
VITAL CITIES & VITAL CITIZENS

Professor Wiep van Bunge is professor of 

the History of Philosophy and a member 

of the Royal Netherlands Academy of 

Arts and Sciences (KNAW). His research 

focuses on the history of philosophy from 

the Renaissance to the Enlightenment.  

It seeks to chart ‘the making of modernity’, 

for while many early modern notions 

have become alien to us today, it was 

also during this historical period that  

the contours of our modern self-

understanding started to emerge.  

In particular, this period saw the birth  

of our modern notion of citizenship 

as well as the first major encounter  

with non-European cultures as the 

Enlightenment saw the first establishment 

of global trade networks. In 2015 a major 

conference by the International Society 

for Eighteenth Century Studies was 

held at Erasmus University on Opening 

Markets, attracting over a thousand 

participants.  

This historical perspective is highly 

relevant at a time when we are grappling 

as a society both with the notion of 

citizenship and the question of what ‘the 

good society’ means and how to achieve 

it. Europe’s relationship with the rest 
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“Faced with contemporary challenges, studying the way in which our ancestors came to 

terms with being citizens of an ever expanding world is crucial, as the way in which we 

understand ourselves and the world we inhabit is irrevocably rooted in the past.”
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of the world in the wake of the largest 

movement of people since the Second 

World War and a renewed confrontation 

between ‘West’ and ‘East’ has forced 

these issues into the public sphere. Faced 

with these contemporary challenges, 

studying the way in which our ancestors 

came to terms with being citizens of an 

ever-expanding world seems crucial, as 

the way in which we understand ourselves 

and the world we inhabit is irrevocably 

rooted in the past.

During the 17th and early 18th centuries the 

Dutch Republic was widely held to be one 

of the most advanced nations of Europe, 

combining commercial prowess and 

cultural prominence. Relatively tolerant,  

it allowed remarkable confessional  

diversity and accommodated crucial 

innovations in philosophy and science 

during an age in which much larger 

European nations were struggling to 

keep up with the rapidly increasing pace 

of modernization. As a result, the Dutch 

were considered by many commentators 

to be ‘enlightened’ well before the 

Enlightenment came into its own.    

In connection with Vital Cities, Vital Citizens 

two issues seem to be especially relevant. 

On the one hand, the Dutch Enlightenment 

was an urban Enlightenment as the 

Netherlands was one of the first nations 

in Europe in which during the late Middle  

Ages the centre of power had shifted 

from the countryside to the cities in the 

provinces of Holland and Zeeland in 

particular. On the other hand, by the middle 

of the 18th century the Dutch Republic 

had seen an acute decline of economic, 

political and military power. During the 

Enlightenment, Dutch political commen-

tators and analysts were no longer trying to 

explain how it could be that the Republic 

was such a successful experiment, for by 

the 18th century the Dutch Republic 

had lost much of its former lustre. As a 

consequence, a furious debate erupted on 

the causes of Dutch decline.  

Results & next steps 

• During the past 20 years, the History section of the Faculty of Philosophy has become  

 one of the leading centres for early modern intellectual history in Europe, as shown  

 through the publication of first-class scholarly papers, edited volumes, monographs and 

 text editions (on Descartes, Geulincx, Spinoza, Bayle, etc.) and by acquiring major  

 research grants from the Netherlands Organization for Scientific Research (NWO). 

• In the near future, the department’s research will focus on several areas, including early 

 modern conceptions of war, the relationship between early modern natural and  

 moral philosophy, and 18th century discourses of decline. 
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Impact

The members of the History section of the Faculty of Philosophy all contribute to a wide 

variety of societal debates, lecturing for all sorts of interested audiences and taking part 

in debates far beyond the confines of academic scholarship. While they aim to publish at 

the highest professional level, they share a commitment to disseminate their findings to 

as large a public as possible, for instance by issuing lectures on CD and by participating 

in documentaries.
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