciliation between the various reformist political groupings. This development gained in strength over the next three years, in which the initial revolutionary tensions increasingly lost their force and the extremely ideological and partisan climate of the first revolutionary years was gradually replaced by a distrust of radical revolutionary politics, a profound desire for national stability and harmony and at times even by a revulsion with politics altogether. This process reached its culmination in the year 1801, when the former political elites returned to Dutch politics. It is for that reason that the year 1801 has been chosen as the outer chronological limit of the research here proposed.


Insofar as the political world of the Batavian Republic has previously been studied by historians and, it should be added, legal historians (e.g. Schama, 1977; De Gou, 1983-1995; Moorman van Kappen, 1997 and 2001; Roosendaal, 2005), this has overwhelmingly been done from a theoretical point of view in which politics was traditionally defined in terms of a factual struggle for power. A heavy emphasis has therefore been placed on the ways in which various political groups competed for political power at the local, regional and national levels and on the more technical and formal aspects of the process of constitution making. Following recent international trends in research, the project here proposed seeks to study the political world of the Batavian Republic from the broader and more inclusive perspective of political culture. This means that politics is interpreted as much more than a factual struggle for power and is broadly defined as, in the words of the leading Anglophone scholar of the political culture of the French Revolution, ‘the activity through which individuals and groups in society articulate, negotiate, implement, and enforce the competing claims they make upon one another and upon the whole. Political culture is the set of discourses or political practices by which these claims are made’ (Baker, 1990, p. 4).  This new approach to politics more inclusively interpreted as political culture has been particularly rewarding and illuminating in recent research concerning the French Revolution (Furet, 1978; Hunt, 1984; Baker, 1987; Lucas, 1988; Reichardt and Schmitt, 1988; Furet and Ozouf, 1989; Reichardt, 1998; Livesey, 2001). It has deepened our understanding of politics and offered new and valuable perspectives on the political process by studying the way in which political habits, conventions and styles take shape (Gumbrecht, 1978; Friedland, 2002), by researching the way in which politics is embedded in a wider network of communication (Darnton and Roche, 1989; Popkin, 1990; Chartier, 1991; Barker and Burrows, 2002) and by analyzing the forms of argumentation and the meaning of key concepts used by political actors (Brunner a.o., 1972-1997; Reichardt, 1985-; Richter, 1995; Velema, 1999; Skinner, 2002). It is the theoretical framework and methodology of this rich international research on eighteenth-century political culture that the project will take as its guideline in analyzing the various aspects of the political culture of the Batavian Republic. 

The scholarly relevance of such an undertaking is evident. The research project here proposed will, in the first place, pioneer the study of hitherto neglected yet important aspects of the political world of the Batavian Republic and thereby considerably enlarge our knowledge of this key period in the genesis of modern Dutch democracy. It will, secondly, do so by utilizing the most innovative and fruitful methodology and theory available in current international research. By studying the politics of the Batavian Republic as part of a comprehensively defined political culture, it will not only offer a new perspective on the genesis of Dutch democracy, but also reintegrate the study of Dutch late eighteenth-century politics with main trends in international scholarship. Given the nature of the topic, it is furthermore clear that the research project here proposed also has a relevance that exceeds the purely scholarly and academic. For the problems the Batavian revolutionaries were faced with in their attempts to create of a new and democratic parliamentary political order are to some extent still with us today and may be said to belong to the perennial problems of democracy. The systematic investigation of this key period in the genesis of modern Dutch democracy will therefore add a hitherto largely missing historical dimension to the current debates concerning the merits and limitations of existing democratic institutions.

The proposed research project in its entirety will be embedded in the research program of the Huizinga Institute, Research Institute and Graduate School of Cultural History, more particularly in its recently launched research program ‘Political Culture’. Cooperation between specific segments of the research program here proposed and various other large research programs is also envisaged. Thus the PhD candidate selected to research and write the second dissertation project will closely collaborate with the Institute for Dutch History (see 1.3.2), whereas the third dissertation project will be linked to the program ‘History of Dutch Concepts’ of the Amsterdam Institute of Culture and History.

1.3. The proposed research in detail: three dissertations and a synthesis

The best way to fulfil the research goals outlined under 1.2. is to divide the project into two distinct phases. During the first phase of research and writing three doctoral dissertations dealing with the most important aspects of the political culture of the Batavian Republic will be produced: the first dissertation will be devoted to the working of the first National Assembly and the genesis of democratic parliamentary practices during the years 1795-1801; the second dissertation will research the wider structure of communication in which the new national politics operated during the years 1795-1801; the third dissertation will investigate the changing meaning of the political key concepts sovereignty and citizenship during the years 1795-1801. During the second phase of research and writing the applicant and the co-applicant will use the aforementioned dissertations as their starting point for a broad synthetic study about the political world of the Batavian Republic during the years 1795-1801, to be written and published in English. In the following, these three PhD project and the synthesis will be treated in more detail. The coherence of the project and the added value of implementing the research here proposed as a program will be discussed under 1.3.4.

1.3.1. Project 1: Parliamentary Practices: The Working of the National Assembly, 1795-1801 (PhD) 

The collapse of the old order, the oligarchic and particularistic Dutch Republic that had existed for more than two centuries, created an extremely complex political situation. Initially, the year 1795 saw an outburst of political euphoria. This revolutionary optimism, however, was soon tempered when it became clear that, although the institutions of the old political order had largely lost their legitimacy, it was far from clear what should replace them (Brood a.o., 1993). Since the Dutch Republic before 1795 had been a confederate state and since even the most radical political reformers among the Dutch Patriots of the 1780s had had no clear conception of democratic political institutions on an national level (Klein, 1995), the necessity to elect and convene a national parliament was at first far from clear. Indeed, there were those who claimed that there was no such thing as a single Dutch people or a single Dutch state. Yet in the end and after a prolonged period of political uncertainty and intense theoretical debate, it was decided that a national parliament should be elected. As a result, on March 1, 1796, the first National Assembly convened in The Hague (Elias and Schölvinck, 1991).


Fundamental as this development was, it left a great many questions open. Some of these are well known and have been discussed in the existing historiography concerning this period: the matter of unitarism versus federalism, the problem of finances, the implementation of the separation of church and state (Schama, 1977; Roosendaal, 2005). Perhaps the most burning issue, however, was that of the status and working of the new national parliament itself. Even though there were provisional regulations for its proper functioning (the ‘Reglement’ of December 30, 1795), almost everything in this area remained to be decided. The first dissertation project will focus on the way in which a national democratic and parliamentary political culture, with the National Assembly as its center, gradually emerged, with an emphasis on the crucial period between March 1796, when the National Assembly first convened, and the adoption of the first constitution in the Spring of 1798. This project will emphatically direct its attention to a much broader area than the - admittedly important - technicalities of constitution making that have been central in many previous treatments of this period (e.g. Moorman van Kappen, 1997 and 2001). It will concentrate on the ways in which the activities of the National Assembly gradually gave rise to informal parliamentary conventions, political styles and codes of conduct. This project will therefore in the first place research the way in which the new parliamentary representatives, most of whom had no previous experience in public functions, conceived of the place of the National Assembly within the democratic polity as a whole. It will analyze their views on the proper relationship between the National Assembly on the one hand and the various other existing loci of political power (the representative assemblies on the local and provincial level, the political clubs, the press, public opinion) on the other. It will furthermore research the views of the parliamentary representatives on the hotly debated issue of party, a debate in which old fears of destructive faction repeatedly surfaced and in which the transition to modern democratic notions concerning the legitimacy and even desirability of organized political parties in parliament was only slowly and partially accomplished. It will finally investigate the development of parliamentary codes of conduct and styles, from the forms of address among representatives (e. g. the habit of calling each other ‘citizen representative’) to the rhetoric judged to be appropriate in parliamentary speech making and from the use of political symbols to the rules of conduct in parliamentary debate and decision making. As a result of researching these hitherto neglected topics, this project should provide us with a better understanding of the way in which the first experiment in Dutch parliamentary democracy took shape. Given the nature of the questions this project attempts to answer, it will utilize a wide and diverse range of source materials. As is the case in all three dissertation projects here proposed, the parliamentary proceedings and the proceedings of the various constitutional committees are of central importance (Dagverhaal, 1796-1801; De Gou, 1983-1995). This specific project, however, will also utilize the available diaries and personal correspondence of parliamentary representatives as well as the contemporary political press to explore the genesis of a parliamentary and democratic political culture.

1.3.2. Project 2: Politics, the Press and Public Opinion: The Structure of Political Communication, 1795-1801 (PhD)

In recent historiography, the final decades of the eighteenth century have frequently been characterized as the period that witnessed ‘the invention of modern politics’ (e.g. Van Sas, 2004). In this complex genesis of the modern and democratic political world, the political press is deemed to have played a central role. Despite various forms of censorship, the political process had been critically followed and commented upon in political pamphlets throughout the early modern period. Such writings, however, were generally of an occasional nature and never developed into a full-blown political journalism. This situation fundamentally changed during the Patriot era of the 1780s, when prolonged and vehement ideological contestation gave rise to the emergence of a periodic political press which can be regarded as the forerunner of our present day political journalism. This late eighteenth-century periodic political press reflected the enlightened public opinion that had developed in the course of the eighteenth century, further shaped it and made it into a formidable force within the political process. Regrettably, the emergence and content of this new periodic political press have only been studied in depth for the Patriot era (e.g. Theeuwen, 2002; Van Wissing, 2003). The equally important role of the press during the early years of the Batavian Republic (De Lange, 1971 and 1972) has so far received no systematic scholarly attention.


The second dissertation project here proposed will therefore be devoted to the study of the political press during the years between 1795 and 1801, with once again an emphasis on the years 1796, 1797 and 1798, during which the press critically followed and thereby tried to influence the attempts of the representatives in the National Assembly to create a democratic political culture, including a written constitution. The crucial difference between the political press of the Patriot era on the one hand and that of the period of the Batavian Republic on the other, was the presence of a clearly defined national political center: the new parliament in The Hague, the working of which is the topic of the first dissertation project here proposed (see above, 1.3.1). The meetings of the National Assembly were open to the public and the proceedings were immediately made accessible in print to a broad public (Dagverhaal, 1796-1801). These new circumstances provided the political press of the first years of the Batavian Republic with a clear focus, something which had been lacking during the Patriot years, when the political process was still highly local and diffuse (Prak, 1999). 

This project will investigate the way in which political journals such as De Democraten, De Republikein and De Politieke Blixem, all reflecting and servicing different segments of public opinion, critically followed the political process. It will analyze how the topics selected for discussion in the periodical press were related to those deemed to be most important in parliament itself. It will, furthermore, explore the personal ties that existed between politicians and the periodical press and the ways in which politicians (W.A. Ockerse and I.J.A. Gogel with their highly influential De Democraten were a prime example of this mode of operating) used the press to further their own political and ideological programs. Finally, it will explore the views of both journalists and members of parliament on the role of the press in the democratic political process, on the disputed question of who might be said to represent public opinion and on the matter of the freedom of the press and its limits. In this manner, the dissertation project here proposed will lead to a deepening of our understanding of the complex interactions between politics, the press and public opinion during the early years of the Batavian Republic. The source material for this project is readily available: it consists, above all, of the most important political periodicals that appeared during the years 1795-1801, but intensive use will also be made of the relevant political pamphlets from this period and the proceedings of the National Assembly itself (Dagverhaal, 1795-1801). 

The PhD candidate to be appointed for this dissertation project will closely cooperate with the research program ‘Representation and Administration in the Netherlands, 1299-1983’ of the Institute for Dutch History (The Hague), which as part of its activities will be editing a source publication of representative selections from the political press and the political pamphlet literature from the early period of the Batavian Republic (project leader: Dr. I.J.A. Nijenhuis, also a member of the advisory board of the project here proposed).

1.3.3. Project 3: Political Key-Concepts: Representation and Citizenship, 1795-1801 (PhD)

Perhaps of even more fundamental importance than the changes in the organization of political life and the rise of a periodic political press was the transformation of the political vocabulary during the first revolutionary years of the Batavian Republic. The decennia surrounding 1800 have been described, among others by the German historian Reinhart Koselleck, as the Sattelzeit in which political key-concepts acquired their modern meanings and connotations (Brunner, a.o., 1972-1997). The culmination of this process of conceptual renewal and transformation coincided, in for instance the French revolution, with the years of most radical change in other areas of political activity (Reichardt, 1985-). This same pattern may be discerned in the Batavian Republic. During the years between 1795 and 1801, and especially during the crucial revolutionary years from 1796 to 1798, intense and fundamental debates were conducted over the meaning of political key-concepts such as liberty, equality, sovereignty, representation and citizenship. These debates were particularly urgent because the meaning ascribed to these key-concepts would be decisive in the process of creating a new political order.


The third dissertation project here proposed will therefore be devoted to the history of the changing meaning of political key-concepts during the years 1795-1801, with once again an emphasis on the crucial period 1796-1798. This project will focus on the meaning and development of two concepts that were of essential importance in creating and defining the new democratic political culture: representation (Pitkin, 1967; Manin, 1997) and citizenship (Waldinger, 1993; Kloek and Tilmans, 2002). The concept of representation occupied a central position in political debate because the Batavian revolutionaries were on the one hand warm supporters of the theory of popular sovereignty, yet on the other hand were also convinced of the fact that large modern states, as opposed to the ancient city republics, could not possibly be governed by means of a direct democracy.  The new political order therefore had to be a ‘democracy by representation’. With that conclusion, however, all consensus ended, for what exactly was to be understood by representation now became a vehemently disputed issue. Did, for instance, the elected members of the National Assembly represent the interests of those who had voted for them or were they supposed to represent the common good? And if the first was the case, should the representatives be permanently answerable to their identifiable voters, or only at the time of elections? Before such questions of principle concerning the nature of democratic representation were answered, a stable parliamentary system could not be created. Closely related to the concept of representation was that of citizenship. In the early modern classical republican tradition citizenship (for which only a small part of the total population qualified) had always been theoretically linked to direct political participation and had moreover largely been conceived of in an urban political context. The Batavian revolution applied the concept of citizenship to a far wider segment of the population (in principle all adult males) and transformed it from an urban into a national concept (‘staatsburgerschap’), but at the same time reduced the political role of the citizen by replacing the ideal of direct political participation with that of the elected representative. Paradoxically, this development ultimately contributed to the rise of political passivity and may therefore partly be held responsible for the decline in political interest and activism that the years after 1798 witnessed. 


This investigation into two of the most central concepts in the genesis of a parliamentary and democratic political culture will not only throw new light on the theoretical problems posed by the necessity to create a new political order, but will also demonstrate that the conceptual questions the Batavian revolutionaries wrestled with – the nature and meaning of democratic representation; the paradoxical tendency of parliamentary democracy to decrease the active political role of the citizen – belong to the perennial problems of modern democracy. The source material to be utilized in this project consists of the proceedings of the National Assembly and the various constitutional committees (Dagverhaal, 1796-1801; De Gou, 1983-1995), supplemented by political pamphlets and the periodic political press.

1.3.4. Project 4: The First Dutch Democracy: The Political World of the Batavian Republic, 1795-1801 (synthesis)

The second and concluding phase of the research project here proposed will consist of the production of a synthetic monograph, written in English by the applicant and the co-applicant. This monograph will bring together the results of the three dissertation projects discussed above and evaluate their findings. On the basis of these investigations into the genesis of a parliamentary political culture, the broad structure of political communication provided by the periodic political press and the changing meaning of the political key-concepts representation and citizenship, the synthetic monograph will offer a new interpretation of the crucial significance of the early years of the Batavian Republic for the formation of Dutch democracy. This interpretation will, in line with the project as a whole, not primarily focus on the narrowly defined struggle for political power or on technical legal and constitutional issues. It will, instead, look at this crucial period from the modern scholarly perspective of political culture. The early years of the Batavian Republic will be analyzed as the first Dutch experiment in democratic political culture, with the invention of parliamentary political practices, the relationship between politics and the media and the nature of the normative political vocabulary as main themes. 

With this synthetic interpretation as a starting point, the monograph will raise two further general questions, one of which is synchronic, the other diachronic. The synchronic question concerns the way in which the development of Dutch political culture during the early years of the Batavian Republic can be placed in a comparative perspective. This question thus concerns international comparison (Hellmuth, 1990; Jourdan, 2004). The diachronic question concerns the significance of the Batavian experiment in democratic political culture for the development of Dutch democracy until the present day. The issue here is therefore contemporary relevance (Manin, 1997; Rosanvallon, 1996 and 2000).

The synthetic monograph will thus be the culmination of a research undertaking that can only be conceived of as a project. The complexity of the topic, the political culture of the early Batavian Republic, necessitates the collaboration of a number of researchers. By dividing the theme of political culture into three separate but clearly related dissertation projects, a systematic investigation that would go beyond the powers of any individual researcher becomes possible. The concluding monograph, which can only be written on the basis of the three dissertation projects, further reinforces the value of pursuing the proposed research in the form of a collaborative project, since on the basis of the aforementioned research, it will formulate a coherent new interpretation of the political culture of the Batavian Republic, place this political culture in an international comparative perspective and discuss the contemporary relevance of this eighteenth-century experiment in democracy.
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