
   
  
 

 
 

At the Vrije Universiteit Brussel there is a vacancy for a 
 

Four-Year PhD Fellowship (Full-Time) 
 
 
PROJECT DESCRIPTION: SHIFTING GROUNDS? NOBILITY, LORDSHIP AND STATE FORMATION IN THE SIXTEENTH-
CENTURY LOW COUNTRIES (CASE STUDIES: BRABANT AND FLANDERS) 

This project addresses the complex relationship between the princely state and the nobility of the 
Low Countries in the sixteenth century. To this day, historians assume that the Habsburg state 
became sufficiently strong in the Low Countries to realise its age-old ambition, that is, to turn the 
nobility from an autonomous agent into the state’s docile servant. Yet, research for other regions has 
shown that this “absolutist” interpretation is highly problematic. This project aims to re-evaluate the 
encapsulation of the Netherlandish nobility into the state. Using a bottom-up approach that focuses 
on the agency of noble elites, it will test the hypothesis that specific problems with the management 
of seigniorial estates – the source of noble lordship – pushed nobles to endorse a new interpretation 
of the state as an institution with the authority to regulate noble status. In Early Modern Europe, the 
nobility solved the conundrum as to how to adapt to the growing complexity of society by redefining 
itself in various ways vis-à-vis the princely state. By doing so, the nobility provided the princely 
government with the first conceptual tools to disentangle itself from society and to morph into the 
“modern state” as an institution that places itself outside society in order to regulate that society. 
The Low Countries would take its due place in that debate through an in-depth study of sixteenth-
century Flanders and Brabant, revolving around the comparison of three data sets on (1) the nobility 
as a social group, (2) the participation of nobles in the Habsburg state and (3) the ownership of 
seigniorial estates as sources of lordship. 
 
The PhD fellow is expected to publish and disseminate research results to an academic audience and 
to complete a PhD within four years, based on the development of a database in collaboration with 
the research team of the PhD fellow. 
 
This PhD-project is funded by the Research Foundation – Flanders and hosted by the research group 
HOST (Historical research into Urban Transformation Processes) at the Vrije Universiteit Brussel. Prof. 
dr. Frederik Buylaert (VUB) will act as supervisor; prof. dr. Violet Soen (KU Leuven) as co-supervisor. 

CANDIDATE PROFILE 

 Master’s degree in History or other relevant Master’s degree with demonstrable interest in 
historical research. Research experience related to the project’s subject matter is a plus. 

 Good knowledge of Dutch, English and French 

 Willingness to acquire a passive knowledge of Spanish 

 An enthusiastic and dynamic team player 

 Willingness to travel abroad for research, conferences, meetings etc. 



OFFER 

 A 4-year contract (via yearly renewals) as a full-time scientific staff member of the Vrije 
Universiteit Brussel (scholarship starting from around 1800 euros net./month) 

 Contact with national and international research groups 

 A friendly, dynamic environment for research 

 Opportunity to follow an individualized PhD program at the VUB Doctoral School of Human 
Sciences, including language courses 

 Start of project: between 1 February and 1 June 2014 

HOW TO APPLY 

 To apply, please send a letter of motivation together with a recent CV, transcript of grades 
and pdf version of your Master’s thesis to Frederik.Buylaert@vub.ac.be before 24 December 
2013. Selected candidates will be invited for an interview soon thereafter.  

 For further details, please contact Frederik.Buylaert@vub.ac.be  
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