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Late medieval political thinkers, both late scholastics and renaissance humanists, were 

heavily influenced by the ideas of Aristotle.1 For the Greek philosopher, politics materialized 

in cities, in the polis, or the city-state; indeed, a city was seen as synonymous with a political 

community. Yet, while cities were considered a partnership of individuals, this was not 

defined in terms that we would use today. Nowadays we would refer to the specific laws, 

institutions, and power groups which create the city. For Aristotle, however, the city 

preceded all this; cities had an essence or a substance. While individuals were considered to 

have a natural drive to form such a community, the city itself had a telos or a purpose – 

which was to make virtue and happiness possible.2 

Nor could the city and its inhabitants be separated in this view. In late medieval 

political philosophy, the relationship of the individual to the city was similar to the 

relationship of a part of the body to the whole body.3 Civic humanists described a free 

republic as ‘one body with many heads, hands, and feet’; and they saw office-holding as 

representing ‘the universal persona of the whole city’.4 Hence the organic metaphors used in 

political philosophy; but there is more. First, there is the idea that cities are inhabited by a 

certain race or a stock of families with a long ancestry; this idea can be found in renaissance 

eulogies of cities. Second, and somewhat paradoxically, cities are considered to shape the 

character and virtue of its people.5 Leonardo Bruni in his Panegyric of the city of Florence, 

notoriously wrote that ‘the Florentines are in such harmony with this very noble and 

outstanding city that it seems they could never have lived anywhere else. Nor could the city, 

so skillfully created, have had any other kind of inhabitants’.6 

By the eighteenth century, all this no longer applied. To begin with, the image of the 

city had become far more ambivalent, if not outright negative. While physiocratic thinking 

considered towns the abode of the sterile class7, moralists and political thinkers started to 

connect urban life to aristocratic luxury, opulence and vice – thus heralding the nineteenth-
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century idea of urban degeneration.8 Moreover, even when they continue to be the 

culmination of progress as in Adam Smith’s growth theory, cities appear to have lost their 

essence. Economic historians have described Adam Smith’s economic theory as a theory of 

urbanization, but the city in his work is decomposed into a limited set of factors, the most 

important of which are: the rate of demand, the division of labor, and transportation costs.9 

For Adam Smith, a city is in fact the result of agglomeration economies, with artisans and 

entrepreneurs settling in each other’s vicinity to reduce transaction costs.10 Related to that, 

the cities’ inhabitants are reduced to either consumers or factors in a production process. 

While the status of artisans and artists was intimately connected to the fame of the city in 

renaissance thinking11, the personality of the artisans was in the eighteenth century mostly 

reduced to their ever more specialized skills.12 

In other words, the city as a polis or community has, so to speak, evaporated in 

abstract reasoning. And the relationship between the city and its inhabitants is – or so it 

seems – called into question. Of course, this is an easy assertion from the perspective of 

intellectual history. The real challenge is to examine whether this shift in thinking about the 

city either had real consequences or was based on real transformations in urban life. This is 

all the more urgent as in present-day thinking and policy making a specific urban imaginary is 

connected to a specific view on the talents and skills of a privileged elite of urban citizens. 

According to Richard Florida and others, open, tolerant, multicultural and pleasant cities 

accommodate the so-called ‘creative classes’, an intellectual elite capable of fostering 

economic innovation and taking the lead in the cultural and creative industries.13
 In this 

paper, I will historicize and denaturalize such views by focusing on guilds and the attitudes 

towards the skills and technical knowledge of guild-based artisans. Starting from the 

observation that guilds were ‘members’ of the urban ‘body politic’ and that guild-based 

masters were in turn ‘members’ of the guilds or ‘corporations’, I will shed light on the advent 

of the ‘modern’ (eighteenth- and nineteenth-century) city through a tentative examination 
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of the intricate connection of the guild-based artisan’s skills and the city as a political 

commune.  

Under the influence of Science and Technology Studies (STS) and Actor Network 

Theory (ANT), historians of science have already explored the fabrication of science and 

matters of fact as an ideological activity.14 They have focused on learned and intellectual 

milieus, largely urban, and have analyzed the ways in which the urban context influenced 

and determined how knowledge and the related subject-object formations were 

‘constructed’.15 To date, however, they have only hesitantly taken into account the far larger 

group of artisans and artists who cultivated and reproduced a type of embodied and, to a 

certain degree, local knowledge – notwithstanding artists and artisans identifying with the 

city much more explicitly.16 As has already been shown, skills and technical knowledge for 

guild-based masters were part and parcel of a collective identity which was religiously and 

ritualistically cultivated and reproduced in the urban public sphere17, but the implications 

thereof for urban history have not been considered comprehensively. What has been 

overlooked, in previous research, is the connection between the city as a political corps and 

the artisans as working and economic subjects. 

While cities are per definition political and economic units simultaneously, an actor’s 

recognition and acceptance as a political subject is often related to his social and economic 

assets and identity. As a consequence, we need to connect the contemporaneous view of 

the city as a body politic to the economic personhood and self-understanding of the subjects 

involved. To that end, I will first sketch the co-emergence of specific types of skills and 

knowledge and the urban as a community in the late middle ages. My argument is that the 

economic identity of guild-based artisans and the city as a specific political community co-

emerged in a process in which specific attitudes and practices related to matter and 

materiality were crucial. The latter point will then be further elaborated with a thorough 

examination of the decline of the guilds in the early modern period. While the access of 

guild-based artisans to the urban body politic was predicated upon a certain view about the 

relationship between nature and artifice, the eventual decline of the guilds was related to 
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epistemic transformations and new scientific and philosophical ideas on the relationship 

between subject and object. 

In order to demonstrate this, I will in the following sections focus on the norms, 

discourses and practices of so-called ‘strong guilds’ on the continent, i.e. guilds in which 

manufacturing masters held the reins while enjoying some political clout at the urban level, 

as was the case in the Southern Netherlands, the German Imperial cities and many smaller 

towns in the empire.18 Most of the empirical evidence comes from my research on the 

Southern Netherlands, the pre-eminent case study for anyone examining autonomous cities 

with strong guilds. 

 

The emergence of artisanal citizenship 

The importance of guilds and corporatism is familiar to any historian studying artisanal 

labour and the socio-economic and political history of cities in (late) medieval and early 

modern Europe. It is generally agreed that economic activities of guild-based artisans were 

embedded in a ‘corporatist’ moral framework and idiom. Discursively this idiom referred to 

such brotherhood-like notions as friendship, equality and mutual aid, as well as the 

discipline, patriarchy and honourability related to artisanal work.19 This translated in norms 

and regulations like maximum numbers of journeymen per master, the obligation to 

contribute to a mutual poor relief scheme, product quality standards, and the obligation to 

learn – and often also board – with a master as a prerequisite to membership.20 Such rules 

were to preserve friendship and equality among guild members and to guarantee the moral 

prestige of artisanal work.  

 Nevertheless, corporatism and the world of guilds was not an autonomous realm, 

rather on the contrary. While artisanal entrepreneurship has been shown to be the 

backbone of the pre-industrial urban economy, guilds were central political institutions in 

many a European city.21 In large parts of Europe, guilds became a structuring part of the 
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political system during urban revolts in which lower and middling groups within the cities 

stood up against the mercantile and oligarchic elites and fought for political recognition and 

participation.22 These revolts often met with a great deal of success, although this could 

differ substantially according to the region and type of city involved. While the North-Italian 

urban popolo often pioneered this movement of civic emancipation in the thirteenth 

century, their successes were often already curtailed when the revolts took off, from the late 

thirteenth-century on, elsewhere in Europe.23 Nor were the guilds in the largest cities the 

most successful in the long run. Rather, corporatism would appear to have been a key 

component of the urban body politic in particular in smaller and mid-sized towns, including 

what Bernard Chevalier referred to as ‘bonnes villes’ and what Mack Walker called ‘home 

towns’.24 

Compared to other regions in NW and central Europe, the revolts were not only more 

fierce and ferocious, but also more successful, in the longer run, in the Southern parts of the 

Low Countries.25 As a result, more than in the North-Italian regions, a ‘guild ethos’ was 

cultivated here. While the large Italian cities turned into mercantile oligarchies justified by a 

republican discourse stressing individual rights and liberties, the guilds in NW-Europe 

stressed friendship, equality and mutual aid as their core values.26 To be sure, this was mere 

discourse to a large extent. Belgian political historians have recently gone to great lengths to 

understand the complex coalitions and strategies – including discursive strategies – formed 

and deployed in the revolts. They have added substantially to our understanding of the 

layered and complex character of political practices in late medieval cities – among other 
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things pointing to the importance of cross-class coalitions.27 However, they appear to have 

missed one crucial element, i.e. the relationship between political subjectivity and economic 

personhood.  

Before the urban revolts, people who worked with their own hands could not take 

part in governance. This has often been understood as the exclusion of ‘commoners’ or of 

poor and proletarianized laborers. However, linking this to political philosophy, it seems 

plausible that it was not the low social standing which was decisive in their exclusion but 

rather the very fact of having to work with ones hands and engage in productive activities. 

Late medieval political theorists often had ‘naturalistic’ ideas about the origin of a political 

community, based on Aristotelian ideas of man as a zoon politikon, i.e. a political creature by 

nature and necessity. Yet this does not prevent there being an important field of tension 

between ‘nature’ and ‘politics’. Although humans were seen as being born as political 

subjects, political society was considered the result of human contrivance or ‘artifice’.28 As a 

result, lower social groups could be excluded from politics based upon a paradigmatic 

distinction between, on the one hand, the realm of politics and rationality and, on the other, 

the realm of nature. For Plato and Aristitle, artisans belonged to the realm of Nature, and as 

a consequence they could not be political subjects. Having to work with ones hands 

precluded a contemplative life, as it was considered akin to slavery and opposed to 

independence and freedom.29  

This, rather than living standards and labor relations, may explain the ferocious and 

prolonged character of the revolts. In the Low Countries, the military and political successes 

of the guilds coincided with a shift, first but not exclusively in cloth production, towards high 

quality luxury products, the manufacturing of which implied the input of sophisticated skills 

and product knowledge and an institutional framework to standardize and guard product 

quality.30 The guilds are said to have enabled this, given that they prescribed minimum terms 

to serve as an apprentice and the making of a master piece as prerequisites for master 

status, alongside product standards, workshop inspections, and collective hall marks, etc.31 

The social emancipation of a middle range of artisans was in this view related to economic 

circumstances and strategies, without it being clear, however, whether the economic 

explains the socio-political (or the institutional) or vice versa.   

In my view, it is possible to dig deeper and find a layer in history which explains both 

the economic strategies and the political recognition of artisans. By means of a discursive 
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analysis of documents like legal requests, pamphlets and poems (i.e. of Anthonis de 

Roovere, c. 1430-1482) Jan Dumolyn has recently revealed that labor – next to such notions 

as agreement, concord, friendship, mutual love and brotherhood – was central to the 

artisans’ self-understanding in the Low Countries.32 Simultaneously, such thinkers as 

Marsilius of Padua had a more pluralistic conception of the common good and favored the 

inclusion of different specialized groups in the body politic.33  

But, the ultimate inclusion of artisans must have required the bridging of the gap 

between the realm of Nature and the realm of Politics (or Artifice). And this is what actually 

happened at the time when guild-based artisans fought their battles with a degree of 

success. As has been argued by such historians of science and technology as Pamela Long, 

the distinction between manmade objects – i.e. Art or Artifice – and Nature gradually 

dissolved from the fifteenth century on. While Aristotle is supposed to have sketched an 

ontological difference between Art and Nature, these categories overlapped to a certain 

degree by the late fifteenth century.34 The French Potter Bernard Palissy (c. 1510-1589) 

famously produced ceramic platters inlayed with reptiles, plants, shells and other once-living 

things; and the painter Giuseppe Arcimboldo constructed heads with natural minerals, next 

to such fabricated objects as metal weapon parts.35  

Art came ever closer to the perfection of nature, or was at least perceived as such; 

and nature experienced a first phase of disenchantment, among other things because of 

artisanal experiences of trial and error, personal observation and experimentation.36 My 

hypothesis would therefore be that this intellectual transformation had political 

implications, with Artifice serving as a weapon against the presumed natural order of 

oligarchic rule. As we will see in the next section, artisanal knowledge was in any case of 

crucial importance in the guilds’ subsequent political strategies and discursive practices. 

 

The craft guilds’ local knowledge and the body politic 

Artisanal knowledge was traditionally examined almost exclusively by economic historians 

and historians of labor, who have both pointed to technological transformations and 

changing labor relations at the end of the ancien régime. Either from an optimistic or a 

pessimistic point of view, they have referred to processes of de-skilling and an increasing 

division of labor in the context of the industrial revolution(s).37 An essential flipside of this 
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evolution was the waning and eventual abolition of the guilds, which in the eighteenth 

century were considered obsolete by French physiocrats and Scottish enlightened political 

and economic philosophers among others. Their criticisms basically revolved around three 

related points. Guilds were criticized because they prescribed traditional apprenticeships 

(i.e. learning on the shop floor under the roof of a ‘master’ as a prerequisite for master 

status); because of their urban monopolies (i.e. the obligation to be a freeman in order to be 

entitled to make certain products), and because they allegedly guarded the so-called 

‘mysteries of the trade’ or trade secrets.  

Ever since, historians have re-examined this history, but they have not really 

considered the history of knowledge – and hence also their own paradigms – as part of the 

problem. William Sewell, in his eye-opening book Work and Revolution in France, has 

rightfully linked the gradual disparagement of artisanal labor and the eventual abolition of 

the guilds to the new philosophical ideas among Enlightened intellectuals like Diderot. 

According to Sewell, the existence of corporations was consistent with the idea of the 

opposition between the ordered realm of the spirit and the disordered realm of matter. 

Artisans were seen in that context as being connected to God’s wisdom through their soul. 

The new metaphysics of Diderot and others, however, implied a ‘single, unified, orderly 

realm of nature’ of which man itself was part; man was disenchanted. The implications for 

the perception and regulation of labor was that the guilds’ hierarchies, regulations and trade 

secrets were replaced with individual artisans observing matter through their senses and 

experimenting with new techniques and processes.38 

Unfortunately, such ideas were insufficiently picked up outside the history of 

nineteenth-century labor – let alone linked to recent ideas from STS and ANT which 

currently enrich urban history.39 It is of course acknowledged that enlightenment thinking 

played an essential part in the eighteenth-century derision of the guilds. Both major political 

reformers and important merchants and entrepreneurs who wanted to remove the guilds’ 

regulations justified their claims with references to French physiocrats like Anne-Robert-

Jacques Turgot and the Scottish political philosophers and economists.40 But a genuine 

integration of, on the one hand, economic and political perspectives and, on the other, 

philosophical and epistemological elements has not been achieved – notwithstanding the 

idea that the enlightened political and philosophical discourses cannot be reduced to 

legitimizing instruments in the hands of powerful groups but involved, in the words of 
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Steven L. Kaplan, ‘a rival classificatory system’.41 In my view, this results from understanding 

power in a traditional sense, with some groups gaining more capital and leverage than 

others without really taking into account power-knowledge formations.  

Historians studying guilds have in recent decades particularly pointed to a growing 

gap between norm and reality.42 The guilds’ rules would have been hollowed by 

concentration trends (some firms growing larger at the expense of others), subcontracting 

among masters (both within and across guilds) and illegal work (‘false masters’ entering into 

production and employing journeymen, apprentices and empoverished masters themselves 

rather than buying finished products from masters) – including economic activity in suburbs 

beyond the reach of guild officials.43 Altough there is general agreement about the existence 

of these trends, the implications thereof for the understanding of guilds is subject to debate. 

While some historians have pointed to the inability of guilds to control economic activity, 

others have stressed the capacity of guilds to flexibly respond to changing economic 

circumstances.44 Catherina Lis and Hugo Soly have for instance suggested that the guilds 

strategically allowed for subcontracting among masters in order to enable large masters to 

compete and innovate.45  

The key issue for me is that all this was not new in the eighteenth century. Most of 

these trends have been revealed already for the sixteenth century – and often even earlier.46 

As a result, these trends cannot account for the changing attitude towards the guilds’ rules 

after mid-seventeenth century. More important, in my view, was the changing connection 

between skills and the body politic. From an economic angle, all early modern guilds faced 

the challenge of producing or attracting a competitive amount of technical knowledge and 

skills. Urban authorities and guilds were typically eager to welcome and attract masters and 

journeymen who brought with them new and up-to-date technical knowledge and skills. 

Resourceful immigrants were offered free citizenship, infrastructure and accommodation, 

tax exemptions and waivers from civic duties, etc.47 In this vein, migrating artisans can be 

seen as ‘immutable mobiles’, i.e. carriers of technical knowledge similar to texts, plans, 
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schemes and the like.48 However, in addition to attracting skills produced elsewhere, guilds 

regulated the local training of apprentices. In so doing, it was generally not enough for 

apprentices to conclude a contract with a master and then pay an entrance fee to the guild. 

An apprentice who wished to become a master usually had to train for a specific number of 

years and make a master piece, which was prescribed by the local guilds. Thus, the 

knowledge passed to the apprentice during this apprenticeship period was, to a certain 

extent, local. The master piece consisted largely of making a product sold regularly on the 

local market – or, in export industries, something which was nonetheless typical for a certain 

city.49 Moreover, during his term the apprentice became accustomed to local standards, 

norms and values which were often difficult to distinguish from skills.50 Whether it be 

paintings, maiolica or such daily products as shoes, customers could often tell where the 

product was made based on its conspicuous characteristics – and, hence, production 

techniques.51 Whenever necessary, the guilds’ strategy of targeting niche markets with 

standardized products resulted in rules which obligated guild-based masters to conform to 

local regulations on product quality. 

In itself, it is of course no surprise to learn that the economic and the political are 

intimately entangled. As suggested above, the neo-institutional economic view for instance 

presupposes a connection between the politico-institutional context and product quality. Yet 

for the artisans there was more involved than just economic efficiency. Closer analysis 

reveals that ideas such as those of Leonardo Bruni loomed large. In 1582 the Antwerp 

diamond cutters substantiated their claim for a guild (i.e. a monopoly in cutting and 

polishing diamonds and a related labor market monopsony) by distinguishing the established 

masters from those who were not ‘in the trade from childhood’ and thus had not ‘exercised 

in the art since their early days, and out of love for the noble stones and for the honour of 

the city’.52 Thus, they explicitly linked their alleged superior skills to the urban context and 

their own commitment to the city as something political. 

Nor was this mere rhetoric. Firstly, the status of master was often conditional upon 

the juridical membership of the city as a political community. In order to become a master 

one typically had to be, or become, a burgher of the city in question (or, sometimes, vice 

versa); this implied a political and moral commitment to the city and included an oath 
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pledged in public.53 Urban citizenship implied rights and obligations tied to a locality, such as 

local political rights and the obligation to reside in the city or to hold real estate there.54 

Immigrating artisans who were granted privileges often committed themselves to training 

local youth, thus linking their professional knowledge to the local urban context too.55  

Second, guild-based artisans linked their skills to the urban context through specific 

rituals and visual culture. Masters, or urban freemen, typically carried their blazons and 

coats of arms along in public processions and parades, or else they hung them in the guilds’ 

chapels, above the altars or (for coats of arms) outside their homes and halls. The coats of 

arms and paintings and the like typically featured their instruments and products alongside 

their patron saints and other religious emblems.56 In addition, not only did the guilds’ rules 

prescribe product standards and control and sanction mechanisms such as workshop 

inspections and the obligation to have finished products checked57, but the quality of the 

product was also communicated to customers through hall marks or quality marks. These 

marks were typically collective, although they were often accompanied by individual 

(master) marks and marks referring to the inspectors, so as to trace possible fraudulent 

masters. Moreover, the collective hall marks or quality marks typically referred to the city as 

a political context too, i.e. to the cities’ emblems or coats of arms, which made these marks 

of origin at the same time. In Antwerp, for instance, a great deal of the guilds’ collective 

marks feature either the typical ‘hands’ or the emblematic rhomb-shaped fortress.58 In 

short, the value of the artisans’ skills and technical knowledge was quite literally linked to 

the city as a political ideal.  
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Product value and the immanence of god 

And there is more. The connection between economic value and the local (political) context, 

was contingent upon a specific approach to materiality – one in which materiality had a 

value in itself. In contrast to what is often assumed, the guilds did not guarantee a 

sufficiently high skills level, but rather the honesty of the artisans – a moral quality. Guilds 

typically guaranteed the intrinsic value of their products, i.e. the value of the raw materials 

used.59 Product quality was reduced in the guilds’ ordinances to the alloy and purity of metal 

wares, the origin and quality of leather, the type of wood used, etc.60 Their privileges were 

politically and morally justified by the claim that the products made within the guild (or 

within the city, which amounted to the same) were superior in that the customers were not 

cheated by use of inferior basic materials. As such, the guilds’ regulatory system was geared 

towards a dimension of product quality that was both material and invisible to the naked 

eye and was, therefore, to be warranted morally and politically.  

In all likelihood, this was in turn connected to the religious context, although not in a 

narrow ethical sense. While in product quality the material and the moral were connected, 

the Catholic faith was a material and at the same time communal religion to the core. In 

Christianity, at least before the Reformation, God was immanent in all things created, and 

people gathered to form a community either in mass in front of the host, or during a 

procession in the presence of a relic. The host and the relic did not represent God on the 

occasion but really made him present – thus making the nature of community contingent 

upon the religious nature of the material.61 This helps explain the intimate entanglement of 

the economic personhood and value of artisans with the city as a body politic. In a brilliant 

article in Past & Present Natalie Zemon Davis has already argued that the material city in 

Catholic rituals in sixteenth-century Lyon was not a mere background. Instead, the city as a 

material entity was essential in them – with for example the two rivers, the bridges and 

surrounding mountains playing a crucial part.62 This could easily be connected to the guilds’ 

investments in halls, chapels, altars, and alms’ houses, which helped transform the city into a 

sacred space.  
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To this we can add sensitivities around the artisans’ bodies. Learning was essentially a 

matter of both learning by doing and imitating a superior; and skills were very much rooted 

in the bodies of the artisans. Books, plans, schemes, recipes and the like were of minor 

importance for these artisans. Nor can the artisans’ physical bodies be reduced to 

instruments or conveyors of skills, as has been customary since the Enlightenment. 

Following the revelatory ideas of Pamela Smith, I am inclined to afford more credit to the 

religious context in which these artisans worked. Smith has compared the attitudes of 

artisans towards materiality with the approach of sixteenth-century scientists such as 

Paracelsus. According to Paracelsus, knowledge resulted not from reason but from a fusion 

of the divine powers of both matter and the human body and soul.63 Due to God being 

present in everything that was created, science (scientia) was in a way inherent within these 

things themselves. Applied to artisans, this would imply that artificialia not unlike naturalia 

can be seen as deriving their value from their relationship with ‘the Book of Nature’ or the 

wonders of the universe – in short, with God –, rather than from human dexterity or 

virtuosity as we understand it today.64 

On this account, manufacturing can be seen as the encounter of two religiously and 

morally charged ‘bodies’: the body of the artisan and that of the matter he worked with. Not 

coincidentally, guilds were traditionally organized according to the raw materials central to 

each profession. Typically, shoemakers were clustered with tanners, carpenters with cabinet 

makers, and so forth.65 While this could at first sight be explained by business-related 

networking or the need for regulations spanning the various groups within a single sector66, 

the focus on the intrinsic value of bullion and precious metals in early modern mercantilistic 

thinking and politics suggests that there was more to it. The preoccupation of urban 

authorities and guilds with the origin (and quality) of raw materials such as wool, leather and 

tin was part of the same mentality; with the proviso that this is, again, not to be reduced to 

something purely economic.67 The replacement of mercantilism with laissez-faire thinking 

during the eighteenth century was accompanied by new taxonomies. For example, historians 
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have identified a shift from basic materials to production techniques and the use of products 

as the prime organizing principle underlying professional taxonomies.68  

This suggests that something changed at the epistemological level as well. It could for 

instance be argued that the importance of intrinsic value was connected to knowledge 

production as described in Foucault’s so-called ‘Renaissance episteme’, in which knowledge 

would have been accessible directly through words and things, which were considered to 

contain the ultimate religious truth and which would have resembled their own intrinsic 

truth. The shift from intrinsic value to fashion in the seventeenth and eighteenth century 

could then be seen as a shift to Foucault’s ‘classical episteme’ – the advent of which is to be 

situated around mid-seventeenth century. According to Foucault the principles of similitude 

and resemblance were replaced by the principles of comparison and difference, as a result 

of which the meaning and value of objects resulted from, firstly, ordering them and visually 

observing differences and, secondly, discourses in which thoughts and ideas are 

represented.69 As I will suggest below, such a transformation may have had an impact on 

material culture and the attitude towards product quality, given that fashion is akin to 

attributing value to products according to their place in a taxonomy of products and 

discourses on product quality were moreover increasingly created in such market devices as 

advertisements and catalogues.70  

Whatever the case, for these guild-based masters themselves, their political standing 

would seem to have been connected to their economic personhood and vice versa. One 

could argue that guild-based artisans created an image of their skillful bodies when 

displaying their tools and instruments during parades and processions. But, the artisans’ 

bodies too were not only represented in public, they were also to be physically present. This 

is revealed when examining the spatiality of labor. In the early modern city, a distinction 

between shop and atelier was notably absent; both were typically located at the front side 

of the house.71 This is evinced by some idealized images of labor and craft presented by 

artists such as Jost Amman in sixteenth-century Germany and the Luiken brothers in the 

Dutch Republic. Their engravings and prints typically depict the labor process as being 

situated at the front of the home, with doors and windows open. Customers and passers-by 

are often pictured peering inside the work space; likewise, parts of the city are often 
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discernible – and thus these images suggest a close link between labor and the urban 

context in both a symbolical and material sense.72 

To be sure, this could again be explained from an economic perspective at least to a 

certain degree. Artisans were often obliged to work in the front of their homes to prevent 

fraud and moonlighting.73 Yet the presence of manual labor in the public realm was also part 

of a corporative culture in which artisans demonstrated their skills and honour in public. Like 

artisans, who made their masters’ trials in public or semi-public spaces and who worked in 

visual spaces, rhetoricians also physically demonstrated their abilities and eloquence (itself 

partly physical) in public forums, on the occasions of competitions and contests.74 It would 

thus seem that the presence of the body was not an instrumental one, but rather one part of 

a culture or ideology in which bodily metaphors (corps de métiers, corporations, etc.) related 

to the body of Christ were not coincidentally part of daily life.75 

 

Enlightenment thinking and the body of the artisan 

The fact that historians have so often failed to recognize this dimension may be due to its 

subsequent evolution. Adam Smith’s views on skills were very mechanistic. In his diatribes 

against the guilds’ rules and monopolies, he notoriously regarded lengthy apprenticeships 

installed by the guilds as unnecessary because they hindered the application and 

employment of labor and skills at one’s convenience. Yet this was based on a fundamentally 

reductive view on skills. According to Adam Smith, ‘(t)he improved dexterity of a workman 

may be considered in the same light as a machine or instrument of trade which facilitates 

and abridges labor, and which, though it costs a certain expense, repays that expense with a 

profit.’76 Skills are entirely commodified here, subject to the same laws as other factors of 

production. Moreover, Smith implied a division between ingenuity and invention on the one 

hand and the routine manufacturing of artisans on the other.  

 

‘Long apprenticeships are altogether unnecessary. The arts, which are much superior 

to common trades, such as those of making clocks and watches, contain no such 

mystery as to require a long course of instruction. The first invention of such 

beautiful machines, indeed, and even that of some of the instruments employed in 
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making them, must, no doubt, have been the work of deep thought and long time, 

and may justly be considered as among the happiest efforts of human ingenuity. But 

when both have been fairly invented and are well understood, to explain to any 

young man, in the compleatest manner, how to apply the instruments and how to 

construct the machines, cannot well require more than the lessons of a few weeks: 

perhaps those of a few days might be sufficient.’77 

 

Notwithstanding the high appreciation of the mechanical arts in the eighteenth 

century, manufacturing artisans were regarded as lacking talent and ingenuity.78 The 

renowned eighteenth-century entrepreneur Josiah Wedgewood referred to his workers as 

‘setts [sic] of hands’.79 To a degree, this was prepared for during the Renaissance, when 

painters, sculptors and architects started to separate themselves from ‘mere handworkers’, 

aligning themselves with the ‘liberal arts’ with the argument that their ‘art’ implied 

theoretical knowledge and ingenuity.80 Moreover, in the seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries the distance between handwerk and talent must have grown due to, on one hand, 

the growing importance of novelty and fashionability and, on the other, concentration 

trends, subcontracting and the growing complexity of labour relations and economic 

networks. These trends are likely to have resulted in a distinction between people in need of 

integrated and cross-over skills – including the capacity to design and invent – and those 

whom only needed the skills to execute the orders of others in a ‘mechanical’ way.81  

Yet, as argued above, a great deal of these transformations occurred already in the 

sixteenth century – if not before – while the mechanical arts appear to have even increased 

in status in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.82 In addition, it was not before the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries that the inherent and inheritable connection with the 

city as a political and material unit as expressed by both Bruni and the Antwerp diamond 

cutters waned. This can be illustrated with the famous measures of Charles V in sixteenth-

century Ghent, who abolished inheritable mastership with the so-called Carolinian 

Concession in 1540. Social and political historians to date have reduced this to a simple 

curtailing of the political power of the guilds by the prince.83 Yet looking at it more closely, a 

field of tension between different conceptions of labor, skills and political subjectivity comes 

to the fore. When in 1608 some non-inheritable masters filed a complaint about the 

continuing dominance of the inheritable masters, they not only protested the fact that only 
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inheritable masters held seats in the guild’s board, but they also resisted the fact that 

inheritable master’s sons were apparently not subject to the obligation of making a master 

piece. Moreover, according to the protesters, the inheritable masters trumpeted in public 

that the non-inheritable were ‘not worthy to serve in the trade’,84 which led the protesters 

to ask the rhetorical question whether they were, perhaps, ‘of lesser quality and freedom’.85 

In my view, this dispute gives a glimpse of a fundamental transformation. According 

to Pamela H. Smith, ‘artisanal bodily experience was absorbed into the work of the natural 

philosopher at the same time that the artisan himself was excised from it.’86 Smith thus hints 

at a process in which the mechanical arts underwent a shift in which savoir-faire and skills 

became distinguished from the artisans’ political personality. In a way, this is precisely how 

Enlightenment ideas on the mechanical arts can be summarized. At first sight, it would seem 

that Enlightenment thinkers stressed the importance of artisanal skills and the mechanical 

arts, yet closer inspection – of, among other things, the prints in the famous French 

Encyclopédie – suggests that the artisans who embodied these skills were equated with tools 

and instruments.87  

Nor was this simply a matter of changing perceptions of labor and skills. The moral 

and religiously charged link between the religious value of raw materials, the artisan’s body 

and the city as both a political body and a material reality transformed as a whole. First, 

intrinsic value appears to have become less important in the appreciation of products. Jan de 

Vries, widely cited among historians studying material culture and changing consumer 

preferences, has postulated a shift from intrinsic value (in so-called old luxuries, typically 

manufactured within a guild context) to design and decoration (new luxuries) as the 

important element in the value of products.88 As a result, the guilds’ hallmarks and rules 

related to product value (based upon intrinsic value) lost credibility for policy makers and 

customers alike.89 In their place came display and fashion as a Foucauldian type of taxonomy 

and a range of discourses and narratives in trade cards, catalogues, leaflets, and the like, 

which proliferated from the eighteenth century on in particular.90 Obviously, it is difficult to 
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provide real proof for such a view, but it is supported by recent views in which new 

economic sensitivities are connected to such broader shifts in the production of knowledge 

as the Renaissance, the discovery of the new world, and the scientific revolution. According 

to Germano Maifreda these would have fostered a more abstract and mathematical 

approach, a new approach to nature and technology, and the emergence of a more relative 

value system based upon convention rather than something intrinsic to the artefact 

(including bullion and coins).91 

Secondly, the connection between the body of the artisan and the city as a collective 

and material ‘body’ would seem to have declined. On the one hand, subcontracting, 

proletarianization and the increasing importance of retail appears to have caused a rift – 

independent from industrialization – between working and selling, as a result of which 

working moved away from the front of the house for the benefit of shops and the display of 

goods.92 On the other hand, working and the public sphere appear to have disconnected in a 

symbolical and ideological sense as well. This is suggested by a visual scanning of eighteenth-

century prints and images of the labor process and crafts, such as the print collection L’art 

du Potier d’Étain from the French pewterer Pierre-Augustin Salmon93 or the French 

Encyclopédie. In sharp contrast to sixteenth- and seventeenth-century images, artisans are 

depicted here in closed spaces and in environments dominated by instruments and 

machines. The public, urban environment has vanished, and the artisans’ bodies are less 

pronounced in these images.94 What happened really, then, was that the connection of labor 

with the urban as a body politic dissolved.  

This is corroborated when including the guilds’ rituals in the analysis and by 

addressing their economic strategies from a philosophical and epistemological angle. 

According to Edward Muir, rituals and ceremonies stopped being practices in which 

supernatural forces were literally (made) present; these rituals transformed rather into 

practices in which something was communicated or ‘represented’.95 While this is not new 

for cultural historians, a related evolution may have occurred in the economic sphere, as can 

be illustrated by the guilds’ collective hall marks, which connected intrinsic value to the 

urban context. Collective quality marks in the seventeenth century typically merged three 

types of references: reference to an individual master was often contained within a mark 
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which referenced both the city (as a political body) and intrinsic value. Finished products in 

the Antwerp pewter industry, for instance, were often stamped with an image of the 

Antwerp fortress. This quality mark referred to the intrinsic value of the piece (the origin and 

purity of the tin) while also encompassing the master’s initials. In the nineteenth century, 

however, this visual connection between artisan, city and intrinsic value had disappeared. 

Marks referred to firms and family businesses apart from references to locality (such as 

‘made in…’) and references to intrinsic value (like ‘English blocktin’).96 The connection 

between product quality and the political ‘quality’ of the artisans had thus become obsolete 

in a symbolical sense as well. 

 

Conclusion 

The abolition of the guilds can be reduced to neither the natural unfolding of the free 

market nor the political triumph of a new political and economic elite (one based on the 

central level, rather than the urban). The eventual decline of the guilds can only be 

adequately understood when taking into account the moral, political and epistemological 

underpinnings of product quality. On the shop floor and in economic practice, the 

disappearance of the guilds proceeded amidst a myriad of activities in which the guilds’ rules 

concerning intrinsic value were circumvented. Instead of buying products from masters, 

merchants often employed journeymen, apprentices or masters themselves, thereby 

trespassing on the production terrain reserved for masters. In so doing, entrepreneurs used 

hallmarks obtained from deceased masters’ widows or by working in company with a regular 

(but impoverished) master; or they sold products, without hallmarks, made by illegal 

workers – as did retailers, who sold products made outside the guild framework and started 

to strike their own marks.97 What these strategies had in common is that the link between 

intrinsic value and the political body of the artisan had vanished.  

On a daily level of economic practice, it became increasingly difficult to guard and 

cultivate the connection between the inherent qualities of the raw material used and the 

identity of the artisan – if only because of the proliferation of products which combined 

different sorts of raw materials, such as earthen pots with tin lids and leather shoes with 

silver buckles.98 As this was moreover related to the dissolution of the link between the 

skilled and enchanted body of the artisan and the city as a material and embodied reality, 

we are urged to look for more fundamental underlying transformations. Adam Ferguson 

observed in 1767 that the separation of professions served ‘to break the bands of society, to 

substitute form in place of ingenuity, and to withdraw individuals from the common scene of 

occupation, on which the sentiments of the heart, and the mind, are most happily 

employed.’ His gloomy conclusion was that ‘society is made to consist of parts, of which 

none is animated with the spirit of society itself.’99 Inadvertently, Ferguson, who is notorious 
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for his attempts to reconcile civic humanist ethics with commercial society, was thus putting 

his finger on a fundamental rift in the realm of artisanal labor. These shifts may in turn have 

been related to the emergence of the Cartesian subject, who attaches meaning and value to 

an object visually and autonomously. What came to prevail, after all, was the view of 

customers, who appreciated the visual appeal and comfort of products and underscored, in 

the words of Georg Marie Butel-Dumont in his Théorie de luxe (1771), ‘the pleasure that 

comes to us from objects situated outside of us’.100 

Further research is of course needed in order to adequately understand the changing 

connection between the personhood and subjectivity of economic actors and the agency of 

cities as implied by current political scientists, economists and economic geographers, who 

tend to see the urban environment as the natural hotbeds of economic innovation and 

creativity.101 In all likelihood, the connection between skills and talents and the urban 

imaginary did not so much disappear but rather transformed in the eighteenth and 

nineteenth century. While Smith and others (including artists who distinguished themselves 

from artisans from the renaissance on) laid the basis for an approach through agglomeration 

economics and a focus on a supposedly creative elite, other strategies for connecting 

political subjectivity and personhood to the urban context also materialized – or so it seems. 

In the nineteenth century, other economic actors linked their status, skills and knowledge to 

the city in order to enhance the value of their products. I’m thinking here about artists, who 

enhanced the value of their products by either training in such urban institutions as art 

academies or identifying with the city as a modern and creative environment. Or retailers, 

who sold exclusive products in exclusive urban districts and distinguished themselves with 

their knowledge of the cultural codes and conventions related to these products. The very 

modernity of the city was in the meantime fabricated in sociology, through such dichotomies 

as Gemeinschaft versus Gesellschaft (Tönnies) and ‘mechanic solidarity’ versus ‘organic 

solidarity’ (Durkheim). While city walls were demolished and early forms of urban sprawl 

developed, the distinction between the urban and the countryside was reproduced in new 

ways. Henceforth, the city would be an extremely ambivalent entity embodying modernity 

and degeneration simultaneously. In the early twentieth century, the city was considered an 

environment which produced modern individuals, although these were seen as not only 

rational and calculative, but also alienated.102 Yet what is clear is that the telos and purpose 
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of the city no longer materialized through people working with their hands, but through 

intellectuals and creative geniuses – including intellectuals working in the field of urban 

studies.  
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