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I.1  Prolegomena to a 
Social History of 
Dutch Archives

Eric Ketelaar

On several occasions Jaap Kloosterman has shown his interest in and mas-
tery of the history of collections. In his historical overview of the labour his-
tory libraries before World War I he demonstrates that contemporary prob-
lems associated with industrialization provided an incentive to collecting. 
The history of a collection provides a biography of the scholarly discipline 
served by that particular collection.1 Because that history needs to be placed 
in a broader social and cultural context, the history of the iish written by 
Kloosterman and Jan Lucassen begins with a sketch of the political, econom-
ic, social, and cultural backgrounds: the “dynamic world filled with new ide-
as about social planning, emerging political parties, and trade unions.”2 The 

1 Jaap Kloosterman and Jan Lucassen, “Working for Labour: Three Quarters of a 
Century of Collecting at the iish,” in Jaap Kloosterman and Jan Lucassen (eds), 
Rebels with a Cause: Five Centuries of Social History Collected by the IIsh (Amsterdam, 
2010), pp. 7-28; Jaap Kloosterman, “Unwritten Autobiography: Labor History 
Libraries before World War I,” in Marcel van der Linden and Leo Lucassen (eds), 
Working on Labor: Essays in Honor of Jan Lucassen, (Leiden, 2012), pp. 395-416; Jaap 
Kloosterman, “In Bebels voetspoor: Wouter Steenhaut en de iAlhi,” in Paule 
Verbruggen (ed.), Wouter Steenhaut en AMsAB-IsG (Ghent, 2009), pp. 27-35.

2 Kloosterman and Lucassen, “Working for Labour”, p. 12.
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later vicissitudes of the iish are treated against the backdrop of the lead-up 
to ww ii, the reconstruction of Europe after the war, the Cold War, and the 
aftermath of the demise of the Soviet Union. 

It is only natural for an institute such as the iish to have such a social 
history of the collection.3 And this history is also an aspect of the social his-
tory of Dutch archives as well, and that is the subject of my current work of 
which I present here a few prolegomena as introductory reflections.

Historicizing Archives

Historicizing is desirable for collections and parts of collections: the sepa-
rate archives. The usual practice is for Dutch archival inventories to provide 
in the introduction a “history of the archives” with a view to their proper 
use.4 An inventory aims to provide access, and this determines the limited 
scope of the introduction. The introduction does not present the archive as 
an object of historical study. Neither does it mention how the archival sys-
tem functioned in the past, although the essence of such a system is dis-
closed in its functioning. Peter Horsman calls this the behaviour of the ar-
chival system (in the interaction with its environment). He supplied a model 
for the explanation of this behaviour and applied it to the archival history 
of the city of Dordrecht (1200-1920).5 Archivists as scholars of record keep-
ing are the very people to fathom “the mechanisms of the old administra-
tion”, as the Dutch Manual for the arrangement and description of archives (1898) 
already stated.6 This forms an essential part of “historical archivistics” as ad-
vocated by Charles Jeurgens, professor of archivistics at Leiden University. 
He wants to “look behind the formation of the records to find out in what 
way the information laid down in the record, has come into being”.7 

3 See also the history of the International Women’s Archive (for long closely as-
sociated with the iish): Francisca de Haan and Annette Mevis, “The iAv/iiAv’s 
Archival Policy and Practice: Seventy Years of Collecting, Receiving, and Refusing 
Women’s Archives (1935-2005),” in Saskia E. Wieringa (ed.), Traveling Heritages. New 
Perspectives on Collecting, Preserving and Sharing Women’s History (Amsterdam, 2008), 
pp. 23-46; updated version: Francisca de Haan and Annette Mevis, “The Making of 
the Collection Internationaal Archief voor de Vrouwenbeweging (iAv). Seventy-five 
Years of Collecting, Receiving, and Refusing Women’s Archives (1935-2010),” in 
Theo Vermeer, Petra Links, Justin Klein (eds), Particuliere archieven. Fundamenten in 
beweging. Jaarboek 12 Stichting Archiefpublicaties (’s-Gravenhage, 2013), pp. 150-168.

4 Eric Ketelaar, “Dimensies van archiefgeschiedenis,” in Eddy Put and Chantal 
Vancoppenolle (eds), Archiefambacht tussen geschiedenisbedrijf en erfgoedwinkel. Een 
balans bij het afscheid van vijf rijksarchivarissen [… ](Brussels, 2013), pp. 227-241.

5 Peter Horsman, Abuysen ende desordiën. Archiefvorming en archivering in Dordrecht 1200-
1920 (’s-Gravenhage, 2011).

6 S. Muller, J.A. Feith, and R. Fruin, Manual for the Arrangement and Description of 
Archives. Translation of the Second Edition by Arthur H. Leavitt, with New Introductions […] 
(Chicago, 2003), section 61.

7 K.J.P.F.M. Jeurgens, Een brug tussen twee werelden. Rede uitgesproken bij de aanvaarding 
van het ambt van hoogleraar op het gebeid van de archivistiek aan de Universiteit van Leiden 
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Records and Archives

An archive (archival fonds) is an entire body of archival documents. The latter 
term – the equivalent of the Dutch archiefbescheiden – encompasses records 
and archives. As Sue McKemmish and Frank Upward explain, 

the archival document can best be conceptualised as recorded 
information arising out of transactions – it is created naturally 
in the course of transacting business of any kind, whether by 
governments, businesses, community organisations or private 
individuals. […] An understanding of the archival document 
which encompasses both current and historical documents 
directs attention to the continuum of processes involved in 
managing the record of a transaction from systems design to 
destruction or select preservation. […] Within this approach, 
documentation of a transaction is archival from the time the 
record is created and the archival document retains evidential 
value for as long as it is in existence.8 

The continuum of record formation encompasses every creation and re-
creation, from the first capture of documents in a record-keeping system, 
to their management, use, disposal, and transfer to another record-keeping 
system (which may be an archive). Record formation happens through inter-
actions, interventions, interrogations, and interpretations by creator, users, 
archivists; these are activations which co-determine the archive’s meaning.9 
This implies that the archive is not static, but is a dynamic process. That 
process is managed by individuals, businesses, churches, private, and public 
agencies in their social and cultural contexts. Through time these contexts 
are ever changing and always being constructed

shaping the action of the people and institutions who made and 
maintained the records, the functions the records perform, the 
capacities of information technologies to capture and preserve 
information at a given time, and the custodial history of the 
records.10 

op vrijdag 20 mei 2005 (Leiden, 2005), p. 13, available at: https://openaccess.leidenuniv.
nl/handle/1887/2722; last accessed 6 March 2014.

8 Sue McKemmish and Frank Upward, “The Archival Document: A Submission to the 
Inquiry into Australia as an Information Society,” Archives and Manuscripts 19 (1991), 
pp. 17-32, 19-20. 

9 Eric Ketelaar, “Tacit Narratives: The Meanings of Archives”, Archival Science, 1 (2001), 
pp. 131-141.

10 Tom Nesmith, “Seeing Archives: Postmodernism and the Changing Intellectual 
Place of Archives,” American Archivist, 65 (2002), pp. 24-41, 35.
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Archiving as a Social Practice

As Ernst Posner stated in his Archives in the ancient world (1972)

Archives administration is so intimately connected with the 
governance of secular and religious affairs and with the individ-
ual’s conduct of business that it must be viewed within the con-
text of the cultures in which the archives originated and which 
now they help to bring back to life.11

Yet, in the introduction to an archival finding aid we hardly ever read what 
the relations were between the archive (the archival system) and society, 
even though the formation and use of archives happen in a social context. 
And this context is wider than is shown in the archival context models, 
which are limited to the factors that directly determine the origin, struc-
turing, and questioning of the archive.12 Archiving is a social practice that, 
while it is useful or obligatory for the record creator, is just as important for 
society as a whole. This wider view is in keeping with the idea of the records 
continuum described earlier. In this view records are never “complete”, but 
are continually formed while moving through recurrent phases.13 

This means that the context of the record has to be found both in the 
archive and in its societal context. “Research into the context of ori-
gin”, writes Theo Thomassen, professor of archivistics at the University of 
Amsterdam, “does indeed bring to light societal factors that have influenced 
the formation, management and use of the archives”.14 Those factors play a 
role in what I called archivalization, meaning the conscious or unconscious 
choice (determined by social and cultural factors) to consider something 
worth archiving.15

Thus, for example, in the New World, the colonizing powers had different 
cultural definitions of basic economic interests: taxing land (the English), or 

11 Ernst Posner, Archives in the Ancient World (Cambridge, Mass., 1972), p. vii.
12 Theo Thomassen, “Het begrip context in de archiefwetenschap”, in P.J. Horsman, 

F.C.J. Ketelaar and T.H.P.M. Thomassen (eds), Context. Interpretatiekaders in de archi-
vistiek. Jaarboek 2000 Stichting Archiefpublicaties (’s-Gravenhage, 2000), pp. 15-28.

13 Sue McKemmish, “Yesterday, Today and Tomorrow: A Continuum of 
Responsibility”, in P.J. Horsman, F.C.J. Ketelaar, and T.H.P.M. Thomassen (eds), 
Naar een nieuw paradigma in de archivistiek. Jaarboek 1999 Stichting Archiefpublicaties (’s-
Gravenhage, 1999), pp. 195-210. 

14 Theo Thomassen, Instrumenten van de macht. De Staten-Generaal en hun archieven 1576-
1796 (phd thesis Universiteit van Amsterdam, 2009), pp. 35-36, available at: http://
tinyurl.com/8qmpqxe; last accessed 6 March 2014. 

15 Eric Ketelaar, “Archivalisation and Archiving”, Archives and Manuscripts, 27 (1999), pp. 
54-61; Eric Ketelaar, “Archivistics Research Saving the Profession”, American Archivist, 
63 (2000), pp. 322-340, 328-329; Eric Ketelaar, “Writing on Archiving Machines”, in 
Sonja Neef, José van Dijck, and Eric Ketelaar (eds), Sign here! Handwriting in the Age of 
New Media (Amsterdam, 2006), pp. 183-195, 188.
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taxing people (the Spanish), or trading goods (the Dutch). These archivali-
zation factors caused the creation of different types of records: the English 
kept survey maps, the Spanish censuses, the Dutch commercial data.16 These 
different record types reinforce the limited colonial gaze which focuses on 
land, people, or goods. For, as James Scott writes in Seeing like a state, “there 
are virtually no other facts for the state than those that are contained in 
documents”.17 

In her book on the ceremonies of possession in Europe’s conquest of the 
New World, Patricia Seed also argues that for the Dutch, discovering and 
taking possession of new territories meant description: tracing coastlines, 
noting their exact latitudes, drawing locations, describing places, and in-
scribing names. These predominantly written forms of claiming conflicted 
with those of the English, who were convinced that only clear acts or physi-
cal objects created possession of new territories.18 Archivalization led the 
Dutch and the English to different types of recording and archiving. 

Social and Cultural Archivistics 

As early as 1980 American archival educator (and future Archivist of the 
United States) Frank Burke called for research into questions such as 

What is it within the nature of society that makes it create the 
records that it does? Is the impulse a purely practical one, or is 
there something in the human psyche that dictates the keeping 
of a record, and what is the motivation for that act?19 

In the opinion of Burke, the merit of asking and answering these questions 
was not only the enhancement of the theoretical basis of the archival en-
deavour, but also the possible practical outcome. He suggested that by deter-
mining the motivation for record formation and researching its sociological 
aspects, it might be possible to “devise practices that will satisfy a basic hu-
man need”.20 This is the mission of what I have named social and cultural ar-
chivistics: studying the characteristics of records in their social and cultural 
contexts and how they are created, used, selected, and transferred through 
time. Social and cultural archivistics focuses on socially and culturally situ-

16 Patricia Seed, Ceremonies of Possession in Europe’s Conquest of the New World, 1492-1640 
(Cambridge, 1995), pp. 188-189.

17 James C. Scott, Seeing like a State. How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition 
Have Failed (New Haven and London, 1998), pp. 82-83. See also Geoffrey C. Bowker 
and Susan Leigh Star, Sorting Things Out: Classification and its Consequences (Cambridge, 
Mass., 1999).

18 Seed, Ceremonies of Possession, pp. 151-170.
19 Frank G. Burke, “The Future Course of Archival Theory in the United States,” 

American Archivist, 44, (1981), pp. 40-46, 42.
20 Burke, “The Future Course of Archival Theory”, p. 42.
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ated archival practices. These practices experience and sustain changes in 
society, causing changes as well as continuity in archiving. This means that 
Burke’s questions should be addressed to the present as well as to the past: 

over the course of history, what kinds of purposes have animat-
ed individuals and societies to keep and preserve documenta-
tion in its many forms, and what kinds of social consequences 
have induced them to continue to do so, to stop doing so, or to 
change how they do so?21 

The relation between social-cultural context and archives has yet another 
dimension. In the hands of people archival systems have power, “a kind 
of communicative power that can effect change in our lives”, according to 
Brien Brothman.22 But he also sounds a warning in saying that archives not 
only function as agents of political continuity and social solidarity, but also 
as powers of political denial, upheaval, and discontinuity. These aspects 
now begin to be researched in archival history. Examples are the studies of 
archives of totalitarian regimes, their secret services and police (the Stasi, 
for example)23 and not to forget the archivists and the archival institutions 
under these regimes.24 But also under “normal” conditions, record forma-
tion is subject to power and exerts power.25 What is recorded/archived and 
what is left out, is determined not only by archivalization by powerful ac-
tors but also by seemingly innocent practices of classification, filing, regis-
tering, etc.26 

In the past few decades many anthropologists, sociologists, scholars of 
cultural studies, and historians made the “archival turn”, considering not 
only the archives as places of research or a theoretical concept, but also and 
foremost as a fascinating object of study in itself.27 Their archival histories 

21 Brien Brothman, “Perfect Present, Perfect Gift: Finding a Place for Archival 
Consciousness in Social Theory,” Archival Science, 10 (2010), pp. 141-189, 143.

22 Brien Brothman, [review of] “Pekka Henttonen: Records, Rules and Speech Acts”, 
Archival Science, 8 (2008), pp. 149-156, 154.

23 Raul Hilberg, Sources of Holocaust Research: An Analysis (Chicago, 2001); Alison Lewis, 
“Reading and Writing the Stasi File: On the Uses and Abuses of the File as (Auto)
Biography”, German Life & Letters, 56 (2003), pp. 377-397; Karsten Jedlitschka, “The 
Lives of Others: East German State Security Service’s Archival Legacy”, American 
Archivist, 75 (2012), pp. 81-108. See also the bibliography in Antonio González 
Quintana, Archival Policies in the Protection of Human Rights (Paris, 2009), available at: 
http://tinyurl.com/ckohmku; last accessed 6 March 2014.

24 R. Kretzschmar (ed.), Das deutsche Archivwesen und der Nationalsozialismus (Essen, 2007).
25 Eric Ketelaar, “Recordkeeping and Societal Power,” in Sue McKemmish, Michael 

Piggott, Barbara Reed, and Frank Upward (eds), Archives: Recordkeeping in Society 
(Wagga-Wagga, 2005), pp. 277-298.

26 Jeurgens, Een brug tussen twee werelden, pp. 13-15.
27 Randolph Head, “Preface: Historical Research in Archive and Knowledge Cultures: 

An Interdisciplinary Wave”, Archival Science, 10 (2010), pp. 191-194, 191.
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show the numerous ways with which “archival practice and archival knowl-
edge shape subjects in history and subjects of history”.28 The archival pro-
fession followed the archival turn from a distance, although even in 1982, 
Tom Nesmith had argued for an “archival scholarship grounded in the study 
of the nature and purposes of archival records and institutions”, taking as 
a starting point the history of society.29 His plea was repeated in 1992 by 
Barbara Craig who warned archivists that if they left archival history to oth-
ers, their future would be at stake. She was of the opinion that archival his-
tory is essential for the professional identity of the archivist in the modern 
age, because it is an aid in understanding “the contextual place of records 
in the world of affairs, of thought, and of information. In short we would 
benefit greatly from a historical sociology of the record and a diplomatic of 
the document”.30 At her invitation the first International Conference on the 
History of Records and Archives (i-chorA) met in 2003.31 According to the 
hosts of the first i-chorA, archival history is important because it “holds the 
promise of providing a better understanding of human experience and hu-
man needs.”32

Social Context

A social history of archives has to reach out beyond record formation as 
such to its social and cultural contexts. Thus, the Australian Michael Piggott 
expects to find an answer to questions like “how Australian society and 
its constituent groupings and strata have been ordered and governed by 
recordkeeping”.33 Recently he proposed searching for the “conditioning fac-

28 Ann Blair and Jennifer Milligan, “Introduction,” Archival Science, 7 (2007), pp. 289-
296, 291.

29 Tom Nesmith, “Archives From the Bottom Up: Social History and Archival 
Scholarship”, Archivaria 14 (Summer 1982), pp. 5-26, 6-7; repr. in Tom Nesmith (ed.), 
Canadian Archival Studies and the Rediscovery of Provenance (Metuchen, nj, 1993), pp. 
159-184, 161. In 2003 Nesmith urged for “a reorientation of the knowledge base 
of the archival profession toward this expanded degree of historical information 
about records creation, its surrounding personal and organizational cultures, types 
of records, record-keeping systems, and custodial and archival histories.” Tom 
Nesmith, “What’s History Got to Do with It?: Reconsidering the Place of Historical 
Knowledge in Archival Work”, Archivaria, 57 (2004), pp. 1-27, 27.

30 Barbara L. Craig, “Outward Visions, Inward Glance: Archives History and 
Professional Identity”, Archival Issues, 17 (1992), pp. 113-124, 121.

31 Subsequent i-chorA conferences were held in Amsterdam (2005), Boston (2007), 
Perth (2008), London (2010), and Austin (2012). Selections of the presented papers 
were published in Archivaria, Archival Science and Libraries & the Cultural Record. 

32 Barbara L. Craig, Philip B. Eppard, and Heather Macneil, “Exploring Perspectives 
and Themes for Histories of Records and Archives. The First International 
Conference on the History of Records and Archives (i-chorA)”, Archivaria, 60 (2006), 
pp. 1-9, 7-8.

33 Michael Piggott, “The History of Australian Recordkeeping: A Framework for 
Research”, in B.J. McMullin (ed.), Coming Together. Papers from the Seventh Australian 



Ketelaar – Prolegomena to a Social HiStory |  47

tors” shaping the patterns of record creation, demise, preservation, manage-
ment, and multiple uses in Australia.34 Following his approach, I have been 
looking for these conditioning factors in Dutch society. It might be useful to 
take as a starting point what struck visitors to the Dutch Republic: 

the prodigious extent of Dutch shipping and commerce, the 
technical sophistication of industry and finance, the beauty and 
orderliness, as well as cleanliness of the cities, the degree of re-
ligious and intellectual toleration to be found there, the excel-
lence of the orphanages and hospitals, the limited character of 
ecclesiastical power, the subordination of military to civilian au-

Library History Forum (Melbourne, 1997), pp. 33-45, 45.
34 Michael Piggott, Archives and Societal Provenance. Australian Essays (Oxford, etc., 2012).

Archival consciousness expressed: Cornelis van der Voort, Regents of the Old People’s 

Home (Oude Mannen- en Vrouwengasthuis) in Amsterdam, 1618. The pictured registers 

and documents were not randomly chosen, but expressly shown to the painter with 

the instruction to portray these records because they were important to the home. 

Amsterdam Museum, SA 7436.
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thority, and the remarkable achievements of Dutch art, philoso-
phy, and science.35 

Indeed, most if not all of these had an effect on (and to a large extent: were 
facilitated by) practices of record formation. The same is true for many as-
pects of the Dutch “moral geography” of the “embarrassment of riches”,36 of 
Dutch economy,37 etc. 

But for the factors determining archivalization (and consequently archiv-
ing) it is important to look further, seeking “archival consciousness” that 
precedes the appearance of formal archives.38 Such archival consciousness 
manifests itself in oral tradition, rituals, monuments, and art,39 embedded 
in a socio-cultural mind set. Archival theory, as Tom Nesmith argued, should 
broaden its purview, from a focus on what constitutes the nature of an ar-
chive and a record according to the classical doctrine, to the study of “how 
human perception, communication, and behaviour shape the archives”.40 

As the main “conditioning factor” in Dutch society – past and present – 
I propose its particular mode of consensual governance, the polder model. 
The polder model (an expression coined in the 1990s) is described in a recent 
book by historians Maarten Prak and Jan Luiten van Zanden as a manner 
of living together in which different societal groups always join forces and 
political decision-making leaves room for mutual concessions and modifica-
tions resulting from negotiations among these groups.41 On Wikipedia it is 
called consensus decision-making in the Dutch fashion and described with 
phrases like “a pragmatic recognition of pluriformity” and “cooperation 
despite differences”. Prak and Van Zanden label Dutch society as one that 
through structured conversation – through discussions, eventually followed 
by a vote – endeavours to find answers to societal challenges.42 In differ-
ent shapes this has always been a characteristic of Dutch society since the 
Middle Ages.43 It has made the Netherlands into a vergaderland:44 a country of 

35 Jonathan Israel, The Dutch Republic. Its Rise, Greatness, and Fall 1477-1806 (Oxford, 1995), 
p. 1.

36 Simon Schama, The Embarrassment of Riches. An Interpretation of Dutch Culture in the 
Golden Age (London, 1987). 

37 Jan de Vries and Ad van der Woude, The First Modern Economy. Success, Failure, and 
Perseverance of the Dutch Economy, 1500-1815 (Cambridge, 1997).

38 Brothman, “Perfect Present, Perfect Gift”, p. 155.
39 Eric Ketelaar, “Accountability Portrayed. Documents on Regents’ Group Portraits in 

the Dutch Golden Age”, Archival Science, 14 (2014), pp. 69-93. 
40 Tom Nesmith, “Still Fuzzy, But More Accurate: Some Thoughts on the ‘Ghosts’ of 

Archival Theory”, Archivaria, 47 (1999), pp. 136-150, 142.
41 Maarten Prak and Jan Luiten van Zanden, Nederland en het poldermodel (Amsterdam, 

2013), p. 12.
42 Prak and Van Zanden, Nederland en het poldermodel, p. 9.
43 Dennis Bos, Maurits Ebben, and Henk te Velde (eds), Harmonie in Holland. Het polder-

model van 1500 tot nu (Amsterdam, 2008).
44 Wilbert van Vree, Nederland als vergaderland. Opkomst en verbreiding van een vergaderre-
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vergaderen (gathering) where people come together in meetings of councils, 
boards, and committees, either in public or behind the scenes, reaching a 
compromise, governing through more or less ritualized meetings, minutes 
of which are carefully drawn up and reported to the body’s constituents. 
Even when a certain power is due to a person, this is embedded in a form 
of meeting: the investiture of the count, the lord of the manor, and the king 
(since 1814) took (take) place in a ceremonial gathering of the people.

Boards of regenten governed the Dutch republic (1581-1804) at national, re-
gional, and local levels, they also controlled the Dutch East and West Indies 
Companies, the universities, charitable institutions, etc. Commanders of the 
army and the navy had to comply with the deputies of the States General 
and the provincial States who accompanied each war campaign. The 
Reformed Church was governed by a synod, and each parish had a church 
council. Many of these councils, boards, and committees continued even 
in the reign of King Louis Napoleon (1804-1810), during the occupation by 
the French (1810-1813), and after the establishment of the Kingdom of The 
Netherlands in 1814/1815. 

Of course, the unitary state of 1796 entailed a centralized national gov-
ernment, but that did not make an end to the “meeting regime” or habitus 
of discussing, deliberating, and decision-making. In 1848 a new constitution 
granted more power to parliament and more autonomy to provincial and lo-
cal assemblies and executive committees. From the 1870s trade unions, po-
litical parties, social movements, and religious organizations became more 
and more important. Until the 1960s the Netherlands were divided up in a 
Catholic, a Protestant, a socialist and a neutral segment, the zuilen (pillars). 
Each zuil had its own trade unions, schools, mass media, hospitals, sports, 
and consumers’ associations. They all gathered in their own circle, deliber-
ating, controlling, and making extensive minutes of their council and board 
meetings. 

Resolutions

Governance according to this polder model was reflected in the archiving sys-
tems. For centuries their backbone were the resoluties, decisions taken in a 
meeting. All incoming and outgoing letters were arranged as annexes to the 
resoluties, made accessible through indexes on these resoluties.45 In the course 

gime (Groningen, 1994). Transl. by Kathleen Bell: Wilbert van Vree, Meetings, manners 
and civilization: the development of modern meeting behaviour (London, 1999). “The Dutch 
word vergadering is […] difficult to translate accurately, because it imposes a spe-
cific and well-understood mode of behavior not quite covered by the more vague 
‘meeting’”: William Shetter, The Netherlands in Perspective. The Organization of Society 
and Environment (’s-Gravenhage, 1987), p. 123. 

45 Muller, Feith, and Fruin, Manual for the Arrangement and Description of Archives, section 
20; Thomassen, Instrumenten van de macht, pp. 283-286. Decision making by councils 
and boards and minuting their proceedings are not typically Dutch. However the 



50 |  A usAble collection

of time there have been different variants and innovations, but up to the 
present day the emphasis in archiving has generally been on collegiate deci-
sion-making, reflected in the acta or proceedings.46 

Some examples 
In the Dutch Reformed Church, decisive factors to start recording the acta 
of the local church council, consisting of ministers and elders, were both 
the need to maintain unity and discipline within the church and the need 
to account for its management. Sinners were summoned by the church 

Dutch system surpassed in complexity any of the Kollegialsysteme in Germany and 
Austria: Michael Hochedlinger, Aktenkunde. Urkunden- und Aktenlehre der Neuzeit (Wien 
and München, 2009), p. 56.

46 My letter of appointment and the notice of my resignation are formally extracts 
from the register of proceedings of the board of the University of Amsterdam, 
although such a register is no longer used. 

Collegiate decision making: Jan de Baen, Directors of the Chamber Hoorn of the United 

East India Company (VOC), 1682. The pictured registers, documents and maps (including 

a town plan of Cochin, today’s Kochi in India, the VOC’s headquarters in Malabar) were 

the directors’ instruments of governance. Westfries Museum Hoorn.
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council to answer accusations of unorthodoxy, or of drunkenness, gossip, 
quarrels, fights, and the like. The sinner could be reconciled with the con-
gregation after a public admission of guilt. All this was written down in the 
acta. Thereby the acta formally established that people were qualified to 
take Holy Communion and were in good standing with the congregation. 
That, in turn, was a condition for receiving a certificate in case of transfer to 
another town. In such a letter of security or indemnity the church council 
declared to maintain the departed member in case he was unexpectedly re-
duced to poverty or unable to earn his living.

 At the national level, maintaining the unity of the Reformed Church was 
the task of the States General (the gathering of deputies of the seven sover-
eign provinces). In 1625 the States General had the acta of the general syn-
ods of the church taken to The Hague. There they were kept in a chest with 
eight locks in the Trèves Room (adjacent to the meeting room of the States 
General). The Clerk and the provinces each had a key to the chest. In 1628, 
1641, and thereafter every three years until 1800, a special committee had to 
verify whether the acta were still in good order.47

In 1602 the United East India Company (voc) was founded.48 What, as 
Peter Burke states, was “most remarkable in the information system of the 
voc was the importance to the company of regular written reports.”49 Even 
more remarkable is that it was in meetings that these reports were made, 
read, and used as a basis for decision-making. 

The voc consisted of six chambers (Amsterdam, Middelburg, Delft, 
Rotterdam, Hoorn, and Enkhuizen), each governed by a board of directors 
(20 in Amsterdam, 12 in Middelburg, and 7 in each of the other chambers). 
The general board was formed of the 17 representatives of the chambers: 
the Lords xvii. The Amsterdam chamber had its headquarters in the East 
India House. There the directors met two or three times a week. In their 
board room, the Lords xvii also met for several weeks in autumn when the 
fleet arrived, in spring, and often again in summer before the departure of 
the ships to the East Indies. The Lords xvii decided on the sale of the goods 
from Asia, the number of ships and men to be sent, the nature and quan-
tity of the cargo, the appointment of the governors-general, governors, and 

47 Thomassen, Instrumenten van de macht, p. 163.
48 Femme Gaastra, The Dutch East India Company: Expansion and Decline (Zutphen, 2003); 

R. Raben (ed.), “History and Manual,” in M.A.P. Meilink-Roelofsz, R. Raben, and H. 
Spijkerman (eds), De archieven van de Verenigde Oostindische Compagnie. The Archives of 
the Dutch East India Company (1602-1795) (’s-Gravenhage, 1992), available at: http://
www.tanap.net/content/voc/organization/organization_intro.htm Note that the 
Dutch inventory and the Dutch version of the “History and Manual” are available 
at: http://www.gahetna.nl/collectie/archief/ead/index/eadid/1.04.02/aantal/20  
and at: http://databases.tanap.net/ead/html/1.04.02/index.html. All last accessed 6 
March 2014. 

49 Peter Burke, A Social History of Knowledge. From Gutenberg to Diderot (Cambridge, 2000), 
p. 157.
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the composition of the council in Batavia. The accounts had to be examined 
and approved. The Generale Missive, a survey of the economic and political 
situation in Asia, made up in Batavia from the reports from offices in the 
different regions, had to be discussed, and an answer for the Governor  
General in Batavia had to be drafted. Before these meetings, all the papers 
necessary had to be prepared, and after the meeting the clerks had to write 
the resolutions (one set for each chamber and for Batavia) and summaries 
for each specialized department (equipage, commerce, etc.). In between, a 
smaller number of directors (10) met in The Hague (the Haags Besogne) to pre-
pare the meetings of the Lords xvii. Separate committees existed for draw-
ing up the balance sheet and checking the books. As Prak and Van Zanden 
write: with some exaggeration it can be said that the voc was one big meet-
ing circus.50

A Social History of Dutch Archives

Against the background of the polder model and its governance by meetings, 
a social history of Dutch archives should study modes of record formation 
and archiving. Basic types of records “that may be called constants in re-
cord creation” were, according to Posner,51 records facilitating control over 
persons; records with regard to real property; financial and other account-
ing records; “notarial” records safeguarding private business transactions; 
the laws of the land; records created and retained as evidence of past ad-
ministrative action. These can be translated in broad categories of archiv-
ing respectively people, property, places, trade, litigation, monies, and gov-
ernance, each category having its own practices of record formation and 
archiving. Each of these practices was executed by different agents (crea-
tors, users, archivists, and record subjects) interacting with institutions and 
technologies. Record subjects are the people named in registers and other 
records. They did not merely, as Foucault argues, leave traces in their in-
teraction with power: they were also co-creators, providing input in and in-
teracting with the archiving systems of institutions.52 Although archiving is 
important for the record subjects, their relatives, and society at large, the 
certificates, licenses, letters, and other documents people received from in-
stitutions have only rarely been preserved, mainly because the owners did 
not think them worth preserving. The decision to throw a document away is 
as much part of the archival consciousness as the decision to keep it. What 

50 Prak and Van Zanden, Nederland en het poldermodel, p. 135.
51 Posner, Archives in the Ancient World, p. 3.
52 Michel Foucault, “Lives of infamous men”, in James D. Faubion (ed.), Michel Foucault. 

Power. Vol. 3 (London, 2002), pp. 157-175, 161. Thomas Osborne pleads for “a socio-
logical history” of the agents of the archive framed “in the technological terms 
of the sociology of power”: Thomas Osborne, “The ordinariness of the archive”, 
History of the human sciences, 12/2 (May 1999), p. 52.
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was kept and ended up in the archives, was only the tiny flotsam of the 
great, slow-moving river of Everything, to use Carolyn Steedman’s words.53

Archives and archives

So far the discussion of a social history of archives has paid no special at-
tention to the history of Archives. Archives with a capital A refers to either 
(1) “The division within an organization responsible for maintaining the or-
ganization’s records of enduring value” or (2) an organization that “collects 
materials from individuals, families, and organizations other than the par-
ent organization”.54 The difference is, in records continuum thinking, that 
the former focuses on organizing the organizational memory, whereas the 
latter aims at the constitution of collective memory in a way that crosses 
organizational and jurisdictional boundaries.55 

Collecting archives were established in the Netherlands from the begin-
ning of the 19th century. Hendrik van Wijn, the first national archivist (ap-
pointed in 1802) was only tasked with inspecting and describing state pa-
pers.56 In 1814 the new king created the Rijksarchief (State Archives), where 
Van Wijn was to collect and manage all state archives before 1794. Some 
provinces and cities appointed an archivist, who in most cases served the 
records creating organization, and continued the archival work of his prede-
cessors of the 18th century. Although archivists at state, provincial, and local 
levels were legally authorized to allow access to researchers in 1829, it took 
a long time to develop in-house archives of provincial and city governments 
into collecting Archives, as institutions managing archival documents for 
research by people other than the staff of the records creating agency. The 
main actors stimulating this development were not governments, but – be-
fitting the “meeting regime” of the Netherlands as vergaderland – national, 

53 Carolyn Steedman, “Something She Called a Fever: Michelet, Derrida, and Dust”, 
American Historical Review, 106(4) (2001), pp. 1159-1180, 1165. Also Carolyn Steedman, 
Dust (Manchester, 2001), p. 18.

54 Richard Pearce-Moses, A Glossary of Archival and Records Terminology (Chicago, 
2005) available at: http://www2.archivists.org/glossary. In the appendix to 
Recommendation R (2000) 13 of the Council of Europe on a European policy on 
access to archives, archives and Archives are distinguished, the latter meaning the 
public institutions charged with the preservation of archives: https://wcd.coe.int/
ViewDoc.jsp?id=366245; all last accessed 6 March 2014.

55 Sue McKemmish, “Yesterday, today and tomorrow: a continuum of responsibility,” 
in Proceedings of the Records Management Association of Australia 14th National Convention, 
15-17 Sept. 1997 (Perth 1997), reprinted in: Horsman, Ketelaar, Thomassen, Naar een 
nieuw paradigma, p.203. p. 203, available at: http://www.infotech.monash.edu.au/
research/groups/rcrg/publications/recordscontinuum-smckp2.html; last accessed 6 
March 2014.

56 Th.H.P.M. Thomassen, “De nationale collecties en het amalgaam der charters: het 
ontstaan van het Nederlandse archiefwezen”, in Het archiefwezen in Europa omstreeks 
1800. Les archives en Europe vers 1800 (...) (Brussels, 1998), pp. 57-74.
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regional, and local societies of historians and antiquaries. These associations 
were mushrooming from the 1820s to the 1860s, evidence of the emanci-
pation of the historical discipline and a concurring scholarly interest in ar-
chives as historical sources.57 Members of these societies were frequently 
also active in provincial and local assemblies, which, as mentioned before, 
under the constitution of 1848 had been granted more autonomy. In the 
1840s city archives were established in Leeuwarden (1838), ’s-Hertogenbosch 
(1841), Kampen (1842), and Amsterdam (1848). By 1910 there were 31 such ar-
chives. Together with the 11 state archives in the provincial capitals (the last 
was created in 1890), they formed a network of public Archives.

In the private sector, the first collecting archives was founded in 1914: the 
Vereeniging Nederlandsch Economisch-Historisch Archief.58 This association (196 
members joined in the first year, in 1930 there were 850 members) provided 
a home for endangered archives of businesses and trade unions, and it col-
lected (and published) important sources for economic history. Governance 
by the nehA annual members’ meeting, its executive and advisory board 
had many characteristics of the polder model, specifically in the use of its net-
work of members as links with science, business (industry, trade, transport, 
and banking), and the archival world.59 N.W. Posthumus not only found-
ed nehA, but also the second private collecting archive, the iish, in 1935. 
Posthumus wanted the iish to be a part of nehA, but De Lieme (whose in-
surance firm De Centrale provided the funding) did not want the Institute 
to be governed by the “supreme power” of the nehA heterogeneous mem-
bers’ meeting. The iish became a foundation governed by a board whose 
members were appointed by (and from) the boards of De Centrale and nehA, 
by the Royal Academy of Arts and Sciences, and the Faculty of Letters of 
the University of Amsterdam.60 Posthumus was very much involved in the 
foundation, in 1935, of the third collecting archive, the Internationaal Archief 
voor de Vrouwenbeweging (International Archives for the Women’s Movement) 
(Posthumus’ wife was one of the three iAv founders). In 1943 Posthumus 
took the initiative for what was to become, in 1945, the Rijksinstituut voor 
Oorlogsdocumentatie (State Institute for War Documentation). That institute, 
another collecting archive – not in private hands but a state agency – was 
led by a directorate of three members representing the Catholic, Protestant, 
and socialist zuilen. The composition of the directorate and its early history 
made this collecting archive the epitome of the polder model. 

57 Jo Tollebeek, “Thorbecke in kavels. De institutionele ontsluiting van historisch 
bronnenmateriaal in Nederland”, in Jo Tollebeek, De ijkmeesters. Opstellen over de 
geschiedschrijving in Nederland en België (Amsterdam, 1994), pp. 36-54.

58 E.P. de Booy, “Documentatiecentra, private archieven en het historisch motief”, 
Nederlands Archievenblad, 78 (1974), pp. 309-317.

59 E.J. Fischer, J.L.J.M. van Gerwen, and J.J. Seegers (eds), De Vereeniging het Nederlandsch 
Economisch-Historisch Archief 1914-1989 (Amsterdam, 1989), pp. 11-14.

60 Maria Hunink, De papieren van de revolutie. Het Internationaal Instituut voor Sociale 
Geschiedenis 1935-1947 (Amsterdam, 1986), p. 9, 183, 185. 
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Conclusion

A social history of Dutch archives should treat societal archivalization influ-
encing practices of record formation and archiving, and vice versa: record 
formation and archiving that conditioned or facilitated societal practices. 
Such a social history of archives is important for the user of archives, the 
archivist, and the archival policy maker. We must understand the societies 
and the people who created and used the documents before we can real-
ly understand their value for research and other purposes.61 Archives have 
“narratives of their own that need to be carefully ‘read’ before their ma-
terials can be fully appreciated and most effectively used”.62 According to 
Francis Blouin and Bill Rosenberg, historians and other users of the archive 
must “comprehend the conceptual and cultural milieu in which their ar-
chival sources are created, structured, processed, appraised, discarded, and 
preserved”.63 Research in this field may bridge the divide between archivists 
and historians, they argue. 

This divide is strange to Jaap Kloosterman and the iish. The strength of 
this Institute, as Jaap once said, is in the “collaboration of research and col-
lection management under one roof, in one organization, thus bridging con-
ceptual borders, leading to synergy and enrichment”.64 May a future social history 
of Dutch archives be written in this spirit!

61 Nesmith, “Archives From the Bottom Up”, p. 16 (in Nesmith, Canadian Archival 
Studies, p. 171), referring to C.N.L. Brooke, “The Teaching of Diplomatic”, Journal of 
the Society of Archivists, 4 (1970), pp. 3-4, 9.

62 Francis X. Blouin and William Rosenberg, Processing the Past: Contesting Authority in 
History and the Archives (Oxford, 2011), p. 208. 

63 Blouin and Rosenberg, Processing the Past, p. 210. See also Jeurgens, Een brug tus-
sen twee werelden; Terry Cook, “The Archive(s) is a Foreign Country: Historians, 
Archivists, and the Changing Archival Landscape”, American Archivist, 74 (2011), pp. 
600-632.

64 J.A.M.Y. Bos-Rops and P.W.J. den Otter, “iisg revisited. Een gesprek met Jaap 
Kloosterman”, Nederlands Archievenblad, 99 (1995), pp. 209-215, 210.
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