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HANNA SONKAJÄRVI 

Multiple Attributions: The Foreigner as a Circumstantial 
Category in 18th Century Strasbourg 

In 1777, having worked in the Palatinate city of Mannheirn, a Parisian master haber
dasher named Retaillon set his mind on returning to France to establish a silk manu
facture in the city of Strasbourg, which had been annexed by France in 1681 1• To his 
great surprise, the merchants' guild would not allow hirn to become a member with
out the agreement of the master haberdashers' guild. The guild, however, refused to 
admit hirn, arguing that accepting Frenchmen would break the guild's long established 
relations with Gerrnan and Scandinavian guilds. Retaillon chose to plead his case be
fore the Strasbourg magistracy, but its members would onIy speak German to hirn, 
thus obstructing cornmunication. He was accorded perrnission onIy to manufacture 
products that the Iocal haberdashers would not produce, and the nature of these prod
ucts was to be deterrnined by the guild in question. Retaillon regarded this concession 
as depriving hirn of any chance of subsistence. As a consequence, he accused the magis
tracy of treating subjects of the French king less favourably than foreigners: 

Si les strasbourgeois, et meme tous les alsaciens sont comme il est vray libre de se faire recevoir 
dans tous les corps et communautes d'arts et metiers non seulement a Paris ou il yen beaucoup 
mais encore dans toutes les villes jurandes de royaume, pourquoi donc les parisiens seraient ils dans 
La seule ville de Strasbourg exclus du droit de represailles et de reciprocite aimi que tous les autres 
sujets de Roy ce qui leur est naturellement du atout egard, pourquoy les strasbourgeois reroivent 
ils et accordent ils ce droit aux etrangers, allemans [sie] et autres sans La moindre difficulte; ce qui 
arrive joumellement dans tous le corps de communaute par preference aux sujets du Roy et a leur 
exclusion2• 

Archives municipales de Strasbourg (AMS), AA 2064, foL 152, Demande dudit Retaillon d'etre re"u 
passementier a Strasbourg. Observations sur les difficultes de cet etablissement, 1777; AMS, XI 279, 
foL 174-175, Der Zunft zum Spiegel, Gerichtsprotocoll (1778-1784),21 July 1777. The great majority 
of the magistracy's procecdings preceding the French Revolution are written in German. 

2 ,.If the inhabitants of Strasbourg and even all Alsatians are free to make themse!ves admitted in all trade 
and craft guilds, not only in Paris, but in every town of the kingdom where guilds exist, why then should 
the Parisians, along with all other subjects of the king, in the sole city of Strasbourg, be excluded from 
the right of retaliation and of reciprocity 10 which they are totally entitled 10, why do the Strasbourgeois 
welcome and give this right 10 foreigners, Germans and others without difficulty; this is what takes place 
daily in all the corporations in relation to the subjects of the king and their exdusion«, AMS, AA 2064, 
foL 152 (see note I). 



48 Hanna Sonkajärvi 

Yet, this was by no means the ooIy way in which the notions of citizenship or for
eignness could be employed in early modern France. In different situations, different 
individuals and different groups could advance the idea of either themselves or some
one else being subjects of the king, or being foreigners, depending on the interests at 
stake. TheJewish merchant, Cerf Berr, tried in 1776 to introduce hirnself into the city 
with the argument of having obtained naturalisation letters from the King. The magis
tracy denied his claims by stating that even if he were to be treated like any other sub
ject of the King, his quality as a Jew would prevent hirn from becoming an inhabitant 
since the city traditionally did not accept any Jews3• Conversely, some Strasbourg citi
zens argued that even if they renounced their droits de bourgeoisie, the citizenship 
rights of the town, they still would have the right to live in the city since they were 
subjects of the French King4• In 1781, some Strasbourg citizens of Italian origin even 
requested to be classified as foreigners in order to be able to export their products 
under more favourable tariffs5• 

I. THE FOREIGNER IN THE CONTEMPORARY 
HISTORIOGRAPHY OF EARLY MODERN FRANCE 

The examples above illustrate the difficulty of assessing the importance of naturalite 
as a category of analysis for the history of early modern migration processes and state 
formation. In French historiography, however, being a foreigner under the Old Regime 
has been regarded simply as a question of not being a subject of the French king. In 
legal terms, who would have been defined as a foreigner during the Old Regime? What 
naturalisation practices were established? How were foreigners seen by political and 
legal decision makers? How were they controlled by the state6 ? These are the ques-

3 AMS, AA 2380, Copie de la lettre de M.le preteur royal de Strasbourg a M.le sieur Saint Germain, 13 
April 1776. 

4 AMS, AA 2106, no. 11, Memoire du sieur Salzmann, par lequel il demande a etre exempte du serment 
- exige de ceux qui veulent renoncer a leur droit de Bourgeoisie - y joint les avis des trois avocats 
generaux, 16 January 1783. 

5 AMS, AA 2203, no. 1, Requete des marchands italiens en soierie, pour faire regler les droits qu'ils ont 
a payer de leurs marchandises de foire. Rapport de la Chambre des XV a ce sujet, 22 December 1781. 
One of the demanders, Fran~ois Moris from Turin, had become member of the Strasbourg merchant 
guild already in 1751; AMS, XI 277, fol. 87, Der Zunft zum Spiegel, Gerichtsprotocoll (1749-1756), 
3 August 1751. 

6 On the legal status of foreigners du ring the 18th and 19th centuries, see notably Rogers BRUBAKER, Cit
izenship and Nationhood in France and Germany, Cambridge 1992; Patrick WEIL, Qu'est-ce qu'un 
Franc;ais ? Histoire de la nationalite franc;aise depuis la Revolution, Paris 2002; Charlotte C. WELLS, Law 
and Citizenship in Early Modern France, Baltimore, London 1995. On the surveillance and control of 
foreigners by the state Gerard NOIRIEL, La Tyrannie du national. Le droit d'asile en Europe 1793-1993, 
Paris 1991;John TORPEY, The Invention of the Passport. Surveillance, Citizenship and the State, Cam
bridge 2000. Some studies have focused on the techniques of identification and surveillance of etTangers 
and forains from a local perspective, but tend to forget that the state was not the only instance doing the 
identifying, see Marie-Claude BLANC-CHALEARD, Caroline DOUKI, Nicole DYONET, Vincent MILLlOT 
(eds), Police et migrants. France, 1667-1939, Rennes 2001; Daniel ROCHE (ed.), La Ville promise. Mo
bilite et accueil a Paris (fin XVIeme-debut XIxeme siede), Paris 2000. 
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tions that have dominated the contemporary historiography on foreigners in early 
modern France. In fact, little has changed since the work of Albert Mathiez and Jules 
Mathorez whose studies, published in 1913 and 1918, treated the »foreigner« as an aB 
encompassing, nationality based category7. 

Even recent studies, such as the ones by Jean-Fran~ois Dubost and Peter Sahlins, 
have centred on the opposition between foreigners (hrangers? and subjects of the 
French king born on French territory (regnicolesJ9, thus ignoring the importance of 
local practice. These two historians have studied the naturalisation letters granted by 
the French king and explored the continuities and discontinuities in the definition of 
the foreigner during the Ancien Regime. The problem - and the advantage - of such 
an approach lies in the restricted number of persons who would have profited from 
such lettersla. Naturalisation was sought by people interested in offices or benefices 
and by wealthy foreigners who had an interest in securing their legacies against the 
droit d'aubaine, the king's right to confiscate the property of foreigners who had died 
on French soil. Peter Sahlins suggests that already during the Old Regime, although a 
French nationality did not yet exist, a certain practice of Freneh citizenship (Sahlins 
employs the notion »absolute citizen«) was being expressed by lawyers dealing with 
the naturalisation of foreigners". This leads to the question as to whether the differ
ence between foreigners and subjects of the French king can reaHy be regarded as hav
ing been the decisive factor in the everyday lives of individuals. The formal institu
tionalisation and codification of national eategories does not say anything about the 
depth, resonance or power of such eategories in the everyday experience of the per
sons so categorised 12. 

In eontrast to studies which take legal definitions of the foreigner as their point of 
departure, in her work on Castile and Latin America, Tamar Herzog attempts 10 eom
bine the study of juridical eategories with the study of soeial networks. She argues that 
it was not the juridical categories which influenced social classifications, but rather, so
cial classifications which moulded juridical implications. Through a study focused on 
the process of defining loeal belonging in Castile and Latin America, the author ex
plores the ways in which loeal citizenship rights (vecindad) wcre defined aceording to 
the eircumstanees and the interests of the individuals and groups involved, rather than 

7 Albert MATHIEZ, La Revolution et les etrangers. Cosmopolitisme et defense nationale, Paris 1918; Jules 
MATHoREz, Les Etrangers en France sous I' Ancien Regime: histoire de la formation de la population 
franc;aise, 2 vol., Paris 1919-1921. 

8 SeeJean-Fran~ois DUBOST, Etrangers en France, in: Lucien BELY (ed.), Dictionnairede I' Ancien Regime, 
Royaume de France, XVI<-XVlIIe siede, Paris 1996, pp. 518-522. 

9 See Jean-Fran~ois DUBOST, Peter SAHLINS, Et si on faisait payer les etrangers? Louis XIV, les immigres 
et quelques autres, Paris 1999; Peter SAHLINS, La nationalite avant la lettre. Les pratiques de naturalisa
tion en France sous I' Ancien Regime, in: Annales: Histoire, Sciences Sociales 55 (2000) pp. 1081-1108; 
ID., Unnarurally French: foreign citizens in the Old Regime and after, Ithaca (N.Y.) 2004. 

10 According to estimations, about sixty thousand foreigners arrived in Old Regime France every year. 
But, the average number of naturalisations was only forty to fifty per year berween 1660 and 1789, Yves 
LEQUIN, La Mosalque France, Histoire des etrangers et de I 'immigration en France, Paris 1988, p. 204. 

11 SAHLINS, Unnarurally French (see note 9). 
12 Rogers BRUBAKER, Frederick Co OPER, Beyond »Identity«, in: Theory and Society 29 (2000) pp. 26-27. 
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any juridical rule. The granting of vecindad thus appears to be a result of ongoing ne
gotiation within the communityt3. 

A diametrical opposition between the categories of etranger and regnicole has led 
to a situation where historians working on the Old Regime have not recognised that 
in this society other, more powerful means of differentiation existed than the mere 
question as to whether someone was a king's subject or not. The state and the local au
thorities had different interpretations of the definition of a foreigner. The state defined 
the foreigner by birth outside its borders, whereas for cities, the possibility of defin
ing who was foreign offered an important means of differentiation within the com
munity. Old Regime society thus did not divide itself simply into foreigners (etrangers) 
or strangers to the community (forainsY'" but into a multiplicity of different groups 
with different status. 

In this society, characterised by a diversity of status and privileges, jurisdiction 
served rather as a means of confirming exceptions than as a coherent framework of 
regulation. Recognising this implies that instead of asking whether there was already 
a concept of French citizenship, we should ask how, when and why people would have 
interpreted social experience in terms of foreignness and who were the agents doing 
the identifying in any given situation. The difference between foreigners and king's 
subjects was not necessarily a decisive factor in the everyday life of an individual. Other 
categories such as social status, family ties, gender, systems of patronage, religion or 
confession, wealth, or the citizenship rights of a town, could be much more important 
in a given context and must therefore be taken into account. A society based on status 
the Old Regime linked rights to concrete social situations, whereas modern society has 
divorced political rights from social status and thus integrated diverse social groups 
into the state on an equal basisl5• 

13 Tamar HERZOG, Defining nations. Immigrants and citizens in early modern Spain and Spanish Ameri
ca, New Haven, London 2003. Communal practices relating to the definition of strangers and citizens 
have also received attention in countries like Austria and Germany, where the introduction of national 
citizenship came late. See Waltraud HEINDL, Edith SAURER (eds), Grenze und Staat: Passwesen, Staats
bürgerschah, Heimatrecht und Fremdengesetzgebung in der österreichischen Monarchie 1750-1867, 
Vienna, Cologne, Weimar 2000; Dieter GOSEWINKEL, »Einbürgern und ausschließen«. Die Nationa
lisierung der Staatsangehörigkeit vom Deutschen Bund bis zur Bundesrepublik Deutschland, Göttin
gen 2001 (Kritische Studien zur Geschichtswissenschah, 150); Andreas FAHRMEIR, Citizens and Aliens: 
Foreigners and the Law in Britain and the German States 1789-1870, New York, Oxford 2000. 

14 On the imponance of local definitions of strangers, see J ean-Pierre J ESSENNE, L' etranger au-deli du ter
roir, in: ID. (ed.), L'Image de I' Autre dans l'Europe du Nord-Ouest a travers I'histoire. Actes du col
loque de Villeneuve d' Ascq 24, 25, 26 novembre 1994, Lilie 1996, pp. 163-177; Anne ZINK, L'indifference 
a la difference: les forains dans la France du Sud-Ouest, in: Annales: Economies, Societes, Civilisa
tions 43 (1988) pp. 149-172. 

15 Gail BOSSENGA, Rights and citizens in the Old Regime, in: French Historical Studies 20 (1997) pp. 217-
243, here p. 242. 
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11. MULTIPLE BELONGING 
THE >ETRANGER< AS A CIRCUMSTANTIAL CATEGORY 

If we refuse to reduce the problem of defining the foreigner within the Old Regime to the 
simple question of being a subject of the king (be it regnicole or naturalisej or not, any 
study of foreigners of course becomes more complex, making an exhaustive or statistical 
study of all varieties of foreigners a vast and ill-defined task. The distinctions between 
regnicoles and itrangers, or itrangers and [orains, thus were not developed in a vacuum, 
but rather were motivated by certain policies at certain times and in certain situations. 
Being designated a foreigner had consequences both for the foreigner and for those who 
labelIed hirn as such. The consequences were not necessarily negative for the alien. In 
certain situations being regarded and treated as a foreigner could be of advantage. 

We cannot consider the early modern stranger as a permanent and aB-embracing cat
egory or condition, but rather should see foreign status as a circumstantial category. 
Consequently, the different possibilities and practices of defining strangers are best 
studied through concrete cases at the locallevel. Accordingly, we understand by the 
term »stranger« both foreigners in the modern sense (itrangers) as weB as persons com
ing from outside the community ([orains). The question of who should be defined as 
astranger was subject to ongoing negotiations between different individuals and 
groups whose interests could vary according to the situation, moment and place. 

Similarly, the processes of inclusion and exclusion could take different forms ac
cording to the particular context. These were relational and multidimensional, they did 
not necessarily reinforce one another: It was possible 10 be included or excluded from 
different sectors, such as access to political office, access to different economic options, 
access to social networks, or access to a certain geographicallocation 16. Being excluded 
from one sector of life did not automatically lead to other exclusions 17. Of interest here 
are the processes and modes of drawing boundaries. 

Following the Norwegian anthropologist Frederik Barth, the construction and the 
maintenance of these boundaries can be seen to rest in the identifications and self-iden
tifications of certain (ethnic) categories by the participants in any given situation. 
However, this does not mean that we should consider groups of strangers to be de
fined in ethnic terms. More significant is the idea of dynamism linked to processes of 
social interaction and (re-)determination of boundaries between different groups. In 
everyday life, people identify and categorise themselves and others, and according 10 

Barth ethnic identity, like all collective identity, is constructed and transformed 
through social interactions which in turn structure later interactions. Ethnic groups 
thus serve as forms of organisation establishing a dichotomy between members and 
non-membersI8• Barth's approach is accordingly more centred on the study of bound-

16 Floya ANTHIAS, The Concept of ,.Social Division« and Theorising Soeia! Stratification: Looking at Eth
nieity and Class, in: Sociology 35 (2001) pp. 835-854, heTe p. 837. 

17 Comelia BOHN, Alois HAHN, Patterns of Inclusion and Exclusion: Property, Nation and Religion, in: 
Soziale Systeme 8 (2002) pp. 8-26, here p. 24. 

18 Fredrik BARTH, Ethnic Groups and Boundaries [1969J, in: ID., Process and form in socia! üfe. Selected 
essays of Fredrik Barth, vol. 1, London, Boston, Henley 1981, pp. 198-227. 
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aries than on the cultural content they endose: »the ethnic boundary canalises social 
life - it entails a frequently quite complex organisation of behaviour and social re1a
tions«19. 

In such dynamic processes, the features taken into account are not the sum of >ob
jective< differences, but only those which the actors themselves consider significanr2°. 
Difference is socially constructed. The primary concern is therefore how the distinc
tion between us and them is established and justified in a specific context. People can 
also try to stage or create various appearances which they consider advantageous21 . 
However, this does not mean that the power of authoritative institutions to develop 
formalised, codified and objectified systems of categorisation should not be taken into 
account22. The maintenance of boundaries takes different forms according to the time 
frame, social, political, cultural or economic constellations these interaction processes 
are conditioned by. Accordingly, »nations" can be considered »imagined communi
ties,,2J, formed through processes of indusion and exdusion. 

III. THE >MULTIPLE SWISS< OR ON THE IMPOSSIBILITY 
OF FIXING A UNIFORM CATEGORY FOR THE SWISS 

The difficulties of treating the Old Regime foreigner as a simple state-centred and na
tionality-based category can be illustrated by exploring different ways of being, or 
claiming to be, Swiss in 18th century Strasbourg. Thanks to their privileges, some for
eigners could expect to be treated more favourably than the majority of the French 
subjects. Such is the case of the Swiss, who enjoyed considerable privileges in Old 
Regime France. The alliance treaties which provided the French king with Swiss mer
cenaries granted to the Swiss the right to move freely and trade within the kingdom. 
Swiss products enjoyed generous tax exemptions. Swiss troops in France had their own 
commanders, jurisdiction and the right to exercise their religion freelyH. Looking at 
chosen examples will reveal other factors, whieh would have been just as important, if 
not more so, than national origin in defining the place of different Swiss individuals in 
the loeal community. 

In 1681, the city of Strasbourg passed from being an imperial eity (Reichsstadt) to 
being a free city under the sovereignty of the French king. A German speaking, 
Lutheran city, it was an important migratory centre, both before and after the French 

19 Ibid. p. 204. 
20 Ibid. p. 203. 
21 Christian WINDLER, Plurale Identitäten: Französische Staatsangehörigkeit in mediterranen Diaspora

situationen, in: Saeculum 55 (2004) pp. 97-131. 
22 See discussion of Barth's work in Richard J ENKINS, Rethinking Ethnicity. Arguments and Explorations, 

London, Thousand Oaks, New Delhi 1997. 
23 Benedict ANDERS ON, Imagined Communities. Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, 

London 1983. 
24 See Philippe GERN, Aspects des relations franco-suisses au temps de Louis XVI. Diplomatie - economie 

- finances, Neuchatel1970, pp. 21 1-243; Alain-Jacques TORNARE, Vaudois et Confeden!s au service de 
France 1789-1798, Yens sur Morgens 1998. 
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annexation. The city's population grew from about 22,000 in 1681 to some 49,000 in 
178925

• In addition, there were some seven to nine thousand soldiers stationed in bar
racks, as weIl as biIleted with the locals, who made up an important group among the 
growing number of foreigners in the city26. 

The annexation of Strasbourg did not lead to the immediate loss of local political 
autonomy. On the contrary, Louis XIV guaranteed the maintenanee of loeal political 
institutions and territorial integrity. Up until the Freneh Revolution, the population 
remained divided into three groups: 1) those who had eitizenship rights, the Bürger
rechte or droits de bourgeoisie, 2) the so ealled Schirm bürger or manants, who enjoyed 
the protection of the city, but had no political rights, and, 3) the simple domicilies, sim
ple inhabitants, who were merely tolerated. This system provided the magistracy with 
the possibility of detaching domieile rights from political, economie or juridical rights. 
Both Frenehmen moving to Strasbourg after the French annexation and Alsatians from 
the neighbouring areas were regarded as foreigners to the city (Stadtfremde or 
etrangers Cl la ville). As such, they were pereeived as a potential threat to public order 
and to the eity's finances. 

During the 18th century, Strasbourg's political autonomy eame to be inereasingly 
contested by privileged subjects of the French king, royal administrators and noble
men, who refused to aeknowledge the politieal and juridical supremacy of the Stras
bourg magistraey. Thus, the differing powers of the loeal magistracy and the crown 
beeame objeets of permanent negotiation. In this context, the existenee of competing 
authorities, regulations, and interests gave rise to numerous confliets between the mu
nieipal authorities and different groups of strangers, and the immigrant population, in 
daily interaction with the loeal inhabitants and authorities took part in this proeess of 
eontinuous redefinition of loeal norms and praetices. 

In 1716, and again in 1752, the magistraey and the priteur royaP7 of Strasbourg 
wrote to the Intendant of Alsace and to the war minister pleading that Swiss troops 
not be stationed in Strasbourg28. Before 1716 no Swiss soldiers had been stationed in 
the city. The royal government had preferred troops from Piedmont, Lyon, Normandy 
and Ireland, who appeared less likely to sympathise with the local German-speaking 
population. The cities of Strasbourg and Landau were opposed to the arrival of the 
Swiss and refused to aeknowledge the privileges they had been accorded by the French 
erown, since it was feared that to do so would incur a eonsiderable 10ss to the cities' 
tax ineomes29• From the viewpoint of the magistraey, these privileges consisted notably 
of a right to seIl wine without paying the Umgeld, a consumption tax levied by the city 

25 Suzanne DREYER-Roos, La population strasbourgeoise sous l'Ancien Regime, Strasbourg 1969, 
pp. 103-109. 

26 Simone HERRY, Une ville en mutation. Strasbourg au tournant du Grand siecle, Societe militaire et so
ciete civile de langue fran~aise dans la ville !ibre et royale de Strasbourg d'apres les registres paroissiaux, 
les registres de bourgeoisie et les actes notaries (1681-1802), Strasbourg 1996, p. 58. 

27 The prüeuT royal was the highest royal official responsible for Strasbourg and he presided over all ses
sions of the magistracy in the king's interest. 

28 AMS, AA 2616, Lettre de M. le preteur a M. le comte d' Argenson, pour demander que le regiment de 
Jenner ne vienne point a Strasbourg, juin 1752. 

29 Ibid. 
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magistracy. The magistracy complained of feeling threatened by the addition of two 
Swiss battalions to the garrison, and pointed to the city's capitulation treaty which had 
confirmed its old privileges, rights and institutions30. According to the magistracy, dur
ing the 35 years that the city had belonged to France, various Swiss troops had passed 
through the city without ever having pretended to enjoy any tax privileges31 • Despite 
the protests, Swiss troops were stationed in Strasbourg from 1719. The secretary of 
war, d' Angervilliers, ruied out arguments based on the capitulation treaty. He con
sidered that the Emperor had ceded the city to the French king in the Treaty of 
Ryswick (1697), and that the Swiss should enjoy the privileges accorded to them on 
French territory, so that the city had no right to demand alcohol taxes from them. It 
could only try to limit the trade, arranging that the Swiss be allowed to seIl wine and 
other tax free foodstuffs only to members of their own regiments32. 

Instead, the Intendant made a dear distinction between the Swiss troops and other 
Swiss who had established themselves in the city as Schirmbürger or citizens. Thus, in
habitants of Swiss origin should not enjoy any privileges accorded to the Swiss nation, 
since they had voluntarily submitted themselves to the local jurisdiction by acquiring 
rights to live in the City33. In practise, this distinction proved to be hard to make and 
was a permanent matter of contestation. 

Like any foreigners to the city, the Swiss were obliged to apply for local citizenship, 
if they wanted to reside or do business in the city. This was also demanded of Johann 
StäheIin, a Schirmbürger in Strasbourg and citizen of Basle, acting as a merchant with
olit being a citizen or member of a guild in 1691. The guild of merchants pressured him 
to join the guild and to become a citizen34• According to the alliance treaty between 
the French crown and the Swiss cantons, any Swiss person should have had the right 
to freely establish himself in France and to tradel5• After having first tried to persuade 
the magistracy to accept his wife as a member of the merchants' guild in his placel6, 

Stähelin finally obtained an exception from the magistracy because he explained that 
he would have to pay a ten percent tax on the inheritance from his father if he gave up 
his citizenship rights in BasIe37

• Schirm bürger Stähelin thus concretely profited from 

30 AMS, AA 2118, Capitulation accordee a la ville de Strasbourg par Louis XIV, 30 September 1681. 
31 AMS, AA 2616, Memoire du Magistrat pour protester contre l'exemption pretendue par les suisses avec 

pieces a l'appui. Reprt'isentations adressees au ministre, 1716. 
32 Louis SPACH (ed.), Lettres ecrites 11 la Cour par d' Angervilliers, intendant d' Alsace (1716-1724), in: Bul

letin de la societe pour la conservation des monuments historiques d'Alsace (1878) pp. 19-23: 
d' Angervilliers a M. de Puysegur,lieutenant general et conseiller au Conseil de la guerre, 2 July 1716. 

33 Ibid. 
34 AMS, AA 2163, Pieces relatives a la question si un Suisse peut, en vertu des privileges accordes a sa na

tion, exercer le commerce dans Strasbourg sans s'y faire recevoir bourgeois: Extrait des registres de la 
Tribu appelee au Miroir qui est celle du corps des marchands de Strasbourg du juillet 1691. 

35 See Bündnis der eidgenössischen Orte und ihrer Zugewandten mit der Krone Frankreich, Solothurn, 
24 September 1663, in: Die Eidgenössischen Abschiede aus dem Zeitraume von 1649 bis 1680: 
Herrschafts- und Schirmortsangelegenheiten, Beilagen, Anhang und Register (1867), vol. 6-1,2, 
Lucerne, pp. 1641-1658. 

36 AMS, XI 276, fol. 492, Der Zunft zum Spiegel, Gerichtsprotocoll (1673-1693), 28 April 1692. 
37 AMS, XI 276, fol. 478, Der Zunft zum Spiegel, Gerichtsprotocoll (1673-1693), 4 March 1692 and AMS, 

2163 (see note 34). 
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his status as a citizen of Basle, since he was liberated from the capitation38, and accu
mulated the benefits of his double belonging, combining privileges as a Swiss merchant 
with the right to trade in Strasbourg as if he were a citizen39• 

There are no definite numbers available for the Swiss presence in Strasbourg, but 
some indicative figures have been established, suggesting that the Swiss accounted for 
ten percent of new citizens admitted in 1700-1701 and forthree percent in 1785-17864°. 
However, the number of Swiss seeking Strasbourg citizenship was low because high 
payments were demanded from Calvinists. Between 1698 and 1718 their access to the 
Schirmbürgerschaft was completely barred by royal order41 • In fact, there was a con
vergence between the crown's and the city's interest in minimising the number of 
Calvinists, so that the city demanded, both before and after the annexation, that the 
Calvinists prove wealth three times superior to that required of Lutherans in order to 
become citizens. Whereas citizenship rights were opened up to Catholics through a 
royal decision of 1685, circumstances did not change for Calvinists, who had to raise 
a sum of 2000 livres as opposed to the 600 livres required of Lutherans and Catholics. 
Even when Calvinists managed to become citizens, the rights they enjoyed were 
limited. They were not allowed to hold office in the guilds42, Calvinist services were 
not allowed in the City43, and Lutherans and Catholics engaged in long-Iasting strug
gles as to in which hospital chamber, the Lutheran or the Catholic, Calvinist patients 
were to be placed. 

Yet, some rich Calvinists such as Stähelin, enjoyed a certain respect from both the 
crown and the magistracy. In 1712, when Anabaptists were to be expelled from Alsace, 
the Intendant of Alsace, de la Houssaye, expressed concern about the fact that there 
was no mention made in the edict about tolerance for Calvinists, whose presence, ac
cording to the Intendant, was vital for commerce44. 

38 Peter HERTNER, Stadtwirtschaft zwischen Reich und Frankreich. Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft 
Straßburgs 1650-1714, Cologne, Vienna 1973 (Neue WIrtSchaftsgeschichte, 8), p. 34. 

39 In 1724 Stähelin's name appears on a list of Swiss merchants who were allowed to export cash out of 
France, Archives Nationales, Paris, G7 83, no. 102, Etat du montant des certificats remis a I'intendance 
par plusieurs marchands suisses, pour avoir la permission de Monsieur de Harlay pour sortir de la 
province, les especes qu'ils ont re~ues, provenant des marchandises qu'ils ont vendues a la foire de 
St. Jean de la pn:sent annee a Strasbourg; G7 83, no. 100, Lettre de M. de Harlay, conseiller d'Etat in
tendant en Alsace, a M. Dodun, 12 July 1724. 

40 Bernard VOGLER, La penetration fran~aise en Alsace au XVIII" sieeIe a travers les testaments, in: 
Provinces et Etats dans la France de l'Est. Le rattachement de la Franche-Comte a la France, espaces re
gionaux et espaces nationaux. Actes du colloque de Besan~on, 3 et 4 octobre 1977, Paris 1979 (Annales 
litteraires de I'U niversite de Besan~on, 216), pp. 197-203; DREYER-Roos, La population (see note 25), 
pp. 117-138. 

41 AMS, AA 2573, Requete presentee par le consistoire de I'eglise rHorme a I'effet d'obtenir I'admission 
des calvinistes a la manance. Correspondance echangee, a ce sujet, entre le preteur royal et le marechal 
d'Huxelles qui se prononce favorablement, 1718. 

42 AMS, AA 2573, Conditions posees par la chambre des XIII a I'administration des calvinistes au droit 
de bourgeoisie a Strasbourg, 1663. 

43 Note that Alsace was not concerned by the revocation of the Edict of Nantes in 1685 since the Edict 
had never been introduced there in the first place. 

44 Rodolphe REuss, Documents relatifs a la situation legale des protestants d'Alsace au dix-huitieme sie
ele, recueillis a la Bibliotheque municipale et aux archives de la ville de Strasbourg, Paris 1888, pp. 7-11: 
Lettre ecrite par M. de Voisin, Ministre et secretaire d'Etat a Mr. de la Houssaye, intendant d' Alsace, 13 
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Peter Hertner has pointed out the fact that so me Calvinist merchants, who were 
among the Ieading manufacturers in Alsace, even enjoyed certain privileged exceptions 
from the rules concerning the citizenship rights45 • In 1629, a merchant named Hoser, 
an emigrant from Augsburg, was given trading rights as if he were a citizen46

• His son, 
Jacob Hoser, traded in the city at least from 1660 onwards.1t was only in 1678 that the 
family acquired citizenship rights under pressure from the merchants' guild. WhenJa
cob Hoser died in 1701, the royal tax collectors tried to seize his fortune by daiming 
that he was a Calvinist and had been born in Geneva. He lived separated from his wife 
and had no children, so that his business associate Johann Niklaus Herff, a Calvinist 
citizen of Strasbourg living in Basle, was to inherit his fortune. The Intendant of AI
sace, de Ia Houssaye, judged that Hoser's possessions could not fall under the droit 
d'aubaine because both Hoser and Herff had become citizens of Strasbourg before the 
French conquest, and under the city's capitulation treaty its citizens could not be sub
jected to the droit d'aubaine47

• 

The presence of the Swiss soldiers, whose introduction the magistracy had vainly 
tried to prevent, was a continuous source of conflict involving the magistracy, differ
ent local commanders and the war minister. The magistracy complained about officers 
who married citizens and thus were able to access real estate, which could otherwise 
only be acquired by citizens. However, instead of becoming citizens, the soldiers 
claimed to be free from municipal taxes, since they enjoyed Swiss privileges48 • The 
magistracy was ordered by the crown to demand neither the vingtieme nor capitation 
from the Swiss, so long as they did not enjoy other income than their salaries. Instead, 
a line was drawn between persons born on Swiss soil and those who had merely taken 
up residence in a Swiss canton. The order explicitly stated that Alsatians who had be
co me members of a Swiss canton could not claim privilegesH . 

It seems that even though all regiments had their own jurisdictions, only the Swiss 
succeeded in escaping the city's jurisdiction in cases where soldiers had committed 
crimes against citizens. Matters became more complicated when non-Swiss members 
of Swiss regiments were suspected of crimes. In such cases the magistracy insisted on 
its right to judge the accused. When a soldier from the Salis regiment, a native of Nas
sau-Usingen, injured a female inhabitant of Strasbourg with a sabre in 1777, the com-

August 1712; Reponse de Mr. de La Houssaye, 21 August 1712; Reponse de Mr. de Voisin a Mr. de La 
Houssaye, 31 August 1712. 

45 HERTNER, Stadtwirtschaft (see note 38), pp. 32-34. 
46 AMS, AA 2163, Auszug aus dem Memoriale gnädiger Herren Rats und XXI der Stau Steaßburg, 5 Sep

tember 1629. 
47 Archives du ministhe de la guerre, Vincennes, A11501, no. 335, Lettre du marechal d'Huxelles au sec

retaire d'Etat de la guerre, Chamillart, 6 June 1701 and no. 336, Memoire, s.d.; A11503, no. 125, Lettee 
de M. de la Houssaye a M. Charnillart, secretaire de l'Etat de la guerre, 6June 1701 and no. 126, Copie 
de la leure ecrite a Monsieur de Chamillan par les Mrs. fermiers du domaine d'Alsace, 25 May 1701. 

48 AMS, AA 2616, Memoire sur la pretention des officiers suisses ades exernptions de charges et d'impöts, 
1765; AMS, AA 2528, Etats indicatifs des personnes qui, par suite de leur anoblissement, d'acquisition 
de charges ou des mariages avec des privilegies, se sont soustraites aux charges et impots, 1781. Similar 
rnarriage strategies were followed by the Swiss in Lyon, where they were exempted horn the taille, see 
Herben LÜTHY, Die Tätigkeit der Schweizer Kaufleute und Gewerbetreibenden in Frankreich unter 
Ludwig XIV. und der Regentschaft, Aarau, 1943, pp. 194-195. 

49 AMS, AA 2616. Extrait d'une leure du contröleur general, M. Bertin, a M. de Luce, 4 May 1761. 
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mander of the regiment refused to deliver him to the magistracy, arguing that Swiss 
privileges applied to all his troops, regardless of their origin: 

Ce grenadier quelque puisse etre san delit n'est point dans le cas d'etre reclame par le Magistrat 
de Strasbourg, n'hant pas sujet du Roy, et encore s'ill'itait,faudrait-il que sa majeste jugeat a 
propos de le reclamer pour le faire juger par un tribunal du royaume. Non seulement fes Suisses 
nationaux, mais {es hrangers qui composent nos regiments sont nos justiciables et independants 
de taut autre tribunaf'°. 

The most peculiar category of Swiss were the so called Suisses portiers J'bBtels, servants 
of different noble households. In 1756, a conflict arose about illegal wine sales by Swiss 
porters. They pretended that, since they were Swiss, they need not pay the local alcohol 
tax ealled UmgelJ51. Regardless of numerous prohibitions by the magistraey, the loeal 
population went to drink in »Swiss« houses, which were sheltered from the magistracy's 
control by their owners' noble status. Despite appeals to these noblemen and to the state 
council, this abuse persisted at least until the abolition of Swiss privileges in 1782. Thus, 
although the exemption from consumption taxes was only a privilege of Swiss troops 
and not a general privilege of aB Swiss, in practice it was not being Swiss which protected 
these resourceful Swiss or pretended Swiss. The magistracy was unable to halt the trade 
because the porters were protected by the noble masters, such as the prince of Lorraine, 
the archbishop of Reims and the commandant of Alsace, de Contades. 

These examples illustrate different ways of being Swiss in 18th century France. They 
point to the cireumstantial character of such definitions. In 18th century Strasbourg we 
can find Swiss soldiers and merchants enjoying Swiss privileges. We ean also find Bür
ger and Scbirmbüger of Swiss origin. Some of these were treated according to their sta
tus as inhabitants. Others could eombine the status of Schirmbürgerwith that ofSwiss 
merehant, although according to the city's constitution they should have become citi
zens. Religion was at least as important as »nationality« or geographie origin in deter
mining an individual's place in society. A Swiss Catholic could acquire the citizenship 
rights for a price equal to that paid by Lutherans, whereas Calvinists had to pay sums 
three times higher. Finally, in the case of the Swiss porters it was not their Swiss "na
tionality«, but their position as members of noble households which hindered the 
magistraey from pursuing them. 

50 »This grenadier, whatever his offence, can not be claimed by the magistracy of Strasbourg since he is 
not a subject of the king, and even if he was, his majesty would need to consider it necessary to claim 
him in order to have hirn judged before a royal court. Not only the Swiss nationals, but also a1l for
eigners who compose our regiments underlie our jurisdiction and are independent of any other tri
bunal«, AMS, VI 644 no. 7. Pieces concemant le sollicite de juridiction criminelle qui s'est elevee entre 
le regiment suisse de Salis et le Magistrat, au sujet d'un soldat du dit regiment au garnison a Strasbourg, 
natif de Biberic Principaute de Nassau Usingue, qui ablesse d'un coup de sabre la belle fille d'une bour
geoisie de cette ville, 1777. 

51 Georges LIVET, »Maspfenning et Umgeld«. Contribution a l'etude de la fiscalite du vin en Alsace sous 
I' Ancien Regime, in: Annales de la Societe d'ethnographie fran~aise 1 (1950) pp. 81-94. The capitula
tion treaty had guaranteed the city of Strasbourg the right to raise this proportional tax. The revenues 
from the Umgeld constituted a considerable part of thc municipal finances. In 1685, the city colJected 
some 170,000 on the Umgeld on wine, be er and wheat, the total yearly income being 606,350 livres, 
HERTNER, Stadtwirtschaft (see note 38), p. 387. 
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IV. CONCLUSION 

If we consider the dynamics of the inclusion and exclusion of foreigners from a local 
society, we come to the conclusion that the boundary, which was drawn by the crown 
between naturels and itrangers was only one factor among others defining the place 
of an individual in the early modern society. Competing, local definitions of the for
eigner coexisted and in the case of Strasbourg, even prevailed over the definitions by 
the state. Furthermore, individuals would take advantage and exploit different kinds 
of definitions according to the interests at stake. Through the example of the Swiss in 
18th century Strasbourg, we have shown that it does not make much sense to try to de
fine the »foreigner« as an all encompassing category. Instead, studying the various 
means of inclusion and exclusion from a micro-historical perspective and examining 
in a bottom-up approach who, in what context, would have been defined astranger, 
by whom and to which purpose, permits us to counterbalance the pieture created by 
historians who have tended to take the nation state as their primary point of depart
ure. However, this approach does not intend and is not able to grasp all varieties of 
foreignness. Rather, it centres on the use and the exploitation of the notion of foreigner 
in a given context. The advantage of this perspective is that it safeguards us from any 
description of society on the basis of only one category, be it nationality, ethnicity, re
ligion or something other. The conflicts and negotiation processes different individ
uals, groups and institutions engaged tell us much about the power relations between 
these actors and the relationship of the »absolutist state« to local governments. Above 
all, they tell us not only about how people perceived the »other«, but how they per
ceived themselves and the society in which they lived. Hence we come to the conclu
sion that, in order to understand what was a foreigner in early modern France, it might 
be worthwhile focusing on the social processes of defining boundaries between dif
ferent (groups of) individuals instead of departing from a fixed, state centred definition 
of the »foreigner«. 


