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Can We Rehabilitate the Guilds? A Sceptical Re-Ajxadt

A guild is an association formed by a group of peegho regard themselves as sharing some
common characteristic and wish to pursue some canpugpose. The characteristics uniting
guild members might be as various as resident@dipguity within a town, religious
observance, or alien geographical origin. In Euydjoavever, by far the most frequently
observed characteristic around which guilds wereéa was occupation, and the commonest
type of guilded occupation was manufacturing. Thrmut the medieval and early modern
periods, most European craftsmen and even manytespented proto-industrial producers
organized themselves into guilds. The typical gurefore, was a craft guild — a local
association among the independent practitioneasparticular branch of industry in a
particular locality, usually centred in a town loftten including surrounding rural areas.

Some craft guilds pursued religious, cultural, ab@nd political activities, but all craft guilds
pursued economic ones. The one universal purpasegimembers of any European craft
guild was to obtain charters and ordinances fragrpiblitical authorities endowing its
members with exclusive rights to practise a pauicindustrial occupation and to enjoy
privileged access to its input and output markets.

The craft guild was one of the most widespreadtin&ins in Europe from the Middle Ages
to the Industrial Revolution. Although it begarbt@ak down in some European societies as
early as the sixteenth century, it survived in atheell into the nineteenth century. Its
widespread existence and long survival raise tlestipn of why it existed, what impact it
had on European economic development, and whetpemiides any insights into the
institutional sources of economic well-being moiidedy.

For as long as guilds have existed, people have thigeded about the impact they exerted on
the economy. Contemporaries already held strongsvabout guilds, with mercantilists and
cameralists such as Colbert and Becher regarderg &s essential for national industrial
development while early political economists sustba la Court, Childs, Smith, and Turgot
advanced more critical assessments. Historiansh&ae been deeply divided on the
guestion, with some arguing that guilds exercisaunifiul monopolies, others that guilds were
economically powerless, and still others that guiltere positively beneficial.

The traditional historiography on guilds consisteainly of economic historians criticizing
the monopolistic regulations in guild charters, aadial historians celebrating guilds’
contribution to pre-modern social solidarity — tpgrspectives that seldom intersected. In
recent decades, however, these views have beeghirmgether by a group of scholars who
use arguments derived from a particular stranadcohemics to buttress their favourable view
of guilds as social institutions. These scholagsiarthat the craft guild was so widespread
and long-lived that it must have been an efficesiution to economic problems facing early
modern industrie3 According to one such enthusiast, ‘Guilds wereindact the rent-
seeking organizations bound by tradition and agaéthnological change painted by their
Liberal critics, but flexible and adaptable asstioiss ..."*

These scholars have sought not only to downplayégative effects of guild monopolies and
rent-seeking, but to make a positive case for gualsl solutions to market failures. Some

| thank André Carus, Tracy Dennison, and Jerenwads for their very helpful comments on earlier
versions of this paper.

2 For surveys of the European guilds debate, se@eBrE293/4; Ehmer 1998, pp. 19-35; Epstein 1998,
pp. 685-6; Gustafsson 1987, pp. 1-7, 12-13; Ogil@87, pp. 308-10, 339-66; Pfister 1998, pp. 12-14;
Reith 2000, pp. 21-8.

® For representative recent examples, see EpsteBy Blistafsson 1987; Hickson / Thompson 1991;
Pfister 1998; Reith 2000; and a number of the assakpstein et al. 1998; Haupt 2002; and Prak et a
2006.

“ Epstein 1999, p. 986.



adherents of this view have argued that guildstedito solve asymmetries of information
between producers, merchants, and consumers camgproduct quality thereby increasing
the volume of exchange and enabling industriesparred over larger spatial areaBthers
have claimed that guilds existed to overcome ingo#idns in markets fdrained labour
thereby both increasing the volume of exchangeimpdoving industrial productivity.Still
others have contended that guilds existed bechagenere an efficient institutional solution
to imperfections in markets féechnological innovationsreating incentives for innovators
to invent new ideas and disseminate their innowatimore widely. Guilds persisted so
widely and for so long, these scholars argue, mxthey were economically efficient
institutions.

At the same time, some political scientists havguingo adduce guilds as historical
exemplars of ‘social networks’ which generated ffieiz ‘social capital’ for the economy as
a whole. Thus a final and more general versiomefcase for the economic benefits of guilds
has claimed that they created social capital btaguisg shared norms, punishing violators of
these norms, effectively transmitting informatiand successfully undertaking collective
action. This in turn is supposed to have heighteheaverall level of trust in the society,
causing markets and governments to function batiérbenefiting aggregate economic
growth and social well-being.

In a series of publications over the last decadsmpt have argued that these teleological
views of guilds as efficient and beneficial economstitutions are flawed. Empirically, they
have relied mainly on legislative or literary scescoften assembled impressionistically from
the secondary literature on a wide array of difiesocieties and time period3heoretically,
their arguments are contradictory and uncorrobdrddetailed case studies of what particular
guilds actually did, combined with cross-Europeamparisons on an industry-by-industry
basis, indicate strongly that guild rent-seeking amonopolies were a majepurceof market
failure in pre-modern economies. The widespreadigtence of guilds was caused not by
their efficiency, but by the fact that they redlsited resources in ways that benefited the
powerful!® This more sceptical view of pre-modern guilds| have pointed out, is supported
by empirical findings from outside the guilds dehamhcluding much of the literature on the
history of technology* women’s work"? migration* Jewish occupation,illegitimacy,'®

and economic marginalizatidf.

Enthusiasts for guilds, however, continue to clthat their favourable economic assessment
of pre-modern guilds has turned into a ‘modern easss’ from which there can no longer be
any deviation. In December 2006, a conference wibdt Utrecht on ‘The Return of the
Guilds’, at which criticisms of guilds were almastiversally dismissed in favour of a new
orthodoxy, according to which guilds were describedlexible and well-functioning

> Pfister 1998, pp. 11, 14-18; Gustafsson 1987 hR000, pp. 49-53.

® Epstein 1998, pp. 688-93; Pfister 1998, pp. 14, 18

" Epstein 1998, pp. 693-705; Reith 2000, pp. 45-8.

8 Putnam et al. 1993, pp. 163-85; Raiser 2000, p. 23

° As vigorously criticized, e.g., by Ehmer 1998, g, 40; Brauer 1993/4, p. 37.

10 See the theoretical discussion and empirical figslin Ogilvie 1997; Ogilvie 2003; Ogilvie 2004a;
Ogilvie 2007.

M Clark 1936; David 2004; Mokyr 1999; Mokyr 2002; k4o 2005a; Mokyr 2005b; Mokyr 2005c;
Mokyr 2007.

12 Bandhauer-Schoeffmann 2006; Coffin 1994; Crow&@@1; Eibl 1995; Hafter 1995; Hafter 2001;
Jacobsen 1998; Ogilvie 2003; Simon-Muscheid 19%8nds 1987; Van Neederveen Meerkerk 2006a;
Van Neederveen Meerkerk 2006b; Quataert Vicent®;1@8esner 1990.

13 Esser 2006; Goose / Luu 2005; Lee 1999; Luu 2695, ch. 4; Yildirim 2006, esp. pp. 6-8, 16.

4 Botticini / Eckstein 2003; Penslar 2001; Wischeit2965.

1> Boes 2003; Kuehn 2002; Ogilvie 1986.
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institutions which benefited pre-industrial Europ@onomies and societiEsA recent

article by one member of this group, Epstein, eiyi criticizes my more sceptical
assessment of guilds, thereby seeking to re-eskatble claim that guilds’ aggregate benefits
outweighed their costs.

This suggests that the time is ripe for a renewetaitical assessment of the economic
debate about guilds. This is the more importatbat the discussion seems to be becoming
bogged down in the issue of whether one is ‘foragrainst’ guilds. But this is not the basic
question. Rather, the important challenge is thakplaining how European economies first
escaped from poverty and stagnation, and thusadnstanding the institutional constraints
on economic growth more widely. To do so requiheg tve apply to our examination of
European guilds both rigorous empirical analysdsoof these institutions worked in practice
and a critical theoretical consideration of whaisss economic institutions to arise and
survive.

This paper seeks to begin this process by examthimglaims advanced in Epstein’s paper,
as well as other recent re-statements of the Wettvguilds were beneficial economic
institutions. It begins, in Section 1, by examinthg precise claims that enthusiasts for guilds
advance concerning the aggregate impact of thesituions on the pre-modern economy.
Focussing specific attention on claims that guildse ‘efficient’ or ‘optimal’, it explores

what it means to argue that the aggregate econoeniefits of guilds outweighed their costs,
and examines the implications of making that cleimany institution — a theme which is
revisited in the methodological discussion in Seti.

Section 2 then turns to the first major argumenaaded in favour of guilds as beneficial
economic institutions — that they overcame asymiggetf information and problems of
delegated monitoring concerning product qualityasiks what economic theory tells us about
guild quality controls, whether legislative evideris adequate to demonstrate that guilds
benefited quality, what precisely can be deducenhfthe fact that some guilds imposed
numerous penalties on quality violations, and wiettvailable evidence — including the
findings of my German case study — can be reinttegrin such a way as to rehabilitate
guilds’ role in quality control.

Section 3 investigates the second argument oftearsed to support the view that guilds
were beneficial economic institutions — their risidiuman capital investment. It critically
examines recent claims that cognitive psychologyds=monstrate that guilds were essential
for ensuring skilled training in pre-modern craftghen asks if legislative evidence can be
used to establish that craft training requireddytéigulation, if guilds’ exclusion of females
from industrial training can be dismissed as haviagieleterious economic impact, and if the
absence of apprenticeships in many successful pdem crafts can somehow be
reinterpreted to support the view that guilds wesgential. It then addresses the claim,
advanced in Epstein’s recent paper, that eviddrateguild training was unnecessary derives
solely from a single branch of manufacturing, th@sted textile industry analysed in my case
study. In concludes by investigating whether Euaspevidence can be reinterpreted in such a
way as to establish that guilds were essentiahfionan capital investment in the centuries
before the Industrial Revolution.

Section 4 explores the third argument advancectbyusiasts for guilds — that guilds
encouraged technological innovation. It begins $kirag whether guilds’ widespread
opposition to new techniques and practices caridmissed as economically harmless. It
then examines the quality of the evidence addutedpport of the view of some enthusiasts,

17 See http://www.iisg.nl/hpw/return-guilds.php.
18 Epstein 2008, to which | refer hereafter by pampbgrnumber as the published version with page-
numbers has yet to appear. For my 2000-word respontbat article, see Ogilvie 2008.



that guilds positively encouraged innovation byamaging the transfer of ‘embodied’
technical knowledge. It addresses the claim, adxdit Epstein’s paper, that evidence from
my empirical case study of the German territorWifrttemberg can be reinterpreted to show
that guilds actually encouraged innovation. Finatlgxamines whether cross-European
comparisons can be interpreted to rehabilitatedglak having played a positive role in
technological progress before factory industridica

Section 5 discusses the phenomenon of guild resiirsgg Even scholars who wish to argue
that guilds were economically beneficial acknowketlgat they engaged in rent-seeking,
investing resources in obtaining legal monopolies ether economic privileges from the
political authorities. Monopolies cause deadwelgbses to the economy and rent-seeking
activities consume resources that could otherwase ibeen used for productive purposes.
This section begins by examining the argument, ack@ by enthusiasts for guilds, that the
welfare loss from guild rent-seeking was quanti&i trivial and cannot have inflicted
significant harm on the pre-modern economy. Thé@ethen investigates the more extreme
claim, advanced in the recent paper by Epstein,ginéd rent-seeking was positively
beneficial for early modern European economic dgwuaient.

Section 6 examines differences in the strengthtudflg and the success of industry across
pre-industrial Europe. Scholars concerned to atigaieguilds were beneficial have sought to
dismiss the harmful activities of strong guilds¢lsias those revealed in my German case
study, as atypical. This section therefore beginsestigating how widespread such strong
guilds were in pre-modern Europe and whether tigeegeand type of economic regulation
they exercised was indeed atypical. Enthusiastgdidds are also concerned to establish that
strong guilds were associated with successful eo@®) and hence that, counter to the
existing historiography, English and Dutch guildsrevespecially strong by European
standards. This section investigates whether stgthmaents can be supported by the
empirical findings.

The paper concludes, in Section 7, by considetiegheoretical and methodological
underpinnings of arguments that guilds were beia¢fiand suggests that they are lacking in
coherence. It examines whether enthusiasts fodgaite justified in criticizing the
methodology of the in-depth empirical case studihercross-country comparison among
industries. It also analyses the tenability ofdtiernative approach they advocate, in
particular the ‘efficiency’ view of economic ingttions. It concludes that much remains to be
discovered about guilds and their role in Europs@omomic development. But to do so, this
paper argues, requires us to replace the desiiewotraditional institutions as beneficial and
efficient with a more critical and balanced expt@ma of how they behaved in practice and
how they affected pre-modern economies.

1. What Does It Mean to Say That Guilds Were Edfit?

Let us begin by examining what exactly is claimgdbholars who are enthusiastic about the
benefits of guilds. The view that guilds existedrsdely and for such a long time because
they corrected failures in markets for product guaskilled training, and technological
innovation certainly appears to imply a belief thailds were economically efficient
institutions. But some enthusiasts for guilds objedhe idea that they are asserting that
guilds were efficient. Thus Epstein, in his regesper, denies having argued ‘that guilds
were “efficient” institutions’, on the grounds tHa¢ had never claimed ‘that guilds were
socially optimal’*®

But this is based on a confusion between econeffimencyand sociakquity It is
understandable that enthusiasts for guilds shoehy dlaiming that guilds were ‘socially

19 Epstein 2008, para. 7.



optimal’ institutions (i.e. ones that accorded wétiteptable levels of distributional justice).
As has been demonstrated in innumerable analysi#ds gised their monopoly privileges to
overcharge customers, underpay employees and stug@ind exclude potential competitors,
thereby redistributing resources to relatively vedgflguild masters at the expense of
consumers and poorer social groups such as woatesyrers, and migrantSBut whether
economic arrangements result in a socially equétdtstribution is a separate issue from
whether such arrangements are efficient. A secohemic arrangements is Pareto-efficient if
there is no feasible alternative set of arrangesidtat can make some individual better off
without another being made worse off. An improvetrierefficiency involves a change that
benefits at least one individual without harming athers. Since this concept of efficiency
relates only to changes in which there are no $pseis silent about distributional trade-offs.
In practice, it is difficult to make changes in romic arrangements that do not involve both
gainers and losers, so the concept of efficienoften interpreted in terms of the gainers
being ablan principle to compensate the losers and still be betterftd#f ¢he change. On this
interpretation, an institution is efficient if tleeis no feasible alternative institution such that
the gains of those who would benefit from the akéive exceed the losses of those who are
harmed by it.

It is important to note that minimizing the costeeoconomic activity (producing and
transacting) is a necessary, but not sufficiemgdi@n for economic efficiency. For example,
a monopoly may produce its output at minimum cost,the outcome is not efficient because
the price charged to consumers exceeds the mangietbf production. Ending the
monopoly would increase efficiency because theggairconsumers exceed the losses of the
monopolist, and thus in principle the consumersamanpensate the monopolist for the lost
monopoly profits and still be better off.

The publications of most scholars who are enthtisiabout guilds suggest that they are at
least claiming that guilds minimized the costs @jre@mic activity, and in some cases are
making the wider claim that guilds’ aggregate bgseutweighed their aggregate costs. Thus
Hickson and Thomson offer an ‘efficiency-based thiesf the social function of entry-
restricting guilds’ as cost-minimizing institutiofa protecting members from opportunistic
exploitation, collecting capital taxes, and ensgipnovision of military protectioft.
Gustafsson argues that medieval craft guilds werefficient solution to asymmetries of
information between producers and consumers alyodtpt quality?” Pfister claims that
craft guilds helped ensure quality control in protdustries where production was
geographically dispersed, and also provided aniefft solution to credit-market
imperfections” Reith contends that guilds were an efficient maima for transferring
advanced knowledge and skills among different itealthrough journeymen’s travets.
Mocarelli argues that Italian and Spanish guildsevextremely efficient, thus guaranteeing
their survival over a period of several centurf@sind that as late as the final years of the
eighteenth century, guilds were ‘a still efficiemganization’ which protected customers,
stabilized markets, and reduced transaction arahizgtion cost§’ Van Zanden argues that
‘the efficiency of the guilds’ in providing skilletlaining helped Europe surpass Asia in the
early modern period. Persson claims that craft guilds provided a baiggimechanism
whereby ‘collusion was institutionalized into coevption based on a balance of rights and
obligations’, transaction costs were reduced thinaihg regulation of prices and qualities,

20 For a summary, see Ogilvie 2004a; Ogilvie 2005b.

%1 Hickson / Thompson 1991, p. 136; on efficiency akso p. 132.
22 Gustafsson 1987.

>3 pfister 1998.

> Reith 1989.

25 Mocarelli 2006, p. 8.

26 Mocarelli 2006, p. 12.

2" \an Zanden 2004a, p. 9.



entitlement crises were mitigated by rationing, anglicit insurance was provided to guild
members by reducing competition. While admittingttve cannot be certain that this was
efficient ‘because we do not have straightforwdfitiency results for bargaining outcomes’,
he nonetheless concludes that guild institutionseviadequate and even progressie’.

Even those who most vehemently deny advancingfamesicy view of guilds give every
evidence of doing so. Thus Epstein, in an arti€[&998, asserts that craft guilds existed
because they were the best institution ‘to allosatied labor efficiently” and ‘to provide

an ideal market structure for innovatidhin an article of 2004, he states that the purpbse
guild-mandated tramping by journeymen was ‘to cow@tk information and allocate skilled
labour more efficiently across regiorisin a recent reiteration of these arguments, heesrg
that ‘the extraordinary longevity of the craft gliitan be explained by its ‘functional
complexity and flexibility’ in solving informatioasymmetries, providing capital, enforcing
quality, and ensuring skilled trainifgGuilds, he claims, ‘offered a superior organizadio
matrix for the acquisition of skills by most urbarisans working under the prevailing
technological, commercial and political circumstsic® He summarizes his position by
stating that guilds’aggregatesocial benefits outweighed their costsThis statement is
essentially the view that guilds were efficient justt in the limited sense that they minimized
the costs of economic activity, but in the broaskarse that the gainers from guilds would
have been in principle able to compensate thedased still be better off. That is, it amounts
to the claim that guilds satisfied the conditioos ffotential Pareto-efficiency.

To reach a balanced assessment of the craft guih @conomic institution, it is important to
be clear about what is implied by the assertiontthey were ‘efficient’ or that their aggregate
social benefits outweighed their costs. Epsteietent paper claims that critics of guilds
adopt ‘a public choice perspective that assumeashiktorical markets are deviations from a
hypothetical competitive optimun®®.On the contrary: to assess the efficiency of an
institution, one compares it to feasible alterregivMy own evaluation of the efficiency of
guilds compared a strongly guilded textile indugtrgarly modern Germany to other
examples of that same textile branch in other aadgern European economies which were
characterized by a variety of alternative instiingil frameworks® These ranged from very
strong guilds (including those in my own studyfeé Wirttemberg Black Forest), to much
weaker guilds in some other central and northemofiean economies, to entirely unguilded
frameworks in some Dutch and English worsted regi®noduct quality, training and
technology were regulated in some European woisthtries by guilds, but in others by
municipal administrations, state regulations, manttoffices, or private contracts between
individual weavers, apprentices, spinners, merchamtd customers. The evidence presented
in these case studies demonstrates that thosdriedufiat made use of these institutional
alternatives to guilds produced something closé¢necquality-price combinations that
customers demanded, transmitted more appropriadslef skill to a wider array of
practitioners, and more readily generated and addpnovations, than those that were
regulated by guilds. This demonstrates that thene\ieasible alternative institutions in pre-
modern Europe that were more efficient than guiatsl hence that guilds cannot be
characterized as efficiefftIn a publication of 2004, | point out that nonetteé alternative

28 persson 1988, pp. 50-54.

29 Epstein 1998, p. 692.

%0 Epstein 1998, p. 704.

%1 Epstein 2004b, p. 384.

%2 Epstein 2008, para. 2.

%3 Epstein 2008, para. 48.

% Epstein 2008, para. 7.

% Epstein 2008, para. 30.

% Ogilvie 1997; Ogilvie 2004a.

%7 | also pointed out that guilds were |esgiitablethan some of these alternative institutions, which
did not transfer so much of the consumer surplasgduaild monopolist, did not compel employees and



institutional frameworks for pre-modern industryreiéree of market failures, but that they
demonstrate the existence of alternative institstithat were superior to guilds:
As shown by the difficult and often painful procedslevelopment even in the
richest, most innovative, and fastest-growing eaaies of early modern Europe —
the Low Countries and England — the pre-indusetainomy had plenty of market
failures, and these could be very hard to coriat.the even more painful
development of economies such as Wirttemberg stgytieg powerful guilds were
not the answer to correcting théfn.
As will be discussed later in Section 7, preciselgh systematic comparison of detailed case-
studies on particular industries across differantofgean economies is essential for
investigating whether guilds — or any other ingittmal arrangement — were efficient in the
sense that there was no feasible alternative itigtit such that the gains of those who would
benefit from the alternative exceed the lossebadd who were harmed by it.

Most enthusiasts for guilds explicitly describerthas economically ‘efficient’. Even those
who do not acknowledge subscribing to an ‘efficiéribeory assert that guilds’ aggregate
social benefits outweighed their costs — and thilvsuace the claim of potential Pareto-
efficiency. In making such assertions, these sehdtacus specifically on the contribution of
craft guilds to four aspects of pre-modern econamaievity: quality control, skilled training,
technological innovation, and political ‘coordirati of the economy. In the following
sections of this paper, | explore each of thesaraemts in turn.

2. Did Guilds Improve Quality Control?

A first argument advanced by enthusiasts is theft guilds were an efficient solution to
asymmetries of information about product qualitycduse they imposed minimum quality
standards and punished masters who violated therhhAve pointed out in a number of
publications, even in theory there are a numb@rablems with this view. First, it takes for
granted that what merchants and consumers wamiddylaat was best for the economy, was
a high absolute quality. But the relevant quaktydl iswhat consumers wanthe problem of
‘quality’ under asymmetric information is solvedtiy guaranteeing a minimum quality
level, but by providing reliable information abaubat the quality is. The quality can be low,
as long as the customer knows what it is. Secamtijgywere not ideally suited to provide the
relevant quality level — i.e. what consumers wanrtéecause they justified theither

privileges (e.g. barriers to entry) by claimingtttizese ensureaigh quality. This could lead

to the rigid impaosition of inappropriately high dityastandards, even when a lower quality in
combination with a lower price would have bettedr@dsed customer demand. Third, while a
single, monopolistic entity such as a guild migatrbore capable than a variegated range of
individual producers to guarantee a single, stahdaality, those same characteristics made a
guild less able, and probably also less willingunalertake the market research and the
flexible response to changes in demand necessalslit@r the combinations of quality and
price desired by a varied and changing populatfa@onsumers. This problem was pointed
out by contemporary critics and surfaces repeatedijsputes between low-cost competitors
and the guilds who sought to prohibit them.

These theoretical problems are compounded by Hueguacy of the evidence adduced to
support the view that guilds benefited the econtiinyugh their quality-related activities.

suppliers to sell inputs to guild masters at betoarket prices, and permitted a wider range of
producers to participate in production. In a numifgsublications, | have explored these issues with
regard to a specific (but substantial) group ofstoners and producers — women — who suffered
particularly acutely from the economic discrimioatiexercised by strong guilds. On this, see Ogilvie
2003; Ogilvie 2004a, pp. 289-90, 297-8, 303-08,-332315-16, 319, 323-6; Ogilvie 2004b; Ogilvie
2004c; Ogilvie 2006a.

% Ogilvie 20044, p. 331.



This evidence consists primarily of referenceote-fjuality craft work in medieval literature,
together with the quality regulations included uild legislation. As | have pointed out,
literary evidence is a poor guide to what guildsialty did, since works of the imagination
have an interesting but inconsistent relationshtp veality. Legislation, too, is an inadequate
guide to economic practice, since it serves nonmatither than descriptive entls.
Furthermore, guild legislation was typically infimed by guild lobbying. Since quality
controls could be portrayed as generally benefittiay provided a good rhetorical basis for
justifying entry barriers, output quotas, and pidoatrols that would otherwise have aroused
socio-political oppositio?

Even if legislation could be regarded as an acewugaide to economic reality, it does not
support the view that guilds placed a high priodtyquality control. Enthusiasts for guilds
have claimed that a ‘majority’ of guild statutesrevelevoted to monitoring quality and that
guild legislation imposed ‘exceedingly harsh sami for quality violations. But these can
be falsified by analyses of actual guild charters ardinances, many of which dedicated little
space to quality-related issues and imposed cgriierit penalties on quality offenc®s.

To assess whether guilds solved information asymesdbetween producers and consumers,
we need to analyze actual guild practice with régarquality control. In publications of 1997
and 2004, | carried out such an analysis usingpiarglly rich surviving records from a
strongly guilded worsted textile industry in ther@an territory of Wirttemberg between the
late sixteenth and the late eighteenth cerfttiffhese showed that guilds levied numerous
trivial fines for quality offences, but that thedis imposed were lower than for any other type
of offence — too mild a sanction to constitute tiaative deterrent, which is why the number
of offences was so high. Even when guild inspeaasnforce quality regulations, they did
not always do so to protect customers against pamtucts, but rather to protect guild
masters against cheaper competitors threateniatjract away customers. Weavers, guild
inspectors, merchants and government officialdeskcribed guild quality controls as
inadequate, and merchants soon substituted theirgo’lity inspections carried out at the
point at which they purchased cloths from weavers.

There were two structural reasons why guild qualdgtrols were inadequate. First, as self-
regulating professional associations guilds sufférem disincentives to offend or penalize
their members. Second, guild inspectors lackedhitentive to develop the skills and deploy
the effort necessary to detect low-quality work dr&y superficial features (such as size)
which were readily apparent to merchants and athstomers anyway. In some industries, in
fact, guild regulations indirectlgarmedquality, by imposing price ceilings on raw matkria
(so suppliers could only compete by lowering qyalitmposing piece-rate ceilings on sub-
contractors such as spinners (depriving them afritices to work more carefully), and
enforcing collective ‘monopoly contracting’ betwegroducers and merchants with fixed
prices and quotas (creating a rigid regime of grezed quotas that removed craftsmen’s
incentives to do better work and merchants’ inestito experiment with new quality-price
ratios that might better suit consumer demand).

A comparison of outcomes in the same craft acrifseht European economies vividly
illustrates the weakness of the view that guildsevedficient institutions for ensuring product
quality. My survey of the European worsted industryne of the largest branches of the pre-
modern textile sector — showed that product qualitstrongly guilded industries compared

%9 For a discussion of these methodological issuéseirontext of analysing early modern European
‘social disciplining’, see Ogilvie 2006b.

“0 For discussions of how guild legislation came in¢ing, see Ehmer 1998, p. 39; Ogilvie 1997, pp.
39-45; Ogilvie 2004a, pp. 292-3.

1 Ogilvie 2004a, p. 292.

“2 Ogilvie 1997, pp. 343-52; Ogilvie 2004a, pp. 29113



poorly with that in many of the more dynamic andcassful industries where guilds were
weak or abserf In many successful European worsted industrissfam as information
asymmetries between producers and consumers wpogtant, they were solved through
alternative institutions — municipal, merchantstate inspections — that dealt with the
problem efficiently without the rigidities imposég guilds. The West Riding of Yorkshire,
for instance, developed the most successful woistkgtry in eighteenth-century Europe by
producing ‘cheap and nasty’ cloths subject to naligu(but also no price) controls by guilds;
quality was monitored by merchants and customepgiat of sale.

Enthusiasts for guilds have sought to cast doulthese arguments in four ways, which are
exemplified in the essay by Epstein mentioned alBbAdirst approach is to claim that the
relevant quality standard — the one that was loegshé economy as a whole — was not that
which consumers desired, but rather the minimuntityustandards desired by guilds. A
second is to reassert the importance of legislaivgence, claiming that the fact that most
guild lawsmentionedquality indicated that it was a major guddncern Third, enthusiasts
for guilds argue that high numbers of quality offes by guilded craftsmen testify not to
guilds’ ineffectiveness in improving quality butdailds’ success. A final approach, adopted
by Epstein, is to dispute the evidence presentedyiiGerman case study, seeking to
reinterpret it such a way as to establish thaidguivere economically beneficial. Let us
examine each of these arguments in turn.

2.1. What Does Economic Theory Tell Us about GQildality Controls?

The first line of approach by enthusiasts for guliklto dispute what precisely was required to
solve asymmetries of information between produaadsconsumers. Previously, enthusiasts
had argued that guilds solved this problem byrsgttinimum quality standards, thereby
ensuring high average quality. Thus, for insta@estafsson’s thesis was ‘that the craft
guilds were founded primarily for guaranteeing gaia minimum of quality of the products
produced by the craftsmen’ and that guilds’ primewgcern was to ensure ‘a sufficiently

high quality of product®> According to Richardson, ‘For guilds of manufaets:, a typical
commitment was making high-quality merchandi§@fister argued that guilds were
especially important in proto-industries becausgelised rural producers tended to let quality
fall unless a centralized guild constrained themprtauce to a higher standard: ‘By
controlling quality ... the guild acted as an ington for delegated monitoring. ... The guild
would also assure a supply of goods of constatht gigality and thus greatly reduced
transactions costs of mercharits.’

In earlier publications, | pointed out that the keyencouraging consumers to make
purchases, thereby increasing gains from trade et enforce a single, high average
quality but rather to reduce the variance (thagrsure that consumers knew what quality to
expect of an item, even if that quality was lowdl an ensure that producers offered the
quality-price combinations desired by a varied ehanging population of consumers (poorer
consumers would be satisfied with lower qualitthit implied lower pricef®

In response to these points, the recent paper biethas sought to change the theoretical
basis for the argument that guilds solved asymeeetf information about product quality.
His approach is to argue that the guilds’ appraddixing minimum standards wadentical

3 Ogilvie 2004a, pp. 300-01.
4 Epstein 2008.

> Gustafsson 1987, p. 13.

“6 Richardson 2005, p. 159.
" pfister 1998, p.15.

“8 Ogilvie 2004a, pp. 299-300.



to reducing variance, and that this was what wasle@ to ensure the quality that was best for
the economy at lard@.

This argument ignores the fact that the appropgatdity-price combinations are those that
consumers want. This is reflected in the modegendiure on quality control in which,
according to a recent survey, ‘the most pervasafmiion of quality currently in use is the
extent to which a product or service meets andfoe@ds a customer’s expectatioHigh
quality per se— the level achieved by setting a minimum staneaisdnot obviously
desirable.

By imposing minimum standards, guilds cut off tbevér part of the quality distribution. This
was a bad way to address consumers’ wants, singked out a whole array of quality-price
combinations which poor consumers in particulareAiely to demand. Nor was it
obviously a good way of reducing variance or infation asymmetries. Guild inspections not
only denied lower-quality items the guild seal, bfien prohibited them from being sold at
all, by confiscating them, defacing them, or prosieg their sellers. If the aim of guild
quality controls had been to reduce informatiomasgtries, the guild would have permitted
consumers to choose between guild-sealed itembkghig quality but also higher in price)
and non-guild-sealed items (lower in quality bisodbwer in price). The fact that guild
quality controls prohibited non-guild-sealed iteattbgethersuggests that the guild’s aim
was not so much to reduced information asymmease® ensure that only recognized guild
members could legally supply products to custoraadsto enforce arbitrarily high standards
with the aim of excluding lower-priced competitofie quality-regulation procedures
typically selected by guilds were thus well suiteexcluding entry but poorly suited to
addressing consumer wants.

Such reduction in variance assachieved by guild regulations which cut off thevéw part

of the quality distribution came at a high costarms of lost gains from trade, since these
prevented all trade in low-priced, low-quality iterwhich addressed the demand of the mass
of poorer consumers who could not afford the exprensigh-quality products mandated by
monopolistic guild producers. As the French arisibélexis de Toqueville described — not
wholly approvingly — in 1840, ‘When none but thealtey had watches, they were almost all
very got_(?ld ones: few are now made which are wortbhmiout everybody has one in his
pocket.

It is not even clear that guilds’ net effect oniaace was to reduce it. On the one hand, guild
regulations reduced variance by prohibiting lowdijualow-priced goods. But on the other,
they pushed nasty-but-cheap wares into the blackehavhere quality variance was even
higher and where cheated customers had no legas®dr he net effect of guild controls on
quality variance was thus indeterminate, whilegirehibition of lower price-quality
combinations damaged consumers — especially the phe attempt to conflate guilds’
enforcement of ‘minimum standards’ with the dedeadims of reducing variance, improving
consumer confidence, and encouraging exchanggitalty misguided.

Even within the restricted quality range permitbgdguilds, my German case study suggested
that guild inspectors applied quality requiremehtd were inappropriately high and then
operated corruptly by letting some quality offenpass unpunished Epstein asserts that this
is impossible: guild quality standards cannot Hasenboth inappropriately higland

corruptly enforced. But this conflates two issudlhe-regulations guilds imposed and their

49 Epstein 2008, para. 7: ‘what really mattered wesreing minimum standards, e.g. low quality
variance’.
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enforcement in practice. Evidence from guilded stdes throughout pre-modern Europe
shows that guild inspectors were subject to petgmeassure and often enforced quality
regulations inconsistently; this rendered themfewtial in maintaininginy mandated quality
standards. At the same time, the standards thatxtbiee supposed to enforce (and did
enforce when they were not operating corruptly)eaeten inappropriately high, prohibiting
the legal production and exchange of lower quadiige combinations that better suited
consumer demand; this rendered guilds ineffectuahsuring appropriate quality (the quality
that consumers wanted) and thus in encouragingaegeh Inappropriately high guild quality
standards could eveamcouragecorrupt enforcement, since such regulations cogagat-up
demand for the low quality-price combinations bahhg the guild, and hence incentives for
producers and consumers to bribe and pressureciospeThis in turn imposed deadweight
losses by diverting resources into redistributigtivities (attempts to put pressure on the
inspectors) rather than productive uses. Recediestfind precisely this mutually reinforcing
combination of inappropriate regulation with correpforcement in modern less-developed
economies, although the institutions that give tisie are seldom characterized as beneficial
or efficient®

2.2. Can Leqislation Show That Guilds Benefited kipy

Enthusiasts also seek to buttress the quality foagriild efficiency by reasserting the
usefulness of legislative evidence. Rehabilitatitudies about guilds’ quality benefits
continue to proliferate, basing their assertionsliyron legislation, yet providing no data on
how, if at all, such legislation was put into pieef* These studies are then cited to
demonstrate a ‘modern consensus’ that guilds wiéiéeat institutions to ensure qualify.In
his recent paper, for instance, Epstein claims‘thate is substantial evidence that ... urban
guilds, particularly those specializing in high tityagoods, could protect their brand names
successfully’. This ‘substantial evidence’ turnsg mube a single article based entirely on
legislative sources®

In previous publications, | have pointed out thiteedamental problems with using legislation
as evidence of guild concern for quality controtsg legislation says nothing about what
actually happened: without evidence on enforcenikistmeaningless. Second, legislation
reflects rhetorical aims as well as real conceemefficial ends such as quality control can be
used to justify harmful means such as exclusivélpges. And third, a law may mention an
issue without prioritizing it/

The literature that uses legislation to buttregsclhim that guilds performed a beneficial
guality function has found no way of dealing witle ffirst two problems, and continues to
ignore them. The third problem was already recagphizy Gustafsson in 1987, who
addressed it by claiming that ‘the majority of theld statues [sic] are concerned precisely
with demands for a sufficiently high quality of pact’ *® My German case study investigated
this claim for a series of Wirttemberg worsted-wazavguild ordinances and found that only
a minority of articles in any ordinance — rangingnh a low of 12 per cent to a high of 35 per
cent — bore even the remotest application to quedintrol®® This investigation has yet to be
replicated by scholars studying other guilds amfthétries. However, Mocarelli’'s assessment
of the statutes of the guilds established in Mitathe second half of the sixteenth century
found that, unlike the statutes of their medievaldecessors, they were ‘extremely vague’

%3 Schneider 2006, esp. pp. 7-8.

>* See, e.g., Richardson 2000; Richardson 2001; Risba 2004; Richardson 2005a.
% See, e.g., Epstein 2008, fan. 1, 20.
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>" Ogilvie 20044, pp. 292-3.
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11



about quality’® Such findings place the onus of proof on enthtsifs guilds to demonstrate
that even guild legislation, let alone guild preefimade quality a priority.

Epstein’s essay does not provide such evidendeagidsclaiming that what Gustafsson meant,
and what really matters, is whether an entire gstédute containany mentionof quality, not
how much space it devotes to quaftyrhis is certainly a good way of making guilds’
concern with quality appear to its best advantBge.s it a good way of assessing such
concern? If quality control was of central impoxtarno guilds then one would expect a
majority of articles in any guild law to be concednwith that issue. But if guild ordinances
simply allude to quality control in passing, asistification for imposing other restrictions
that might otherwise evoke opposition, then oneldiedpect to find most guild laws
mentioning quality control but allocating few al#is to it. The empirical findings support the
latter view®?

All three problems with legislative evidence therefremain outstanding. Legislation cannot
be used to analyse what guilds actually did. Emesrder to use it as evidence of guild
concerns, its rhetorical function in justifying guprivileges, and its priority compared to
other concerns, must be analysed carefully. Inséasuch investigations have been carried
out, they suggest that quality was not of overgdioncern even to those who drafted
legislation, let alone to those who enforced tlseilteng regulations.

2.3. What Do Numerous Quality Violations Show?

Claims that guilds created quality benefits havkdnto relied mainly on legislative evidence,
so studies of guilds’ practical enforcement are fé€lose that exist rely mainly on qualitative
examples rather than quantitative analyses. Otieediew available quantitative analyses is
provided in my study of the annual account-booktheflargest worsted-weavers’ guild in the
Wiirttemberg Black Forest between the late sixteanththe late eighteenth centdfyn his
recent paper Epstein claims that | ignore the higinbers of quality offences which, he
contends, demonstrate that guilds were ‘seriousfgerned with quality controf’. Both
assertions are false. My case study explicitly drattention to the numerous quality offences
fined by the guild® These high numbers, as | demonstrate, arose frerrivial level of fine
inflicted for quality violations, which was sigrstintly lower than for non-quality-related
offences>® The combination of lenient penalties and numerdoisitions provide greater
support for an interpretation precisely contraryhiat advanced by Epstein — guilds were
unconcerned to maintain quality standards (othertvisy would have imposed heavier
penalties) and ineffectual in doing so (otherwisgytwould not have tolerated such high
numbers of offences over such long periods of time)

Similar findings emerge from other guild studiebus, for instance, London livery
companies also imposed very lenient penalties fogj@s, minor fines, promises of
reformation — ‘even in quite serious matters suchssaults [on guild quality inspectors] or
the deliberate falsification of good¥’ Some companies imposed slightly heavier penalties,
but the number of offences remained high. Thus igvidund that 30 per cent of the
membership of the London Apothecaries and Stat®i@@mpanies in the early seventeenth

%0 Mocarelli 2006, p. 7.
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century were guilty of breaking ordinances. As Gopsints out, this raises two important
questions:
If at least the short-term, moderated costs ofnafiieg could be quite substantial, why
were offences so common? And if the principle giutation was so clearly accepted,
then why were even senior members of these congpabie to transgress without
serious damage to their long-term reputatidn?
Davis found that members of the London Merchantidray Company also committed a large
number of quality offences in the seventeenth ggrand, as Goose comments,
In the realm of quality control ... the companyyeld a much more limited role,
which perhaps testifies to the sophistication efitarket and the effectiveness of
consumer choice by this period. We are, of cowstileeft unclear as to how
effective the company’s measures were, for if reggeéevying of fines gives a firm
indication of intent, it could also reflect a canting failure to remedy the problem
once and for aff?
As criminologists and historians of crime have loagognized, when a particular offence is
committed frequently and persistently, it raisesoses doubt about the authorities’ concern to
control that offence and their effectiveness imdao.

Guilds’ actual practice in penalizing quality vititans needs more thorough analysis. But the
pattern revealed by both the Wirttemberg worstealveses’ guild and these London livery
companies suggests not so much that guilds wereecoed and successful in deterring
quality offences, but rather that they regardedityudelicts indulgently and tolerated high
levels of violation over very long periods. Thissm@onsistent with the political realities of
early modern rent-seeking, which meant that guikelsded to beeento be penalizing quality
offences as a visible justification of their otlpeivileges. It is not consistent with modern
enthusiasts’ desire to view guilds as efficientitn§ions for actually guaranteeing quality
outcomes.

The few available studies of guild enforcementréfee, do not show guilds imposing
sanctions remotely substantial enough to prevesit twn members from frequently and
persistently violating quality standards. This sdatther doubt on the putative economic
benefits conferred by guild quality regulations.

2.4. Can the Evidence Be Reinterpreted to RehatiliGuilds’ Role in Quality Control?

The literature arguing that guilds generated qualknefits typically does not support its
claims with evidence on actual guild practice, ssubsed above. This does not prevent the
recent article by Epstein from claiming that my meceptical view of guilds’ quality role is
based on inadequate evidence — on ‘a few’ merat@nplaints, on low-quality industries
with dispersed producers, or on a misinterpretatfomy own case study. But this cavalier
dismissal of the empirical findings is without falation.

Epstein’s first claim is that evidence of guildfieetiveness consists only of ‘a few merchant
complaints about the Wiirttemberg and Gera worstaasiries””° This is false. My study
provides examples of failed guild inspections frimur European worsted industries — those
of the Black Forest of Wirttemberg, the Gera regibihuringia, the English city of York,
and Valenciennes in French Fland€rk.also provides examples of eight other European
worsted industries which successfully ensured gpate quality standards with an

unguilded or weakly guilded institutional structuréhose of Douai, Hondschoote, Verviers,
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Maubeuge, Igualada, Stockholm, Norwich, and thalMfest Riding of Yorkshir& Twelve
European case studies is a far cry from ‘a few haantcomplaints’.

A second claim is that guilds were only ineffectimecontrolling quality in low-quality rural
industries where producers were spatially scatté@rbds Epstein asserts that Wirttemberg
worsted guilds failed to control quality becauseytbperated in a rural proto-industry with
dispersed producef3This claim is echoed by Mocarelli, who proclairhattWirttemberg
guilds ‘were special, not only on account of theal character, but above all because they
did not produce high quality good$’In fact, as my publications make clear, the
Wiirttemberg worsted industry was practised in hotian and rural locatior$ It was highly
concentrated, with between 26 and 43 per centeohtiuseholds in proto-industrial
communities headed by worsted-weavers, and guiiceo$ residing locally in both towns
and villages”® Guild ineffectiveness in quality control also eges from high-quality urban
crafts. Thus, for instance, the twelve Europeae sasgdies mentioned above include both
urban and rural industries, high- and low-qualityrsteds, yet demonstrate no correlation
between quality and guild§ Many highly concentrated urban crafts maintaineality
through alternative, non-guild institutional arrangents set up by merchants, municipalities,
or the staté® Early modern London craftsmen, with livery compaegulations at their
disposal, instead chose to protect brand nameg tfggncommon law courf§ Conversely,
London craft guilds in ‘high-quality’ sectors ented quality regulations as corruptly as
Wirttemberg proto-industrial guilds in ‘low-qualityectors, as shown by Homer’s study of
the London pewterers’ company which levied qudlitgs on products from provincial
workshaops ‘on the flimsiest pretext’, not becaube London company was driven by
altruism to protect the populace at large from dubigoods’ but because of ‘the profit
received from fines and from the sale of seizedahethich it split with the Crown in return
for enforcement of its guild chart&n recognition of the fact that high-quality ceaft
developed non-guild institutional mechanisms totcgguality, other scholars have
advanced precisely the opposite argument to EpateirMocarelli. Thus Pfister argues that
guilds were necessary for quality contpogciselyin rural proto-industries because the
dispersed nature of the producers made it morewlifffor merchants to monitor quality
directly®! The contradictory claims of different scholars @aming guilds’ impact on quality
illustrate how totally conjectural they are. Wharesubjects these conjectures to empirical
inquiry, one finds that guilds were neither necessar sufficient for quality control, whether
the industry was urban or rural, craft or prototisitly, concentrated or dispersed, high-
quality or low-quality.

In the absence of convincing evidence to supppudsitive assessment of guilds’ quality role,
Epstein seeks to discredit my more critical assessthrough an inaccurate attack on my
German case study. He begins by claiming that tladity of Wirttemberg worsteds was not
actually low and was improved over time by guilaisserting that there is ‘evidence that
demand for Wildberg worsted shifted to lower quyaditoth in the aftermath of the Thirty
Years War, but improved again from the early eighte century® He provides no footnote
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to substantiate this startling assertion, whichri@abasis in fact and is falsified by the major
nineteenth-century study of this industry by Treeft® as well as by my own publications of
1997 and 2004 — all included in Epstein’s bibliography. Epstsimissertion is sheer
invention.

More inaccurately still, Epstein seeks to reintetphe Wirttemberg evidence in the light of
his own enthusiasm for guilds. As an illustratidriree pattern whereby guilds prohibited
nasty-but-cheap goods that consumers desired td imstanced the case of Jacob Zeyher.
Zeyher was a weaver in the Wirttemberg town of Yétg who complained in 1661 that his
guild refused to seal the cloths he made, therebyemting him from selling them, even
though he had customers in a town in the neighhgu&erman territory of Baden who
demanded that specific type of cloth from KEpstein claims that ‘the Wildberg guild
objected to the man’s attempt to apply the guildisle mark illegitimately, and not to his
shoddy goods per s& This is simply false. The guild described theation as follows, in

the words quoted in my article: ‘Old Jacob Zeyhekes absolutely terrible cloths, which are
not worth sealing, but sells his cloths very cheam thereby causes the craft great injéfy’.
This is all the guild said about the goods in goesthey described Zeyher’s cloths as
‘absolutely terrible’ and ‘very cheap’, but mademention whatsoever of any attempt ‘to
apply the guild’'s trade mark illegitimately’. Inda Zeyher was willingeitherto comply with
the guild trade-marking practices by obtainingdperopriate seal from the inspectorgo

sell his cloths without seals, but found that thédywould permit him neither option. As his
defence made clear, Zeyher was not trying to giilmately, but rather to comply with
guild regulations while supplying the type of cldtis customers demanded: ‘he has to make
the cloth 2 ells wide, he sells such cloth in Offfiery, the people want it like that from him,
and otherwise he can't sell it, but the sealersmat seal it for him® It is impossible to

judge whether Zeyher’s cloths were truly ‘terrib{since the guild sealers had an incentive to
claim they were shoddy, irrespective of their alctuelity) or simply the non-standard 2-ell
width (since Zeyher had an incentive to minimize dreviation from guild standards). What
emerges from the testimony of both Zeyher and thiel gfficers was that these cloths were
attractive to customers and profitable to Zeyh@thBhe customers and Zeyher were
therefore harmed by the guild's prohibition on &xehange they would otherwise voluntarily
have undertaken. There is no evidence that Zeyhsitrying to apply the guild's trade mark
illegitimately, nor for Epstein’s further farfetath@rgument, that this case reveals the guild
‘creating a market for lower quality ... by overdognpotential moral hazard and information
asymmetries® The example of Jacob Zeyher provides no suppaatseever for Epstein’s
rosy vision of what guilds might have done.

Neither economic theory nor empirical findings tisupport recent efforts to breathe new life
into the case for guilds’ beneficial quality ro@aims that there is now a ‘modern consensus
about the quality benefits of guilds are weakengthle scepticism evinced even by some
enthusiasts for guilds concerning such argumerits, vave themselves pointed out that
quality control was often exercised more efficigfty other institutional arrangements and
that many successful pre-modern crafts did not lganld quality controls® Furthermore, the
arguments advanced for the necessity of guild tyuedintrols are contradictory, with some
enthusiasts claiming that guilds’ quality role waserved to high-quality crafts while others
argue that it was particularly important in low-ttyaproto-industries. The conjectural
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assertion that guild controls were the best wagnisure appropriate quality and encourage
exchange breaks down under logical analysis. Tlegaet quality level is what consumers
want, whereas guilds enforced the quality levelrddsy a cartel of producers. Attempts to
reinstate legislative evidence as a basis for dstnating guild quality concerns fail to
address the usual problems with using normativecgsuas a guide to actual practice. Claims
that numerous quality violations show serious gaddcern for quality control are
undermined by evidence that they arose mainly Isecguilds lacked the motivation or the
capacity to deter offenders effectively. Finallffoes to reinterpret my German case study so
as to cast a rosier light on guild quality contraie completely lacking in foundation.

3. Were Guilds Important for Human Capital Investifle

A second theory advanced by enthusiasts claimgthilals solved imperfections in markets
for human capital investment, through their appeestip, journeymanship, and mastership
requirements. As | have pointed out, this viewdsdd on three assumptions for which there
is no evidence: first, that pre-modern crafts edjuired high levels of skill, justifying many
years of apprenticeship and journeymanship; sedbathe skills needed for pre-modern
craft production could only be transmitted throdighmal apprenticeship; and third, that
guilds were the only possible providers of apprasthips’

No evidence is cited for any of these assumptidhs.favourable assessment of guilds’
economic role again derives almost exclusively ftegislative sources. Not only does
legislation show nothing about actual practice, duilds had strong incentives to emphasize
skilled training in their charters in order to j@gentry barriers.

Evidence on actual practice, which | have preseint@dseries of publications, casts doubt on
the view that guilds were necessary or sufficierirovide appropriate levels of trainiffg.
Black-market ‘encroachers’ who failed to securddjtriaining — often, as in the case of
women, Jews, immigrants, and bastards, becaustsgtluded them from apprenticeship
and journeymanship — were bitterly opposed by guilicecisely because the wares they
produced were indistinguishable from guild outpod svere willingly purchased by
merchants and consumers. Non-trivial numbers otersisvives and widows were permitted
by guilds to work in guilded sectors without guifdining even after very short marriages,
producing wares which passed guild and merchapegt®ns and sold successfully on export
markets. At the same time, vast numbers of singilantrained women — and men — who
lacked legal guild licenses were forbidden to dmghme work, illustrating the irrelevance of
training to most guilded crafts and the indiffererd guilds to skill as a criterion for selecting
who could practise. Guilds made apprenticeshipjamsheymanship compulsory, but then
often failed to guarantee skills: they did not ge@amasters who neglected apprentices, they
issued certificates to apprentices without exarionaeand they conferred mastership licenses
on journeymen without seriously testing skills. § hesulted from the incentives which guilds
had, as associations of masters, to certify mermbens without discrimination, and to

permit opportunism by masters who did not wishnttui the costs of training their
apprentices or journeymen. Evidence on how guibdsadly operated suggests that they
imposed apprenticeship, journeymanship, and masparsquirements not to ensure skilled
training but rather as a means rhetorically tafjysind practically to monitor the entry
barriers that sustained their monopoly rents.

These findings are borne out by comparisons aditfesent European industries and
economies. Many pre-industrial crafts were not lyighilled, hence did not require
prolonged formal training, and yet were guilded@me European societies and unguilded in
others. Textiles made up by far the largest preanodhdustrial sector, yet a comparison of
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textile industries across Europe shows that masiteéevares — particularly in the rapidly-
growing worsted, light woollen, linen and cottort®es — could be successfully produced and
sold on export markets for centuries by producdrs did not have formal guild training.

Not just in textiles, but in metal and wooden waassvell, guilds appear to have been
irrelevant to skills transmission, since the sanuistry was guilded in some parts of Europe
and unguilded in others — examples are scythe makion goods making, wooden toy
making, and straw hat plaitingIn England, nearly every craft one observes regdlay

guilds in the older incorporated towns had an udedi equivalent in a new town, an old
town that had abolished its guilds, or a rural stdal region™ What decided whether an
activity was guilded was thus not its skill requirents but rather whether a group of
practitioners was politically able to secure andmaan guild privileges over that activity.

Faced with such evidence, enthusiasts for guilge baught to reassert their views through
five lines of argument. First, the recent articjeHpstein seeks to short up the ‘human capital’
view of guilds by appealing to cognitive psycholo§gcond, enthusiasts reassert the
importance of legislative evidence, claiming tha fact that all guild lawmentionedskilled
training indicated that these were a major gaddcern and that there was no possible
alternative reason for guilds to have includedhirej regulations in their legislation except
for a sincere desire to protect consumers by gteeany skills. Third, scholars who wish to
rehabilitate guilds seek to dismiss as economidakyevant the fact that guilds excluded
females from learning industrial skills through egigiceship or journeymanship and
prohibited them from deploying such skills as ftflgdged masters. Fourth, scholars who
favour guilds’ positive economic role dispute thvidence that guild apprenticeship itself did
not function effectively as a training mechanisnmiany cases but did function effectively as
a barrier to entry. Fifth, the recent article bystgin claims that evidence on guilds’
ineffectiveness in providing skilled craft trainidgrives solely from the industry analysed in
my own case study, namely worsted textile productinally, enthusiasts for guilds dispute
the evidence from European comparisons castingtdowuuilds’ importance in training. Let
us examine each of these arguments in turn.

3.1. Does Cognitive Psychology Show That Guilds &\Essential?

The human capital case for guilds, as | have pdiotd, rests on shaky foundations, since it
fails to address whether all pre-modern craftsireguong training, whether craft training
required formal apprenticeship, and whether apjesitip could only be supplied through
guilds. In a recent attempt to shore up these fatimigls, Epstein has appealed to the authority
of cognitive psychology. Epstein claims that togjien the training role of guilds is to
‘ignore the cognitive foundations of human learhiffgro remedy this omission, he provides
a disquisition on knowledge transmission derivearfipsychology textbooks. This exposition
may accurately summarize the content of the teskbdmm which it is drawn, but is not
germane to the economic role of guilds. Upon inspec‘the cognitive foundations of

human learning’ boil down to just two propositiofisst, learning to do something usually
requires some sort of training, which can be eitbanal or informal; second, becoming a
‘top-level’ expert can take quite a long time (5)&10,000 hours), but ‘most professionals
reach a stable, average level of performance withiglatively short time framé”.

These truisms, a slim yield for any purpose, arellylirrelevant to the issue at hand. Few
would dispute that skill requires training andniag requires time. But this tells us nothing
about the questions that matter for assessing etorostitutions. How much training was

% Qgilvie 2004a; Ogilvie 2005b.

% Ogilvie 19964, pp. 30-3; Ogilvie 1997, pp. 419-43.
% Walker 1985, pp. iii, 4-5.

% Epstein 2008, paras. 29-30.

°" Epstein 2008, paras. 29-30 with fn 51-3.
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needed to practise a pre-modern craft? What typeaiofing did pre-modern crafts require —
in particular, did they all need formal apprentlip® What institutions were needed to
administer pre-modern craft apprenticeships? Thasstions must be addressed in order to
judge the conclusion that craft training was ‘tistie by guilds®® Cognitive psychology
provides no answers to these questions, evenanythe

Answers to these questions are, by contrast, pedvild my own publications, through
focussing on the acquisition of skills in a pardeubranch of pre-modern industry — the
production of worsted and woollen textif€On the basis of micro-level findings for the
Wirttemberg industry and macro-level comparisoneragrdifferent European worsted
regions, my study established that worsted prodaoatid not require the lengtf training
imposed by guild apprenticeship regulatiéfi€pstein seeks to dispute this finding by
claiming that worsted production was actually hygskilled, supporting this assertion by
referring to a historian of early modern Pennsyi@aioncerning the long list of skills ‘a
weaver’ had to hav€” But this is irrelevant to the question of how lantpok to learn these
skills, let alone whether they required a guild r@pgiceship — which they cannot have done
in Epstein’s Pennsylvania example, since Americaftswere not organized in guildf.
Even in Europe, as shown by the evidence presémimg study, many contemporaries did
not believe that it took a long time to learn wedstveaving skills or that guild apprenticeship
was required to do §8° That therevereskills is irrelevant — what matters is how difficu
they were to learn. Furthermore, as | show, Eunopearsted industries in which
practitioners did not train for lengthy periods atd not undergo guild apprenticeships
achieved levels of skill that enabled them to $atisstomers and expand successftfiy.

My study also showed that production in the worstector did not require thgpe of

training involved in formal apprenticesHipy.Female workers, for instance, were denied
access to guild apprenticeship and journeymanshipyere nonetheless so skilful that they
were viewed as serious threats by guilded mastérs,used their guild organizations to
harass and exclude théfi Epstein retorts that non-guild-trained female labdoes not
show guild training to have been unnecessary siheg training may have been informal,
but it existed none the les¥”.This is precisely the point. Practising this intlys- and those
many others in which unapprenticed persons wonkéther legally or illegally — required a
type of training which could be, and was, obtaingthout formal apprenticeship. Indeed, as
Epstein himself acknowledges, my data for the Véimkierg worsted industry show that 20
per cent of practising widows were in a positioptactise the craft successfully despite
having been married to a master for less than yea6és of combined apprenticeship and
journeymanship required by the guttdiMany unmarried women, widows of non-masters,
and male outsiders sought to practise the indil&gally, without ever having been in the
household of a master weaver, and hence withounh¢pdnad the opportunity to obtain formal
or informal training from a guild master. This cddde because the industry in question did

% Epstein 2008, para. 11.

% Qgilvie 1997; Ogilvie 2004a.

190 Ogilvie 20044, pp. 302-14.

101 Epstein 2008, para. 16 fn 25, quoting Hood 20031f.

192|n her discussion of weaving in Britain, Hood 2@88phasizes the importance of the English
weaving industry’s pursuit of greater flexibilityrbugh relocation to rural environments, in whiah,
is well known, guild apprenticeships were largddgent. She also emphasizes that the weaving
industry Yorkshire (in which guild apprenticeshijayed a particularly unimportant role) was the
industry most similar to the Pennsylvania industrg studies.
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196 Ogilvie 20044, pp. 304-07.
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notrequire much training (as suggested by much eciléor mass-market textile crafts such
as worsted production) or because the indufittyequire skilled training but formal
apprenticeship was unnecessary for providing is(egested by the prevalence of black-
market female workers in numerous crafts all overipdustrial Europe). In either case, the
existence of females (and Jews, and immigrantsptret ‘encroachers’) who were
sufficiently skilled to constitute a threat to faly guild-trained producers demonstrates that
formal guild apprenticeships (and the guilds trerhdnded them) were irrelevant to providing
whatever training was required.

Finally, the evidence presented in my publicatiest&blished that guilds ditbt provide
would-be craft practitioners with the appropriaed| of learning. Almost all guilds excluded
females from apprenticeship and journeymanshipetiyedenying half the population access
to formal training in the industrial sector. Guilalso excluded many males from
apprenticeship according to parentage, religidmieity, nationality, legitimate birth, and
other economically irrelevant characteristics. Nbakess, non-guild-trained females and
males demonstrated both the desire and the capdbilparticipate in industrial activities
wherever guilds did not prevent them from doing®dustries in which there were no
guilds or where guild apprenticeship regulationsengidely flouted achieved levels of
quality and technical innovation that enabled thersatisfy customers and expand
successfully. Where formal apprenticeships were@egeyoung people entered into them
voluntarily and privately as in painters’ workshppgthout any need for guild compulsion.
Alternative institutional frameworks were evidentigpable of providing training at least as
efficiently as guilds, without excluding a large jovity of would-be practitioners?

It seems likely, as | have pointed out in previpuslications, that skills requirements differed
across pre-modern industrial activitié5But it is indubitably the case that some largeassc
— such as wool textiles — demanded a length, Bpe institutional framework for training
that did not require guilds. The question of thprapriate length and type of training is still
unanswered for most pre-modern industries, botdersnd outside the textile sector. But
enthusiasts for guilds have cited no evidence agéie proposition that for many industries
in pre-modern Europe the required training wasteh@nd less formal than that required by
guilds. Nor have they provided an alternative exateon for the fact that many successful
and expanding industries flourished in pre-modairoge without their practitioners’
engaging in lengthy formal training. These isswsot be addressed or resolved by
appealing to psychology textbooks.

3.2. Can Legislation Show That Training Required d3®@

The second line of approach of enthusiasts fodgud to reassert the usability of legislative
evidence, claiming that the fact that all guild $anentionedskilled training indicated that

199 Ogilvie 2003, chs. 3 and 6; Ogilvie 2004a, pp.-289303-07, 312-14, 319, 323-5; Ogilvie 2004b:
Og]ilvie 2004c; Ogilvie 2006a.

19 For examples of non-guild apprenticeships in poelenn England and the Netherlands, see Davids
2003, pp. 3-10; Heaton 1965, pp. 308-11.

11 Counter to the claim in Epstein 2008, para. 7 Witl26, that | make the ‘assumption that all eraft
faced identical requirements in terms of skill'. ®e contrary, in Ogilvie 2004a, p. 302, | postelat
that craftsvariedin their skills requirements, with some of themuieing prolonged formal training
and others not: ‘there were many pre-industriditer@nd proto-industries that were not highly sdll
hence did not require prolonged formal training) et were guilded. This was certainly true of most
European wool textile industries, especially affer spread of the worsted “New Draperies” in therla
sixteenth century.” Epstein also claims that | hargued that ‘training was unnecessary in “nearly
every part of early modern Europe” ‘. In fact, igitDie 2004a, p. 303, | carefully restrict my argemn
to the wool textile industries, writing that ‘Sirail direct testimony survives for nearly every qudrt
early modern Europe: most worsted — and even mamjlen — wares could be successfully woven,
finished, and sold on export markets without forignaild training’.
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these were a major guitthncern For the reasons already discussed earlier, &igialis an
unreliable guide to actual practice. Even as aegtodyuild priorities, legislation must be read
critically. Guilds had two other incentives — apaoim concern for the common weal — to
include training regulations in their legislatiddne was that training requirements made it
easier for established producers to monitor andicesntry to the industry, thereby
protecting themselves from competition and defegdireir monopoly profits. The other
incentive to include training regulations in gudddinances was rhetorical: skill was
unquestionably a good thing, and hence could be tasgistify guild restrictions that might
otherwise have attracted opposition from governmenerchants, or ordinary citizens.

Rehabilitation theorists altogether fail to addrgesargument that the presence of training
regulations in all guild ordinances can be expldibg their utility in enforcing entry barriers.
They do address the argument that training provssamuld be included in guild ordinances
for rhetorical reasons, but solely by denying tingitds had any need to justify their
regulations toward the wider world. Thus Epsteairok that there is no need to analyse the
rhetorical reasons behind including particular @ions in guild legislation because, he
assertsi,lz‘statutory provisions were addressedetgulild membership and not to the outside
world'.

This betrays ignorance of the legal basis for ttistence of guilds and the regulations
governing their operations. Guilds obtained chartlesm municipal and state authorities
precisely so as to give themselves a legal basigdioalizing or prosecuting members who
violated regulations and outsiders who infringedfaeir ‘privileges’. The wording of guild
charters was often strongly influenced by guild rhers themselves since, as demonstrated in
archival research carried out by those who hawdiesiguilds in practice, guild legislation
typically came into being as a result of petitiamsl draft ordinances submitted by guild
delegations?® The imposition by guilds of penalties and prosierist on members and
outsiders, and their denial of permission to learpractise the economic activities they
defined as their own exclusive ‘privilege’, inewita aroused resentment and resistance.
Consequently, guilds needed to provide justifiaaion order to persuade legislators, town
officials, bureaucrats, magistrates, juries, ardlipwpinion that guild regulations benefited
the common weal and should be promulgated, enfoer@tirenewed. Guild charters,
ordinances, and statutes were, therefore, unquesitip addressed to the outside world. Had
they been addressed solely to the guild membetkbipwould hardly have needed to exist.

The fact that all guild laws mentioned skilled tiag is thus irrelevant to establishing
whether guilds were in practice essential for hueegpital provision. Legislation does not say
anything about what actually happened. Furthernsinee guilds had other strong incentives
to include training regulations in their ordinanckeglislation cannot even be used to support
the view that guilds regarded human capital invesitras a priority.

3.3. Can Guilds’ Exclusion of Females Be Dismissed?

As already mentioned, one widespread finding thatscdoubt on the necessity of guild
training is the evidence that many pre-modern itriegscould be successfully practised by
females, who were legally excluded from guild tiagn In almost all guilded industries,
women were officially prohibited from undertakingpaenticeship and journeymanship.
However, masters’ wives and widows were often (tftonot always) permitted to practice
the craft no matter how short a time they had beemnied. At the same time, similarly
unapprenticed women who hadt married masters were regarded as a dangerous tirea

112 Epstein 2008, para. 18.
113 For a discussion, see Ehmer 1998, p. 39; Ogil08¥ 1pp. 39-45; Ogilvie 2004a, pp. 292-3.
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guild members™ This, as has been widely pointed out in the ltteeaon the history of
women’s work, is a strong indication that guildniag requirements functioned as a barrier
to entry rather than as an essential instrumergkitls transmission

Still concerned to defend guilds as economicallydbieial despite their having prevented half
the population from obtaining industrial skills tlemsiasts for guilds adopt the somewhat
contradictory stance that on the one hand guildsdt restrict women’s work (since that
would imply that guilds were inefficient and inet@ile) but on the other hand women were
naturally unsuited for skilled craft work becausé¢heir domestic responsibilities (so actually
their exclusion by guilds was justified).

Enthusiasts for guilds have responded to the embsing fact that guilds excluded women
from training by seeking to discount the econongaificance of this exclusion. Thus, for
instance, Crowston has argued that guild restristmn women did not matter because in
eighteenth-century France females worked illegallhe black market and obtained
vocational training through alternative institutiosuch as all-female guilds, charitable
schools, female religious communities, or unguildiede manufactures. According to
Crowston, this shows that ‘there is no essentiatregliction between women and guild¥.
This misses the point. The fact that some womenesmgded in getting around guild
restrictions through resorting to other institutar to the black market does not mean that
guilds had no effect. Alternative training institiis were scarce and costly. As Crowston
herself admits, even in France all-female guildsedew in number and could only admit
limited numbers of girls as apprentices; othera#iéves only arose through state or church
intervention, undertaken precisely to compensatgudd barriers to female trainirg’ As

for the black market, certainly it offered excludgdups such as women opportunities better
than those they were offered by formal institutisash as guilds. But, as research on modern
developing economies shows, the opportunities efféry the informal sector are still poorer
than those which excluded individuals would havieyd had they been allowed to train and
work in the formal sector. In the informal sectdsks are high, information is poor, violence
and theft are common, time-horizons are short, amariare unprotected, and investments in
physical and human capital are limited. Any insitto that forces workers into the informal
sector not only harms those workers but imposd§diencies on the whole economy/’
Institutions that encourage the informal sector miagp block change. As Partha Dasgupta
has trenchantly observed, informal institutions roegg benefits in less developed
economies, but one should not be ‘distracted freking if their continued existence could
prevent more productive social arrangements froooiming established, say, in the shape of

formal markets®*®

Other enthusiasts for guilds deal with the probtdrguild discrimination against women by
denying the evidence. Thus guild restrictions omen did not matter, according to Epstein,
since masters’ daughters ‘did earn an income fr@fi work’.*?° This is untrue, as shown in

4 For a full-length discussion of guild constraintswomen’s work in Wiirttemberg and more widely
across pre-industrial Europe, see Ogilvie 2003 flrdher European evidence, see Crowston 2001;
Hafter 1995; Hafter 1997; Hafter 2001; Quataertst @mon-Muscheid 1998; Van den Heuvel 2007,
Van Nederveen 2006a; Van Neederveen Meerkerk 2006sner 1990; Wiesner-Hanks 1996.

1> Bandhauer-Schoeffmann 2006; Coffin 1994; Crow&001; Eibl 1995; Hafter 1995; Hafter 2001;
Jacobsen 1998; Ogilvie 2003; Quataert 1985; Simasdkeid 1998; Vamos 1987; Van Neederveen
Meerkerk 2006a; Van Neederveen Meerkerk 2006b;\e&996; Wiesner 1990.

116 Crowston 2006, p. 28.

7 Crowston 2006, pp. 14-18.

118 See De Soto 1989; Schneider 2006; InternationabluaOffice Mission 1989; Ogilvie 2007,
Section IX.

119 Dasgupta 2003, p. 310.

120 Epstein 2008, para. 33.
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a series of my publications, including severaldig Epsteirnt?* The only women who could
legally engage in all aspects of a guilded crafteweives and widows of mastef3.
Daughters of masters were excluded from guild ageship and forbidden many forms of
work, not just in worsted production but in neaallyother guilded industrie$® Epstein adds
that ‘non-guild related women also worked as spwirté* He carefully omits to mention that
spinning was thenly type of worsted work which women other than masteives and
widows were legally allowed to do, and that spisherages were capped by the weavers’
guilds, pushing these women into poverty and depecy!*® Similar attempts by weavers’
guilds elsewhere in Europe to coerce female spiinéo working for below-market wages
were only prevented by diminishing the regulatapyvprs of the guild$?® Women other than
masters’ wives and widows who sought to carry eyt@her work in the worsted industry
except for spinning were prosecuted by the gdfit®nly by ignoring or denying the
empirical findings in this way can one dismiss daenage which guilds inflicted on human
capital investment through their discrimination iagawomen.

Another tactic is to claim that women’s productpiit the labour market was so low that it
did notmatterthat guilds prevented them from increasing thatpctivity by obtaining
industrial skills. Thus Epstein contends that migicgsm of guilds’ prohibition on female
training is based on the mistaken ‘assumptionfédmatle labour productivity was equivalent
to male’*® This echoes his statement in an earlier publinatiat ‘women were mostly
restricted to activities learned informally at hdrmed hence had no demand for guild
apprenticeship&? Such biological arguments, seeking to justify gsfilexclusion of women
from training on the grounds that women’s labowdgictivity was naturally low because of
their domestic role, echo arguments used by gudldtens at the time, concerned to defend
their privileges against female competitidhBut Epstein’s argument is unsustainable. It is
false to claim that | assume female labour proghiigtio be equal to male: on the contrary,
detailed analysis of this precise question is mtediin my book on women’s work published
in 2003* It is also false to claim that guilds’ exclusioimemen can be justified in terms of
low labour productivity or domestic responsibiltiAnalyses of women’s craft work by
myself and others has refuted the claim that thethpodern women had naturally low labour
productivity or were necessarily attached to domessponsibilities, and therefore had no
demand for vocational training and no desire tarddt work*? For one thing, in most
western European societies, women married in thtbitwenties, 10-20 per cent of them
never married at all, and at any one time more ttadiof all females of prime working age
were not married. These demographic realities garaen strong incentives to invest in
vocational skills and to practise them for long gdg®of their life-cycles. For another, females
without guild licenses were regarded as dangeroogetitors by male journeymen and
masters, and persecuted when they encroachedksréserved for male guild members.
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That is, women did not have such low labour pragtitgtthat they were ‘mostly restricted to
domestic activities’, but rather had the desire alpitity to work in guilded sectors. By
excluding women from legally learning and practisimost craft work, therefore, guilds were
not simply reflecting women'’s ‘naturally’ low laboproductivity or their natural taste for
domestic activities, but were deliberately enfogdimstitutionalized sex discrimination in the
labour market®

A final argument employed by enthusiasts for guidd® claim that guild restrictions on
women’s training did not matter because pre-modenieties also contained other sources of
sex discrimination. Thus Epstein dismisses guigistematic exclusion of women by saying
that ‘pre-modern gender discrimination was not nted by, and certainly not restricted to,
guilds’.***If this is intended to argue thather economic institutions in pre-modern Europe
werealso manipulated by male interest-groups in such aagatp obtain monopoly rents for
themselves by excluding female competition in faetad product markets, it is true — as |
have shown in detail, strong communal and seigakimstitutions were used in the same way
as strong guild$®® But this hardly exonerates the guilds from thethesiastic participation

in this systematic discrimination. If Epstein’ststaent is intended as a ‘cultural’ argument
that patriarchal beliefs were universal in pre-nmadeurope and hence the institutional
framework did not matter, the empirical findinggigast otherwise. Patriarchal beliefs may
have been universal, but they had much less ecaniomiact in the absence of institutional
structures to give them practical expression. &h#hown by the fact that women moved into
almost any economic activity in pre-modern Europs@on as guild regulations loosened
sufficiently to stop keeping them otif.Recent research on women’s work in the early
modern Dutch Republic, for instance, has shownithagctors unregulated by guilds, such as
specialized spinning, female and male wages weral £ In sectors of the Dutch economy
where guild rules were more liberal, such as rieifemale participation was significantly
higher than in sectors where guilds were moreiotiste, and when guild restrictions were
relaxed female participation immediately increaSéthstitutions did matter, as they enabled
individuals to organize themselves to work togethatifferent ways, whether for efficient or
inefficient purposes — enthusiasts for guilds wadely not claim that because beliefs in
‘skilled training’ were universal in pre-modern Bpe it did not therefore matter what
institutions were available to ensure that sucimitng actually occurred. Even if patriarchal
beliefs were universal, the institutions to implenese beliefs varied. Strong guilds gave
male masters the institutional capacity to act eartel to exclude women and to penalize
free-riding by individual masters who would otheseshave wished to train and employ
female workers.

Institutions that exclude females from work andhirey do not just harm women; they also
damage the wider economy. Recent studies provitkingt estimates of the extent to which
discrimination against women in human capital itwesat and labour force participation
reduces GDP in modern developing economies. Thusmdgtance, a 2007 United Nations
report estimates that gender discrimination cdssAsian and Pacific region $43-$47 billion
a year by keeping women out of the labour marked,another $16-$30 billion a year by
restricting their access to education and trainihigndia’s female labour force participation
rate reached parity with that of the United Staliedia’s GDP would increase by 4.2 per cent
a year and its GDP growth rate would increase 88 percentage points a year. Achieving
US female labour force participation rates woulttéase the Malaysian GDP growth rate by

133 See Ogilvie 1990; Ogilvie 2003, esp. ch. 7; Ogil2D04a; Ogilvie 2004c.
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0.77 of a percentage point and the Indonesiarbga€e56 of a percentage poifit.For the

Asian and Pacific region as a whole, a 1 per carease in female education would increase
GDP growth by 0.2 per cent, an estimate parallelednumber of other studies of modern
developing economie¥’ Institutions, such as guilds, that restrict worses:cess to training
and employment therefore seem likely to reduce @minwell-being more widely.

3.4. Can the Evidence on Apprenticeship Be Reingted?

A fourth approach adopted by scholars who wish aintain a favourable view of guilds’ role
in skilled training is to challenge the case-stedidence on guild apprenticeship in pre-
modern Europe. This includes the finding that menafts did not need long training; that
industries without compulsory guild training weresessful; that many guild apprentices
found training useless and quit early when notllggaevented from doing so; and that
guilds used apprenticeship regulations to restritty.

A first important finding about guild apprenticegtihat casts doubt on the human capital
view of guilds is the evidence that many pre-modegits could be successfully practised by
new entrants after a short period of training thdtnot involve any formal guild
apprenticeship. This was the case in many EnghshCautch worsted textile industries, as
pointed out in my publication$! In the West Riding of Yorkshire in the eighteeatmtury,
contemporaries observed that ‘every man that wiédklibertie to be a clothiet*? In
eighteenth-century Somerset, contemporaries congaahat of the several thousand
weavers operating in and around Taunton ‘not Halhem have served Apprenticeships to
the Weaving Trade*® It was also the case in the Wiirttemberg Black $tdrethe 1580s
when the worsted industry was just starting upotteethe first worsted-weavers’ guilds were
formed. Thus in 1582, disgruntled masters of auiduild of woollen-broadcloth-weavers
(Tuchmachercomplained to the authorities that peasants ag ohother crafts, ‘here and
there also joined by women’, were setting up assteak-weaversZeugmacher
Engelsaitmach@rand selling successfully on export markets, tdétarning combing and
weaving for only a few weeks or montHs’.

Such testimony by contemporaries is very awkwardHe view that long guild
apprenticeships were essential. In his recent eg@ss of the importance of guilds’ training
role, Epstein has claimed that evidence such asi@mple from Wirttemberg demonstrates
not that prolonged guild training was not necessamy rather ‘the effect of poor quality work
on the craft’s reputatiort®” But there is no evidence for this claim. As islaiped clearly in
literature Epstein himself cites, at this period'sted production was just starting up in
Wiirttemberg:* Worsted-weaving was not regarded as part of tjed lmonopoly of the
woollen-weavers’ craft, and had not yet formedits guild. This petition of 1582 cannot
have anything to do with ‘the craft’s reputatiatierefore, since the worsted-weaving craft
did not yet exist as an entity havea reputation and the woollen-broadcloth-weavirggtcr
had a reputation in a completely different set afeg and markets.

A second empirical finding that undermines the hamapital case for guilds is the
proliferation of non-guild-trained workers all oMeurope wherever guilds ceased to exist or
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to enforce their apprenticeship regulations. Epsteieks to dismiss this evidence by asserting
that non-guilded labour could not substitute foitdgpd labour: ‘the more likely alternative’,

he claims, was ‘that most formally untrained lab®nsere either lower- or semi-skilled
workers who lacked the masters’ all-round expetfi§e&Epstein’s sole support for this
conjecture is a footnote to Heaton’s study of tleeKghire woollen and worsted industries
which, on investigation, actually makes the contiaase. Heaton shows that insofar as
apprenticeship survived in theollenindustry (where it was legally mandated) it was no
enforced by guilds but rather undertaken througyape agreements. In theorstedindustry,
apprenticeship was not legally mandated, so itavastter of voluntary choice and was
widely ignored (‘every man that wolde had libettiebe a clothie*¥). At no point does

Heaton refer to guild masters’ all-round expertisgher he describes how the advancing
division of labour and the increasing specializati® worsted workers progressively made
apprenticeship obsolete for the vast majority ofsted producer¥? Heaton’s evidence for
Yorkshire thus provides no support for Epsteinswihat guild apprenticeships were
essential for ensuring industrial skills or thabsguild-trained workers could not substitute
for guilded labour. Nor does Epstein’s unsubstaetiassertion account for the many guilded
industries throughout Europe in which untraineccterachers’ were regarded by guild
masters as skilled enough to produce wares that ivdistinguishable from their own. If
these non-guild-trained competitors had lackedsegie‘all-round expertise’, guild masters
would not have needed to bother excluding them.

A third finding about apprenticeship that caststdan the human capital case for guilds is
the fact that in many guilded crafts apprenticasmlained of receiving poor training from
their masters and quit their apprenticeships eaxgn though this disqualified them from
subsequent mastership. My 2004 article providedrs¢ulustrative examples of such
apprentices in early modern Wiirttemb&Epstein bizarrely takes these examples to show
not that guilds failed to guarantee training btihea that ‘these apprentices had a ...
sophisticated understanding of weaving skift5This is absurd. Quitting apprenticeship
before completing the legal training period wagmosis decision, implying a calculation that
the expected value of continuing guild training Wwess than the foregone earnings and
disutility of remaining in service. An apprenticédavquit may or may not have had a
sophisticated understanding of the importance it skills, but he certainly had reached a
clear conclusion that guild apprenticeship waspnoviding him with skills of value. Nor was
this pattern unique to Wirttemberg. Examples o&way apprentices can be found in many
other European crafts and industri&szarr, for instance, has conjectured that inteingpt
one’s guild apprenticeship was the norm rather tharexception in pre-modern crafts.
Wallis adduces high quit-rates by early modern Bhghpprentices as evidence that guild
apprenticeships were neither necessary nor suftiéde providing training even in highly
skilled urban craft§>* Epstein’s argument is thus not only farfetcheddiuidds with the
research literature on pre-modern craft apprertipes

A fourth finding about apprenticeship that castsldan rosy views of how guilds guaranteed
human capital investment is evidence that guildsdraalternative motivation for requiring
apprenticeship — it helped them restrict entry. M¥plications have substantiated this
argument, presenting quantitative and qualitatiidesce showing how Wurttemberg
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weavers’ guilds used apprenticeship regulationggtrict entry and protect monopoly

rents™° Enthusiasts for guilds seek to sweep such evidender the carpet. Thus, for
instance, Epstein claims on several occasionglibaguild in my German case study cannot
have used apprenticeship to ration entry becauastérs set no limits to the number of
apprentices a master could tak&This is simply untrue. The standard works on this
industry, including my own study, document the @&ngiceship quotas imposed by
Wirttemberg worsted guilds, beginning in 1611 aadoming progressively more severe
thereafter'>’ Epstein tries to explain away the decline in thmber of outside masters
admitted to this industry after 1650 by claimingttit was not so much guild exclusivism as a
lack of demand by outsiders to obtain mastershipllp*® This is also false. My case study
presents unambiguous evidence showing that thd godosed higher entry requirements on
outside applicants, evinced outrage at the disyavett some masters from a neighbouring
district had taken on ‘outsiders’ as apprenticabout special state dispensation, and opposed
settlement of outside weavers on the grounds thatcraft was overfilled'>® Epstein claims
that the guild cannot have become more exclusies 4650 because the number of masters
grew and average output fell, so the entry by detsi declined simply because no outsider
wanted to set up business locdfiyThis too is false. My study presents evidence tinat
number of masters grew through internal increaseesguild members often had more than
one son who wanted to join the craft, enhancingtrie’s motivation to exclude outsidets.
Average output fell after 1650 not because of wekarkand for guild masterships but because
legal output quotas were fixed at lower leV&f€Epstein claims that guild output quotas
cannot have impeded production since the guildaquets 50 cloths per annum but average
output only 30-33% This is also false. My case study, as well astaadard nineteenth-
century study of this industry, explains clearlgittthe guild output quota was renegotiated at
intervals between the weavers’ guilds and the naariztyers’ association, and therefore
fluctuated over time. For extended periods in #heeateenth and eighteenth centuries, these
negotiated legal output quotas lay well below Sfihd per annum, as shown by evidence
presented in the standard works on the indu§tjhough Epstein footnotes the relevant
literature, his factual assertions often depamnfibwithout explanation or contrary
evidence®

In a further attempt to shore up the case for gutt@ining role, Epstein seeks to reinterpret
the evidence on guild output quotas in the Wirttergplworsted industry by claiming that
they show labour productivity to have been highethie guild-regulated town than in the
non-guild-regulated countryside. He begins withisguotation, claiming that | state that
‘labour productivity “should have been higher i ttountryside, where corporative
regulation might be expected to be weakef® In fact, what | write is that ‘Standard
assumptions about proto-industrialization woulddjrehigher output quotas in the
countryside, where corporative regulation mighekpected to be weakéf’ Epstein’s
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misquotation introduces three separate inaccurdeiest, he quotes me as writing ‘should
have been’, whereas what | wrote was ‘Standardngs$ons about proto-industrialization
would predict’. Second, he ascribes the predidtiome, instead of to the standard theory of
proto-industrialization, a theory that | show toiberror, since the evidence for Wiirttemberg
worsted guilds demonstrates that corporative reigulavas equally strong in town and
countryside. Third, Epstein substitutes the wolalsdur productivity’ for ‘output quotas’.

This triply inaccurate quotation emboldens Epsteiadvance the claim that my evidence
shows that ‘26 of the top 27 weavers by outputdivethe more regulated Wildberg towns
[sic], suggesting that labour productivity was gigantly higher where guild regulations on
apprenticeship were strongest [sic] than in the tegulated countrysid&®® This statement
contains multiple inaccuracies. First, the evideincgable 7.1 of my book, from which
Epstein takes these numbers, isguoild output quotasnotlabour productivity This is
explicitly indicated in the sentence which Epstaeisquotes (where he substitutes ‘labour
productivity’ for ‘output quotas’), in the text ofiy book, and in the title of Table 7-%.As
clearly discussed there, weavers in both town andtcy desired to product, and were
capable of producing, larger numbers of cloths thay produced in practice. They produced
so few cloths in practice because they were predenbm producing more by guild output
quotas, which were legally fixed at lower levels iforal than for urban masters. Guild output
quotas thus provide no information about laboudpuobivity. Second, the countryside was
not ‘less regulated’ than the town, as indicated lwide array of evidence discussed in my
book, including the fact that the guild actuallypiosedstricter output quotas on rural than
urban weavers. Third, no material either in thisga@e or anywhere else in my book (or in
any other work on the Wirttemberg worsted indugtrgvides support for the statement that
‘guild regulations on apprenticeship’ were stronigetowns than in villages. On the contrary,
guantitative evidence from the sections of my bating to apprenticeship shows
unambiguously that guild regulations on apprentigesvere enforced equally strictly in
towns and village$”

Epstein’s final attempt at creative reinterpretai®directed at my evidence concerning guild
limitations on the number of young men admittetraming. My study showed that high
apprenticeship fees were imposed by guilds asdoarid entry, and that they were effective
in excluding even those candidates whose othelacteaistics (gender, father’'s occupation,
community citizenship, religion, legitimate birgstc.) might otherwise have entitled them to
become apprenticé$. Epstein advances a convoluted argument that begihsa rhetorical
question: ‘If lengthy apprenticeships were unnezgsshe only rationale for paying the fee
would have been to provide an apprentice with ealixe rent stream; but then, why spend 6
useless years as an apprentice and not immedizetme a master instead?’ Since it was
not rational to make the latter choice, he claiapprenticeship must have been ‘the chief
available means to acquire scarce skills’ and héme@pprenticeship fee ‘would have acted
as a bond on future performance, given asymmetiicmation about the apprentice’s ability
and willingness to repay his training costs in’ ft/if

This ignores several key aspects of guild apprestiip. It was nabpento a young man ‘to
immediately become a master’ without putting in ¢benpulsory period of apprenticeship
and journeymanship required by guild regulationgh@iit presenting one’s guild
apprenticeship certificate one could not obtainlegipent as a journeyman, without
presenting one’s journeyman tramp-book and maséeemne could not obtain one’s
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189 Ogilvie 1997, pp. 204-05 with Table 7.1.

170 Ogilvie 1997, pp. 155-79.

"1 Ogilvie 1997, ch. 6; Ogilvie 2004a, pp. 307-10.

172 Epstein 2008, para. 28.

27



mastership certificate, and without a mastershifificate one could not set up in business as
a master in any jurisdiction in which guild regidas were enforcetl® Epstein’s rhetorical
guestion thus falls flat: the rationale for paythg apprenticeship fee and spending a given
number of ‘useless years as an apprentice’ wagthials, community jurisdictions, and state
officials required this as a prerequisite for wakindependently as a master.

Epstein’s attempted reinterpretation of guild apticeship fees falls equally flat. Not only
was there a very good reason to pay the fee and see’s ‘useless years’ as an apprentice
(the guild required it of anyone who desired ultiea to enjoy the benefits of guild
mastership), but there is not a scintilla of evigeto support the view that the apprenticeship
fee was ‘a bond on future performance’ to ensusédh apprentice would repay his training
costs. Indeed, this interpretation of apprentigesiais attracted criticism in recent scholarship
on guilds'™ For one thing, although Epstein describes appresis ‘children’, they were
not!”® Here, as in most other pre-modern European cigfigrentices were young men in the
second half of their teens and the first half @iititwenties (aged 14-24 years, according to
the Wildberg censuses of 1717 and 1732Youths of this age were regarded by
contemporaries as productive enough to cover togisumption costs, and often had prior
employment history, so they were already of util@ytheir masters from the beginning of the
apprenticeship’’ Studies of apprentices in England and other Eanogecieties reveal the
same to be true in other pre-modern crift¥hese findings have begun to evoke scepticism
about whether it is justified to regard guild appieeship fees and longer-than-necessary
apprenticeship periods as bonds on future perfocmaather than as barriers to eritfy.

The evidence on guild apprenticeship does notefbes, support the view that guilds were
either necessary or sufficient for human capitaégtiment. Contemporary testimony that
guilded crafts could be practised effectively withguild apprenticeship cannot be dismissed
by claiming that non-guild-trained practitionersreselamagingly unskilled, since many crafts
were guilded in some European societies and urggiifdut successful) in others, and non-
guild-trained practitioners competed successfuity\guild masters. Moreover, guild
apprentices themselves complained about receiving fpaining and often voted with their
feet by quitting apprenticeship early. Guild appicaship existed not because it was efficient
for human capital investment but because it hetpgidis defend their members’ profits by
restricting entry, as shown by exclusion of outssdey strong guilds. Guild apprenticeship
fees were not bonds on performance by unproductiitd workers but entry barriers

imposed on productive young men who were alreaayilify to their masters. Apprentices
were willing to pay high fees not because they edlguild training but because they valued
the guild license without which they were not alkmlvto practise the craft legally.

3.5. Was It Only in the Worsted Industry that Guildining was Unnecessary?

A fifth approach adopted by scholars who wish toraan a favourable view of guilds’ role
in training is to claim that contrary evidence @es solely from the industry analysed in my
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own case study, namely worsted textile producti®My 2004 article certainly focuses on
the early modern European worsted textile industinge the debate about guilds is still sadly
lacking in rigorous empirical analyst$ But the arguments presented there have a wider
relevance. Textiles were by far the largest brasigire-modern industry, as recently pointed
out by Soaly: ‘the most important export-orientedustry with respect to capital investment,
employment, and profits was textile manufacturifigWorsteds — also called ‘New
Draperies’ — were a rapidly expanding, mass-méavkaatch of the early modern European
textile industry*®® Although there were branches of textile producttuat were more highly
skilled — particularly silk and high-quality broddih production — the greatest expansion in
the textile industry in early modern Europe tockaa not in these luxury branches but rather
in the low-quality, mass-market branches of worstédhter woollens, linens, and cottons —
sectors that expanded so fast in export-marketdhiag have often been called ‘proto-
industrial’ ** Findings for the worsted industry thus refer farge and rapidly expanding
component of by far the largest branch of indubtfore and during the first Industrial
Revolution.

Furthermore, evidence undermining the human caipitedpretation of guilds is not restricted
to the worsted sector. As my publications have dwnted, worsted production was only one
of many early modern industrial activities that erguilded in some parts of Europe and
unguilded in others. Other examples include lineawing, cotton weaving, scythe making,
trimmings making, lace making, and the making oékimon goods. These industries were
guilded in many parts of Germany, Austria, Italpa$, Bohemia, Serbia, Bulgaria, and
Greece, but unguilded in most parts of Englandydidas, Scotland, Switzerland, and
Ireland®® In an article of 2005, | present evidence froramge of industries, including high-
quality urban crafts, that undermines the claint gualds were necessary for skilled
training*® There is thus copious evidence from other sectmns worsted textiles that guilds
were not necessary to provide levels of skillething sufficient to power the dynamism of
long-lived and successful pre-modern industriess $aggests that the detailed analysis of
the institutional requirements for human capitakistment provided in my case study of the
European worsted sector is likely to find many palsiin pre-modern industry. As discussed
below in Section 7, such rigorous, comparative eicgdistudies of particular industries are
an important desideratum for future research, §stbry can advance the debate about
guilds’ importance for human capital investment.

3.6. Can European Evidence Be Reinterpreted toliféhte Guilds’ Role in Training?

A final approach adopted by scholars who wish &ssert the human capital interpretation of
guilds is to dispute the evidence from cross-Eusopsomparisons. As | have previously
pointed out, the fact that one and the same inglestrld be subject to compulsory guild
apprenticeship in some European economies anafrgald apprenticeship in others casts
doubt on the view that guild apprenticeship waseadgically essential. Further doubt is cast
by the fact that some of the dynamic and successftile industries in the centuries before
the industrial revolution developed in rural regiai England where guild apprenticeship
played little or no role. Epstein has sought toriss such European comparisons on the
grounds that that apprenticeship was widespre&mgtand into the mid-eighteenth
century®’ There are three reasons why this claim is irreieva
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First, apprenticeship does not require guilds, @stdtn himself admits when he
acknowledges that in Yorkshire apprenticeship @mtsrwere monitored by Justices of the
Peace (public magistrates) rather than gdfiti§he Yorkshire woollen and worsted industries
were phenomenally successful, and have been estitmticcount for 60 per cent of British
output in the wool textile sector by the eighteerehtury™®® Furthermore, as | have pointed
out, and as confirmed by the Heaton study to whigstein refers, non-guild apprenticeship
was widespread in the English worsted and woohelustries from the sixteenth century
on® The prevalence of non-guild apprenticeship in aleiange of pre-industrial crafts has
been emphasized by recent work on Engfdhthe Low Countries?? France'* Italy,'**
Russia;” the United StateS? and Canad&’ Thus, for instance, Mocarelli finds that in an
Italian database of over one thousand guilds, @stof the guilds recorded (677)
apprenticeships were not officially recogniseéhcreasingly a private contract between the
parties was adopted. A contract was signed bettieemaster craftsman and the parents of
the young person who wished to learn the cré&fLikewise, for the Netherlands, Davids
points out that
it was evidently possible in Amsterdam to conclémenal arrangements concerning
occupational instruction between a individual maatel the parents or guardians of a
prospective pupil even if there was no corporasgétirtion which could test and
certify its outcome. Guilds were not necessary aigsrfor the enforcement of
apprenticeship contracts. If one of the partiesudédd, the aggrieved person could
always have recourse to the codffs.
The widespread evidence of non-guild apprenticashiwiermines earlier claims that guilds
were essential for enforcing apprenticeships bexéashad previously been argued) they
prescribed masterpieces, solved free-rider prohlgoesranteed contract enforcement, or
ensured apprentices were optimally distributed aymasters® It also casts more general
doubt on the idea that guilds were necessary tarersiman capital investment, even in
activities where prolonged training was importaitich of the English apprenticeship to
which Epstein refers took place in a non-guild feavark, and hence the existence of English
apprentices does not tell us anything about theitapce of guilds.

Second, guild apprenticeship was also widespreathiits for which skilled training wasot
economically necessary, as shown by the evidema@éovorsted and woollen industries all
over early modern Eurog®. This is because guild apprenticeship served qihioses than
economic efficiency. In particular, as discussedetail above, guild apprenticeship
requirements constituted a barrier to entry ereftethe purpose of creating monopoly
profits for guild members. Thus the prevalenceuwlfdgapprenticeship in any given economic
sector did not show that the sector required skiiteining, but merely that its guilds were in
a position legally to require guild apprenticeship.
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Third, apprentices could be numerousirsoluteterms even in a society (such as early
modern England) in which guilds were being circunted or being compelled to relaxed
their regulations in order to survive. What is velet to assessing the importance of guilds is
not the absolute numbers of apprentices, nor évealisolute numbers glild apprentices,
but rather theelative number of men and women practising a craft witth &ithout
apprenticeship. Contemporary documents attestama proportion of non-apprenticeship-
trained practitioners in eighteenth-century Englisiollen and worsted industries — c. 50 per
cent in Taunton in 1702, c. 90 per cent in the VIRéging of Yorkshire c. 18082 Thus a
particular sector or an entire economy could hawgd absolute numbers of apprentices
without this demonstrating that a majority of pidabers pursued apprenticeships, and hence
without providing any support for the view that egagiceship (whether guild-mandated or
privately agreed) was necessary for successfukinidlipractice.

The attempts of enthusiasts for guilds to reinrprternational comparisons in support of
their views thus backfires, partly as a result &dilure to disentangle the various theoretical
issues at stake. Until a clear distinction is drdetween the issues of how much training was
needed, whether it was of a type that could onlptogided through formal apprenticeship,
and whether guilds were needed for apprenticeghifnusiasts for guilds will continue to
make little useful contribution to the debate abdmuinan capital accumulation in pre-modern
economies.

4. Did Guilds Favour Technological Innovation?

A third theory advanced by enthusiasts is thaidgufihcilitated technological innovation. This
runs counter to contemporary complaints — and hégtbevidence — that guilds frequently
opposed the introduction of new techniques. Butugiaists for guilds argue that such
evidence has been misunderstood for centuriesr@iogao this view, many industrial
innovations were adopted without guild oppositiguilds only opposed labour-saving and
capital-intensive innovations, while favouring lalboand skill-intensive ones; many
innovations opposed by guilds were impracticalrig ease; and even when guilds did oppose
innovations it did no harm since innovators simphaded the regulations.

The most extreme enthusiasts for guilds have goriarsas to argue that guilds positively
encouragednnovation. In 1998, Epstein put forward ‘a theofyguild innovation®

claiming that guilds ‘produced and adopted innawaf* and ‘increased the supply of
technology systematically® He postulated four mechanisms by which guildsthiist they
offered monopoly rents to innovators, overcomirgjrdientives to innovation created by the
difficulty of charging people to use a public gaacth as information; they promoted spatial
clustering, easing technology transfer; they regliapprenticeships, guaranteeing smooth
transmission of technical expertise across gemargtand they compelled journeymen to
travel, overcoming barriers to diffusion of newheifjues?*® Through these four guild
mechanisms, he argued, ‘craft-based inventiommecclose to resembling an ideal market
structure for innovatior?”’ In more recent elaborations of this view, Epsté@ims that craft
guilds ‘lowered the costs of absorbing technicédrimation from immigrant technician&™
‘devised institutional arrangements that sustagraft mobility and raised the potential rate
of technological innovatiorf®® and ‘promoted collective knowledge sharing and
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invention’ ?° Technological leadership moved from the Europeanticent to Britain after c.
1675, he argues, ‘largely thanks to skilled indinats trained by guilds™* His conclusion is

that ‘the mairdirect source of pre-modern technical innovation wasctagt guild’ 2

There is a theoretical incoherence, however, abhdaet of the claim that guilds facilitated
technological innovation. On the one hand, guildssaupposed to have been too weak to
enforce harmful regulations, but on the other theysupposed to have been strong enough to
enforce beneficial ones. The argument that guildsevoo weak to enforce regulations
blocking innovations is inconsistent with the clatmt they were strong enough to enforce
regulations encouraging innovations, e.g. by afigrmonopoly rents to inventors, requiring
journeymen to travel, enforcing apprenticeshipprmmoting spatial clustering. One can
defend guilds, at least in theosjther by arguing they were so weak they were harndess

by claiming they were so strong they were bendficiaut not both at the same time.

Empirically, the claim that guilds were too weak {@o well-meaning) to oppose innovations
can be refuted on all counts. First, while it isetthat some industrial innovations were
adopted without detectable guild resistance, tlais anly true if that innovation did not
threaten the well-being of established guild mastEhe same guilds bitterly resisted other
innovations that they did perceive as endangetiay interests, as shown by evidence from
practically every pre-modern craft — the reasomdguiame to be seen as technophobic.

Second, it is false to claim that guilds only ogmbnovations that were labour-saving and
capital-intensive, but favoured ones that wereuaband skills-intensive. Thus, as showed by
my German case study, Wirttemberg weavers’ guilgmsed the introduction of innovative,
skills-intensive worsted and hybrid textiles thrbogt most of the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries. Furthermore, even if guiltisd only opposed labour-saving innovations, that
would still have reduced efficiency by compellingpple to produce at higher cost.

Third, it is illogical to argue that guilds only ppsed ‘impractical’ innovations. If a technique
was no good there would be no reason to oppoagdtjf guild masters viewed opposition to
it as worth investing in, then they believed itgreal enough to harm them.

Fourth, guild opposition to innovations did not aiw fail because of illegal adoption, threats
of emigration, or competition from more liberal iregs. lllegality is costly, as shown by
studies of the informal sector in modern develogognomies; this deterred the marginal
innovator. Emigration is costly, too, as shown tudies quantifying the non-trivial
transaction costs and loss of social capital iremilyy migrants; these costs, too, deterred the
marginal innovator. The existence of more libeegfimes elsewhere does not inevitably lead
to liberalization locally. Inefficient institutionsan be protected from competition by a wide
variety of factors, including political coerciomatle protection, market segmentation,
transportation costs, and migration restrictiorfgeiil redistributive importance to powerful
interest groups alone can enable inefficient imgths to survive for generations, sometimes
for centuries, despite coexisting with more effitienstitutional frameworks — an issue
discussed below in Sectiorf7.

The argument that strong guilds positively encoedatgchnological innovation is even more
guestionable. For one thing, the claim that strguigds’ monopoly rents could have
encouraged innovators is simply a theoretical pstjom for which neither economic theory
nor empirical studies provide support. Even thasmemic models postulating that
monopoly might favour innovation require there #rio barriers to entry in order for the

210 Epstein 2006, p. 15.

21 Epstein 2006, p. 28.

212 Epstein 2004c, p. 34.

213 Ogilvie 2007; Acemoglu / Johnson / Robinson 2005.
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monopolist to have good incentives to innovateceradition violated by pre-modern guilds.
Guilds did certainly generate monopoly rents, haté is no evidence that these rents
rewarded innovatiof*

Second, guilds were neither necessary nor suffié@@renforcing the spatial clustering which
might have favoured horizontal transmission of techl expertise. Industrial agglomeration
is widely observed in most economies, including emadnes, because it brings a whole
array of advantages that have been quite thorowgidlyzed by economists; it does not
require guilds. Conversely, guilds arose in mamjyeaodern crafts where there were not
enough guild members in the same locality to baibgut any industrial agglomeratioh.

Third, guild apprenticeship and journeymanship weher necessary nor sufficient for
transmitting technical expertise smoothly betweeneggations. As already discussed in the
preceding section of this paper, masters who fadedain their apprentices were not
punished and widows who never had any formal guélohing practised legally. Conversely,
‘encroachers’ who had been denied a guild traismgehow managed to learn the relevant
technical expertise without it. Furthermore, mangcessful European industries evidently
ensured that techniques were transmitted succhssgfile dispensing with guild
apprenticeships.

Fourth, guild tramping requirements were neitheressary nor sufficient for diffusing
innovations geographically. Young workers in pregi@im Europe were highly mobile even
in unguilded crafts, proto-industries, agricultuaad labouring. The Netherlands, where
guilds did not compel journeymen to tramp, enjolgggendary labour mobility and
technological innovation.

Furthermore, regulations guilds imposed for otleasons could exert unintended negative
effects on innovation. Guild production regulatiomsre imposed to control quality (and
monitor unlicensed production), but stipulatinggisely how a product was supposed to be
made could deter innovation by ossifying productisethods and excluding even desirable
deviations. Guild price regulations were imposedrtbance social solidarity (and restrict
competition), but could also deter innovators byyiieg them profits from underselling
competitors. Guild admissions restrictions weredsgd to ensure craft skills (and exclude
entrants), but could also deter innovation by cdhmgea limited number of practitioners to
spend many years investing in learning a particsghiof techniques. Guild prohibitions on
occupational mobility were imposed to ensure thdlsswere required (and to exclude
entrants), but they endowed masters with a heaxgsiment in human capital specific to a
particular technigue and set of products, credtingntives to resist any technical change that
threatened the value of their investment. Guild @emations between different crafts were
imposed to maintain product quality and labourlsKénd to protect monopoly rents), but
could also deter innovation by preventing the potishe exchange of ideas between adjacent
bodies of knowledge.

Cross-European comparisons cast serious doubtionscthat guilds encouraged
technological innovation. In the worsted textiletse, for instance, many strongly guilded
industries (e.g. in German-speaking central Eurame technologically backward, while
many weakly guilded industries (e.g. in the Netdledls and England) were highly innovative.
The West Riding of Yorkshire was as close as ptessibbeing wholly unguilded, yet its
worsted industry was the most successful in eigitkeeentury Europe, partly because of its
exceptional receptiveness to technological innowvati Many other crafts, as we have seen,
were strongly guilded in some European societieskily guilded in others, and wholly
unguilded in still others; and there is no evidewbatsoever that technological innovation

21 Ogilvie 20044, pp. 317-18.
215 Ogilvie 20044, pp. 319.
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was greater in the strongly guilded ones. Guildeevtleus neither necessary nor sufficient for
innovation. On the contrary: in many cases ungdildieweakly guilded industries were at the
forefront of inventing, adopting, and diffusing néschniques.

The scholar who has most forcefully advocated the ¥hat guilds favoured innovation,
Epstein, has recently sought to defend it agaivestd arguments. First, he has reiterated the
pronouncement that guild opposition to innovatieas harmless (or even beneficial)
because many innovations opposed by guilds wergaictipal or dangerous, and because
guilds could be circumvented anyway. Second, wdigavowing his previous claims that
guildsdirectly favoured innovation through monopolies and indaktlustering, he has
repeated with still greater conviction that guilddirectly created positive externalities for
innovation through apprenticeship and journeymanskiiird, he has sought to discredit
evidence that contradicts the ‘innovation’ viewgailds by seeking to reinterpret the
empirical findings in my German case study. Findtly attempts to dispute cross-European
comparisons, claiming that they support the idea ghilds favoured technological
innovation.

4.1. Was Guild Opposition to Innovation Harmless?

Did guild opposition to innovations not matter? ligsrversions of this view had claimed that
although guilds did undeniably sometimes opposevations, this was harmless because
many new techniques were economically impractiBat, as | have asked in previous
publications, if an innovation was impractical wppose it? The fact that a guild invested
resources in opposing a technique suggests thatitsbers regarded it as practical enough to
harm thenf*®

The recent restatement of the ‘technological’ dasguilds by Epstein now disavows ever
having sought to justify guild opposition to inn¢iea on the grounds that the techniques they
opposed were impracticab€.Instead, Epstein claims, the techniques opposeibys
wereharmful so guilds positively benefited the economy byhiisiting them. Guild

opposition to innovations was justified, accordiadepstein, because innovations ‘could
cause serious harm to high quality cloth’, ‘migbtuntested technically and commercially’,

or ‘relied on tacit knowledge that was expensivieton and diffuse’. So innovations were
only opposed in order ‘to defend the guild’s refiotafor quality and prevent undercutting

by free-riding masterg®®

These claims are absurd. If a new technigue caude ‘serious harm’ to high-quality cloth,
then merchants and customers would refuse to bay iiveaver would introduce it, and the
guild would have no need to oppose it. If a neviatégue reduced the quality of the product
but customers demanded it anyway (e.g., becausgsiless expensive or had other desirable
characteristics), then opposing its introductiomutsicharm those customers as well as the
producers who wanted to shift to a lower qualitig@rcombination. If the defects produced
by the new technique were hidden, then accordirantbusiasts for guilds, guild quality

216 Ogilvie 20044, p. 316.

21" The disavowal is disingenuous. The ‘impracticagiirgument has been widely advanced by
enthusiasts for guilds. Epstein 1998, p. 695,rstance, criticized the view that guilds opposed
innovations since it assumes — wrongly, in his vietthat all applications that were refused were
better than current practice’. Reith 1986, pp. 38tkewise sought to dismiss guilds’ opposition to
innovations such as the multiple-band ribbon-makirogn and the new stocking-knitting frame by
claiming that their benefits were ‘mostly exaggedatguild prohibitions on these innovations were
justified by ‘technological arguments’ showing titfa¢y did not increase productivity as much as was
claimed. Rehabilitation arguments thus have expfifistified guild opposition to innovations in
terms of the supposed technological ‘impracticgbidf the innovations in question — inconsistent
though this is with the desire of pre-modern craéia to adopt them.

218 Epstein 2008, para. 25.
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controls would prevent any wares with defects freaching the market anyway. (In practice,
of course, as we saw in Section 3, early moderofaan industries possessed a rich variety
of institutional arrangements for monitoring qualitdependently of guilds.) If a new
technique was ‘untested’, then the craftsman intcod) it would be incurring all the costs

and risks, and the guild would have no reason pose it. If a new technique ‘relied on tacit
knowledge that was expensive to learn and diffube’re is no clear reason why a guild
should oppose it, since all its members would hagesame tacit knowledge and hence would
be able to copy and benefit from the new technique.

These claims are not only logically absurd, butieicgdly unsubstantiated. Epstein himself
phrases them in terms of ‘could’, ‘might be’, asééms plausible that*’ He presents no
evidence that the new techniques so widely oppbgeglilds throughout pre-modern Europe
were ones with such ‘harmful’ characteristics. Td@notes attached to his speculations
consist of one reference to an unpublished 2006 .Rhesis (supervised by Epstein) and one
to an unpublished 2006 working paper by Epsteirskblfrwhich simply makes the same
assertions as his 2008 paper, often in preciselgdme word&?

A final justification for viewing guild oppositioto innovations as harmless is that, according
to Epstein, craft guilds ‘could not forbid non-meenb from innovating®* If ‘non-members’
refers to persons seeking to produce within theedacality as the guild, this statement is
untrue. Every guild charter in Europe explicithopibited local non-guild-members from
producing the wares legally defined as the exchuvivilege’ of that guild. If ‘non-

members’ refers to non-guilded producers in thentrggide surrounding an urban guild, then
this implies that guild opposition to innovationaswonly harmless where guilds were too
weak to prevent non-guild competition, as in manglish and Dutch textile regions;
however, this cannot be what is meant, since Epst¢gects the standard characterization of
English and Dutch guilds as ‘weak’, a view this @apssesses below in Sectioff4af by
‘non-members’, Epstein refers to guilded produdeigther localities, and is thus postulating
that European guilds efficiently competed eachraitfite permitting technological

innovation, then the empirical record decisivelfutes this view. Practitioners in the weakly
guilded or unguilded worsted industries of the Mgdnds and England adopted innovations
that were opposed by worsted guilds in other Elanpegions such as Wirttemberg, yet
English and Dutch competition failed to competet#ehnological conservatism of
Wirttemberg guilds out of existence. The technaiay stagnant Wirttemberg worsted
guilds survived for centuries by selling to markgtstected by trade barriers, transport costs,
and political coerciof™

Guild opposition to innovation was not harmlessn@&mporaries’ urgent desire to adopt
these innovations in the teeth of guild oppositiodermines the view that the new techniques
were either impracticable or harmful. Competitioonfi other guilds was ineffectual in
preventing guilds from implementing damaging resions on innovation, as shown by cross-
European comparisons within the same branch ofstnduCompetition from unguilded rural
producers was more effectual in reducing the darmageed by guild opposition to
innovations — but only by bringing about a fundatakweakening of the whole guild regime,
as in the Netherlands and England.

219 Epstein 2008, para. 25.

220 Epstein 2008, para. 25 fn 44 and 45. The refeseaceto Feldman 2005, p. 149 and n. 3; and to
Epstein 2006 (no page reference given).

221 Epstein 2008, para. 25.

222 Ogilvie 20044, esp. pp. 320-2.

223 Ogilvie 1997, pp. 187-8; Troeltsch 1897, pp. 172-37-9, 181-4, 186, 194-9.
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4.2. Did Guilds Encourage Innovation through Appicaship?

Faced with my comprehensive refutation of the tbtcal and empirical basis for the notion
that guilds directly encouraged technological irat@n through monopolies and or industrial
clustering?* enthusiasts for guilds have now seemingly abarditimese views. As the
scholar most closely associated with them, Epstagrecently denied ever having held
them??® His only remaining argument, repeated with eveatsr conviction, is that guilds
indirectly created positive externalities for innovation tigh enforcing guild training,
particularly apprenticeship, but also through jeymanshig?®

The view that guild apprenticeship created posigixternalities for technological innovation
is untenable. As discussed in detail in SectioftBie paper, many pre-modern crafts did not
require formal apprenticeship; in those that dihranticeship did not need guilds. Even
strong guilds often did not enforce training, sitltey were only interested in apprenticeship
as an entry barrier. Non-guild-trained ‘encroachiessrned technical expertise without guild
training. Many of the most technologically innovatiand economically successful industries
in pre-modern Europe did not require guild appoasthips?’ Epstein’s reassertion of the
view that apprenticeship created ‘positive extetieal for technological innovation does not
even seek to address these arguments.

Nor can one maintain the argument that guilds fesebthe diffusion of technological
innovations through journeymanship which led tomaign. As my publications have
discussed, although guild journeymen often did atigrso too did many non-guilded young
workers. Many technologically innovative Europeadustries did not require journeymen to
migrate, and some did not have guild journeymealf® Epstein has sought to dispute these
arguments by asserting that guild-trained journeymérated ‘independently from and
frequently in opposition to organized guilds’ ahdtttramping by journeymen ‘emerged as a
means to diffuse information about labour markeis @ share tacit knowledg&® Both of
these statements are false. Most guilldisgedjourneymen to go ‘on the tramp’ for a
minimum number of years, journeymen who failed dosd were penalized, and Dutch guilds
are explicitly singled out in the historiographytes/ing been more liberal than other
European guilds because they did not oblige jourreeyto travef® The tramping of
journeymen thus did not emerge spontaneously asaasrto ‘diffuse information’ and ‘share
tacit knowledge’ but rather was part of the comgtexnework of barriers to entry imposed
by guild masters in order to sustain their monogahyfits. Labour migration, with any
attendant technological diffusion that came irtriaén, was already high in pre-modern
Europe without guild journeymanship, as discussauy previous publicatiorS: and as
demonstrated by the Dutch c&e.

Enthusiasts for guilds have thus tacitly abandgreglious exaggerated claims about the
technological benefits created by guilds througmopmly rents or industrial clustering. The
new, reduced-form version of the ‘innovation’ c&seguilds now merely claims that guild-
mandated apprenticeship and journeymanship indirizctoured technological innovation.
But even these more modest arguments fail to holab wheoretical or empirical examination.

224 Ogilvie 20044, pp. 317-19.

225 The denial is disingenuous, since Epstein 19987@p-04, explicitly stated that guilds ‘increased
the supply of technology systematically’, not jtisbugh apprenticeship, but through the tramping of
guild journeymen, industrial clustering of guild sters, and monopoly rents for guild masters.
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Neither guild apprenticeship nor guild journeymdpskere necessary for technological
innovation, there is no evidence that they favoumedvation, and many of the most
technologically innovative and economically suctgssdustries in pre-modern Europe had
other institutional arrangemertts.

4.3. Can the Wiirttemberg Evidence Be Reinterpret&how Guilds Favoured Innovation?

A third approach adopted by Epstein in the atteimpbaintain the innovation case for guilds
is to advance a creative reinterpretation of thdemce in my German case study. First, he
tries to claim that Wirttemberg worsted-weaversidgumight have opposed technological
innovations after 1650 because they were opprdsseterchants, but did not do so before
this date’* This is false. These weavers’ guilds already opgdechnological innovations in
the period before 1650, as shown by an examplkeclids from 1619-21, when an Italian
merchant invited by the Wirttemberg prince to idtroe new French and Dutch techniques
into the primitive Black Forest worsted technolancountered such vehement opposition
from local merchants’, dyers’, and weavers’ gutlast he departed and refused all invitations
to return®® There is no evidence of a switch in the guildgtgtgy in 1650. Guilds sometimes
opposed new technigues and sometimes let themIpassinnovation could be adopted
without threatening the well-being of establisheddymasters, they had no incentive to resist
it. But the same guilds bitterly resisted otherowvations that they perceived as endangering
their interest$®

Building on this alleged strategy switch in 165@stin then seeks to explain away these
guilds’ opposition to innovation in terms of ‘linkeontractual charges imposed by the
merchants’ in the post-1650 peritdNot only was there no strategy switch. But this
argument ignores the fact that the merchants waidagl craftsmen as well — merchant-dyers
— who themselvealso opposed technological innovation, and used theiddike association
to enforce this preferené® The technological sclerosis of the industrensifiedafter 1650
not because of ‘charges imposed by the merchantdiécause of the malign interaction
between the rent-seeking incentives created byiptesinterlocking sets of guild

privileges?*

A final inaccuracy on which Epstein seeks to bailcreative reinterpretation of the
Wirttemberg evidence relates to output and prodtictiEpstein claims that per capita output
in the Wurttemberg worsted industry rose from cp8bannum in the period 1650-1730 to c.
50 per annum 1730-80. This, he claims, demonsteatesar 50 percent increase in labour
productivity ... [which] must have been the resifilendogenous improvements’ caused by
guilds?® This is a wildly inaccurate misinterpretation afta presented in my bodK . Table

7.3, to which Epstein refers, shows the chantgggl quotaof worsteds which the merchant-
dyers’ association formally agreed to accept fracheweaver. This quota was fixed
institutionally through inter-guild negotiations; it did not refieeconomic realities such as
labour productivity or technical capability. Eadtdl weaver was technicaltapableof
producing well in excess of 50 cloths per annum,discuss in my study; it was only because

233 See, e.g., Davids 2000; Davids 2003.

234 Epstein 2008, para. 22.

23 Ogilvie 20044, p. 315.

236 Ogilvie 20044, pp. 314-5.

237 Epstein 2008, para. 22.

238 This is explicitly stated in my publications arttier standard works on this industry, including
those footnoted by Epstein. See Ogilvie 1997, pjg-&0; Ogilvie 2004a, pp. 320-1; Troeltsch 1897,
pp. 163, 167-9.

3 This is made clear in my own analysis and thattleér scholars footnoted by Epstein: see Ogilvie
1997, pp. 357-60; Ogilvie 2004a, 319-21; Troelt$887, pp. 163-9.
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241 Ogilvie 1997, p. 213, Table 7.3.
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of guild output quotas that weavers produced behisvlevel, as shown by complaints by the
weavers themselves. The guild output quota chaagedervals over the two centuries
during which the industry remained in befgThe quota did not move in any clear direction,
but rather fluctuated upwards and downwards througthe entire history of the industry in
response to the changing political balance betweenthant-dyers’ and weavers’ guilds,
among different districts’ weavers’ guilds, and aigaifferent sub-groups of weavers who
secured different legal quotas. Epstein thus baisedaim that labour productivity increased
‘endogenously’ on data which have nothing to ddwitoductivity but rather reflect guild
regulations. There is thus no evidence for any petidity increase.

4.4. Can European Evidence Be Reinterpreted tolifléhte Guilds’ Role in Innovation?

A final line of approach in the attempt to maint#ie innovation view of guilds is to dispute
the evidence from cross-European comparisons.afsl lothers have pointed out,
technological innovations were developed and adbpeey rapidly in the Netherlands during
its ‘Golden Age’ (1550-1670) and in England aftel@00, precisely the period when Dutch
and English guilds were losing many economic powdiany of the most technologically
innovative textile industries in Europe arose dodrfshed in societies, regions, or locations
where guilds were weak or non-existent. Alternatnsgitutional frameworks provided more
favourable incentives than guilds to invent anéugié innovative industrial techniques.

Epstein, however, claims — without evidence — tiatually all technical knowledge’ in pre-
modern Europe was generated by crafts (which weitdegl), while few innovations were
generated in ‘proto-industrial’ locations (which ingplies were non-guilded}? His sole
footnote is to a single article on patents (whiokginot address this issue) and his own past
papers (which provide no evidence orff)lf anything, the evidence on patents casts doubt
on the notion that guilds were essential for te@tgioal innovation in early modern Europe.
In the Dutch ‘Golden Age’, as Davids has pointet the patent represented an effective
alternative to the guild in providing incentives the invention and diffusion of

innovations®*® Important innovations in the pre-modern Europearsted industry, as
demonstrated in my own publications, were invellgdnguilded female spinners and
unguilded rural weavers, but were opposed by guddters who feared the new practices
would endanger their own rerff€ Insofar as technological innovations were intraglin a
guild framework, this was simply because many sraén in pre-modern Europe were legally
compelled to operate in guilds — not because tild mamework was favourable to
innovation.

Epstein then makes the equally unsupported asséhad unguilded forms of industrial
organization were ‘comparatively marginal and rattipularly progressive’. He explains
away the case of England, where an increasing nuafild@portant and successful industries
after c. 1550 were weakly guilded or guild-free digiming — again, without eviderfég—

that before the later seventeenth century Englandngst of its innovations via guild-trained
migrants from the ContineAt In fact, unguilded forms of industrial organizatioere often
found in putting-out systems, which were widesprimdughout pre-modern Europe,

242 Ogilvie 1997, pp. 188-92.

243 Davids 2000; Davids 2003; Mokyr 1999; Mokyr 20@®jilvie 1997; Ogilvie 2004a.
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expanded rapidly, and often surpassed the sizebahuguilded craft&’ Epstein’s dismissal

of centralized manufactories is disingenuous, sinaas often opposition from craft guilds
that held them back, where they did not stagnateeashant-guild monopolies or state-
owned enterpris€S® Unguilded proto-industries and manufactories werte'progressive’, in
Epstein’s view. But they often introduced new pratdyworking processes, and techniques
that were resisted by guild¥.Patents, premia, and legal enforcement of perscamd@marks
were successful in economies such as England arddtherlands, where (as discussed
below in Section 6) guilds’ ability to enforce theegulations and privileges began to loosen
at a relatively early dafé® England is certainly known to have derived mampi®logical
innovations from the European continéttThis does not demonstrate that English industries
failed to generate new techniques of their own,ratiter that they were exceptionally open to
new techniques from anywhere. Indeed, as Mokydigsissed, new techniques that had
been invented in continental Europe were oftenimiotbusiness use for the first time in
England, precisely because of the superior ingtitat flexibility of English factor markets,

in which the limited influence of guilds was onexgmnent> This was recognized by
contemporaries, such as the Swiss calico-printer w766 quoted a popular saying to the
effect that ‘for a thing to be perfect it must bgented in France and worked out in
England’®*

Little of substance is provided by attempts to sefiate the case for guilds as a source of
technological innovation — whether direct or indiré he claim that guild opposition to
technical innovations was beneficial is theorelycalcoherent and empirically
unsubstantiated. The idea that guilds favouredi@olgical innovation through monopoly
rents and industrial agglomeration has now beenddaed even by the most devoted
enthusiasts for guilds. The notion that guild appiceship was essential for transmitting
technical knowledge falls afoul of findings condagithe many innovative and successful
unguilded industries in early modern Europe, a$ agthe evidence in Section 3 on the
widespread irrelevance of apprenticeship for trejniThe idea that guild journeymen were
essential for diffusing innovations is undermingdindings on labour mobility and
journeymanship across Europe. Attempts to reingénply German case-study and cross-
European comparisons provide no support for the that guilds encouraged technical
innovation.

5. Was Guild Rent-Seeking Beneficial?

Some enthusiasts claim that guilds benefitted ppdem economies by making politics work
better. Thus Putnam et al. argue that guilds iniewadl Italian cities generated a ‘social
capital’ of shared norms and collective action thatle governments more responsive to the
general welfaré®’ Persson postulates that guilds in early moderofi®an towns enabled
conflicting groups to negotiate towards agreemtmsbenefited af®® Epstein contends that
alliances between early modern rulers and powerfaiest-groups such as guilds provided
the centralized ‘coordination’ necessary to correatket failure$>

250 See the many examples provided in Kriedte / MefiB&hlumbohm 1977.

%51 See the examples discussed in Forberger 1962j&mbarger 1966; Freudenberger 1997; Gayot
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My previous publications have pointed out problewith this beneficent view of the political
role of guilds. Guild-ruler interactions in pre-nesd Europe were dominated by rent-seeking,
through which guilds offered favours to officialsdaprinces in return for legal privileges that
would secure their monopoly rents, at the expehs¢her social groups and the wider
economy?® Evidence for most pre-modern guilds confirms thay devoted considerable
resources to influencing the political process. gihidded weavers in my German case study,
for instance, allocated substantial quantitiesudfdgfunds, personal resources, time, and
effort to lobby the Wiirttemberg state with the aifrsecuring and expanding their own
privileges and attacking those of oth&<European comparisons suggest that it was where
the political authorities were incapable of offgrienforcement of corporate privileges, or
gained greater economic and political benefit fgrmitting their evasion, that guilds
weakened, metamorphosed, or disappe&fed.

Evidence of costly guild lobbying, and the favotlrs state granted in return, casts doubt on
the view that guilds made politics work in waystthanefited the common weal. Well-
organized corporate groups such as guilds weregsiion to offer — or deny — political
cooperation and fiscal support to rulers in excledfiog policy favours. Such favours often
seemed harmless or even — if guild rhetoric wdsetoredited — generally beneficial, and had
the inestimable benefit of being costless to theryat least in the short term. It is difficult
even for modern governments to resist limiting éradw in return for a lump-sum payment
from a producer interest group, even though thidetmines economic growth and thus tax
revenues in future. The favours which guilds ol#difrom pre-modern rulers reduced
economic efficiency, and the favours which ruldssamed from guilds reduced political
efficiency. The interaction between guilds andnsilwas malign rather than beneficéfit.

Epstein denies this. He claims that any welfars fosm guild rent-seeking must have been
guantitatively insignificant. He then contradictmbelf by claiming that guild rent-seeking
did have significant effects, but that they wersifieely beneficial. Guild rent-seeking, he
claims, generated political externalities that éealearly modern states to ‘coordinate’ the
behaviour of ‘decentralized agents’, thereby makiognomies work more efficiently.

5.1. Was the Welfare Loss from Guild Rent-Seekingidl?

To make plausible his denial that the welfare fosms guild rent-seeking can have been
guantitatively significant, Epstein disputes thedfings of my German case study. His claim is
that the deadweight losses inflicted by the worstedvers’ guild of the District of Wildberg
on the Wirttemberg economy must equal the monagoityenjoyed by the guild members,
which in turn can be measured by the annual pateceppenditure of this guild on lobbying.
Since the per capita annual lobbying expenditudendt equal a large percentage of an
average weaver’s per capita annual income, Epatgines, this implies that the deadweight
loss to the economy must have been Bw.

This is seriously confused. First, the deadweigss la guild monopolist inflicts on the
economy is quite distinct from the monopoly rertguild members, and may be either larger
or smaller than therf?® The relative size of the deadweight loss and theapoly profits
depend upon the shape of the demand curve ovearlge of prices and quantities traded

260 Ogilvie 1995; Ogilvie 1997; Ogilvie 1999a; Ogilvi®99b; Ogilvie 2007.
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263 For further discussion of these issues, see @gll9D2; Ogilvie 1999a; Ogilvie 1999b; Ogilvie
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under the monopoly. Thus we learn nothing abousibe of deadweight loss imposed by a
guild monopoly by measuring the monopoly rents yejoby the guild members.

Second, lobbying costs will only equal monopolyfipsaf there are many competing
lobbyists trying to secure those monopoly profigddbbying. If this condition is not met,

then the lobbying costs incurred will typically lesver, and possibly very much lower, than
the monopoly profits. This condition was not, oticke, met in the case of a craft guild, since
it was the only entity claiming a particular monbpio a particular jurisdiction. Since in the
District of Wildberg there was only a single lobtyfthe Wildberg guild) trying to secure that
set of monopoly profits by lobbying, it was in asfiibn to offer a much smaller amount to
purchase the monopoly, which the monopoly-grantiody (in this case the Duke of
Wirttemberg) would be willing to accept since hangaeceive no competing offers to drive
the price ug>®

5.2. Was Guild Rent-Seeking Positively Beneficial?

Having thus established, to his satisfaction, thatquantitative effect of guild rent-seeking
was trivial, Epstein turns around to claim that#s far from trivial — bugood Guild rent-
seeking, he says, produced political externalttias enabled early modern states to
‘coordinate’ the behaviour of ‘decentralized agentereby making ‘thin’ markets work
better.

He begins by denying that ‘all rent-seeking cawsest welfare loss®’ Let us consider this
possibility. Monopolies not onliransferresources from consumers to monopolists; they
causedeadweightosses — resources that no-one can enjoy — byireglthe total amount that
is produced and traded. This is the classic welfza® due to monopoly. But on top of that,
there is an additional welfare loss that arisesibse of efforts tobtainthe monopoly — i.e.
from rent-seeking. First, there are the efforts exglenditures of the potentia@cipientsof

the monopoly — in this case, the guild mastersoSe&cthere are the efforts and expenditures
of rulers and officials to obtain or react to the expenditures of the m@krecipients of the
monopoly. Third, there atdird-party distortions induced by the monopoly itself or hg t
government as a consequence of rent-seeking gctvitexample of the latter would be if
granting the monopoly brought extra tax revenuga¢ogovernment, and this led to a
competition among other interest-groups in the engnto capture some of these resources
for themselves, e.g. through subsidies or tax IsteBlke welfare loss from monopoly
therefore consists not just of deadweight loss beedess is produced and traded, but of
resources which are expended in seeking to captshare of the monopoly rents or to react
to their existence in some other w43.

The only way to wriggle out of the inescapable ¢oghereby rent-seekirgpescause a net
welfare loss is to claim the existence of spedditions whereby rent-seeking creates some
sort of positive externality to compensate for wadflosses due to deadweight costs and rent-
seeking. This may be what Epstein is trying torlaio impose some coherence on his
somewhat jumbled argument, it appears to consisteofollowing four propositions. First,
early modern markets were ‘thin’ which, Epsteinssageant that ‘decentralized agents’

266 Even within his irrelevant exercise, Epstein comsrfactual errors. Thus he states that there were
600-650 active masters in the District of Wildbatgany one time (Epstein 2008, para. 35). This is
false: the actual number ranged between 100 anda®30document in the book he footnotes (Ogilvie
1997, p. 136). He assesses lobbying costs in tefm®ney expenditures by the guild (Epstein 2008,
para. 35). This is false: lobbying costs also idelli substantial outlays of weavers' time and the
private resources of guild members, particularlycgofficers, as | document in the book he footisote
(Ogilvie 1997, p. 370-8). He asserts that | qugritie ‘social cost’ of the guild ‘in terms of theaét's
outlay for lobbying’ (Epstein 2008, para. 35). |mthing of the sort.
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needed to be ‘coordinated’. Second, this centr@l@erdination required state intervention
in the form of ‘fiscal, political, military and ecomic policy’. Third, the early modern state
could only intervene by striking bargains with reeeking groups such as guilds. And fourth,
the benefits of these interventions constitutedsitive social externality which made up for
the welfare loss from guild monopolies and rentseg”®

Epstein offers no evidence for this unlikely scamanowever, nor does he even attempt to
define key terms such as ‘thin’. And of course bglacts the countervailing impact of
rapacious taxation, devastating warfare, oligaadrgonfiscation, and blundering
mercantilism. Were states that granted rents tolgpiarticularly effective coordinators? Did
the benefits of state coordination outweigh theésco§monopolies and rent-seeking? An
example would have been helpful.

If granting rents to guilds had created a posiingtitutional externality, then industries with
guilds should have performed better than industwigsout. Instead, those worsted textile
industries with alternative institutional structsiflourished, while those regulated by guilds
stagnated or declined. Further doubt is cast byeexie on the growth of the state in early
modern Europe. Broadly speaking, Europe shows iatindt patterns of state formation. In
the ‘particularist’ or ‘corporatist’ pattern, puesiby most central and southern European
states, rulers accomplished the fiscal, militaryrdaucratic and regulatory revolutions by
granting privileges to rent-seeking interest-grodpshe ‘universalist’ pattern of state

growth, pursued by the Dutch before c. 1670, byahglish, and gradually by other emerging
early modern states in the course of the eightesamtearly nineteenth century, governments
increased their powers by breaking down the pigeéeof rent-seeking interest grodps.
When it came to mobilizing economies of scale,easing the costs of collusion, and
enforcing clearer rules and procedures for coneaftircement — all required for the
economy to work better — the ‘particularist’ pattef state formation systematically failed
compared to the ‘universalist’ pattern. This ideetied in the empirical outcome. If the
‘particularist’ pattern whereby states grantedseatguilds had created the positive
externalities posited by Epstein, German economigdich guilds obtained state
enforcement of their rent-seeking privileges ovearty every branch of industry and services
should have been the richest, fastest-growingnawgt innovative in Europe. Instead,
German economies were economic backwaters compaiauyland and the Netherlands,
where guild rent-seeking largely failed, many irtdies were unguilded, guilds in other
branches were forced to metamorphose to survivk,datentralized agents’ pursued most of
their economic activities without centralized ‘cdiration’, making use of impersonal market
and legal mechanisms rather than the ‘personaljzédieges accruing to corporate interest

groups®”

There is thus no support for the claim that guildaefited the pre-modern European
economy by improving economic policy and makinglodtical system work more
efficiently.

6. Do European Comparisons Show that Strong GMlesnt Strong Economies?

The desire to associate strong guilds with econ@uicess has motivated enthusiasts for
guilds to seek to reverse prevailing views of gsticingth across different European
societies. England and the Netherlands are ustegdgrded having experienced a gradual
weakening of guild regulation from the mid-sixtdenentury onward, with some guilds
disappearing altogether while others were compétieelax their economic regulations and
metamorphose into primarily cultural or social &$stions in order to survive. Guilds in
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eastern Europe are also thought to have been catiyady weak because their ability to
enforce their economic regulations was constraimethe power of the great feudal landlords
under serfdom. Guilds in central and southern Eeirbg contrast, are viewed as having been
relatively strong, and as having maintained or eéwereased enforcement of their economic
privileges and regulations into the late eighteemtaven the nineteenth century.

But this picture is inconvenient to the case fatdguas economically beneficial institutions,
which must then explain why guilds were stronghi@ tomparatively stagnant economies of
central and southern Europe but relatively weatkén'miracle economies’ of England and

the Netherlands. This has led enthusiasts for gtddeek to overturn the accepted picture. A
first approach is to claim that the strong guilidserved in stagnant central European
economies — such as those analyzed in my Germarstady — were ‘atypical’. A second
strategy is to claim that English and Dutch guildseafter all ‘strong’, and can therefore be
associated with economic success. Both these agmeahowever, since they find
themselves unable to change the facts, proceeedafining ‘strong’ and ‘weak’.

6.1. Were the Strong Wirttemberqg Guilds Atypical?

In order to associate strong guilds with strongnecaies, enthusiasts for guilds seek to argue
that the strong guilds of central and southern gere one example of which was analyzed in
my Wirttemberg case study — were ‘atypical’ andcleeran be discarded from European
comparisons. This is done by re-defining ‘strormtisat it can equally describe an English or
a Dutch guild. ‘Strong’ has traditionally been take mean ‘exerting political influence’.
Soly, for instance, writes that ‘Guilds are ofterscribed as “powerful” or “weak”, based
primarily on their measure of political influencein conjunction with the extent to which the
members of these organizations could regulatedbepation; “powerful” guilds could

impose penalties on those who violated the regiatf’? My own writings follow this

usage. Thus my 2004 article defines guild weakerpfcitly as follows: ‘It was where the
political authorities were incapable of offering@eement of corporate privileges, or gained
greater economic and political benefit from perimgtthem to be evaded, that guilds
weakened, metamorphosed, or disappedféfpstein, however, takes exception to this
standard usage, calling it an ‘underdeterminednaisdnderstood’ concept of guild
‘weakness’. But then he also gets it wrong. Henadaihat | adopt a definition of guild
weakness according to which ‘innovative (and tmugdgilvie’s] view ‘weak’) guilds were
subordinated to powerful merchants and clothigfdh fact, as the above quotation
illustrates, | follow the traditional usage.

Falsely claiming that | define ‘weak’ as ‘subordieé to merchants’, Epstein then falsely
denies that the Wirttemberg guilds can have beengstsince they were ‘very much under
the thumb of the Calw merchant&’ But an industry with a craftsmen’s guild that wex
weak (in the sense that it could enforce its ecooq@mvileges and regulations) could easily
have merchants who weaéso not weak. Indeed, in most strongly guilded Europea
economies — including, but not restricted to, Wdimtberg — both craftsmemd merchants
possessed guild organizations. Strong craftsmenldggand strong merchant guilds were
more likely to coexist than to exterminate one hadt’’ Indeed, as Soly has pointed out,
‘Merchants did not ordinarily oppose setting upniat craft guilds, provided that these
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organizations served their purposes. Restrictimynaercial competition was a constant
concern of all those who traded export goodS® Although Epstein claims that ‘a “weak”
guild is an oxymoron, since craft guilds would héna&l no reason to exist once they lost their
rent streams to merchants and clothiéfshe argument is untenable: two well-organized
interest groups can readily collude to share a pboionopoly rents which they obtain
through legal privileges, at the expense of outsidad the wider economy. The
Wirttemberg guilds were thus ‘strong’ accordinghte definition adopted in the wider
historiography: they were able to enforce theimegcoic regulations and to penalize those
who violated thend® They cannot be dismissed as examples of strondsgumierely by
redefining the term ‘strong’.

A second strategy pursued by enthusiasts is toighstime strong Wirttemberg guilds — and
their dysfunctional economic activities — as ‘atghi. Epstein, for instance, asserts that the
Wiirttemberg guilds were ‘fundamentally atypicaldaeeemingly singula® Soly states

that the guilded Wurttemberg worsted region caimawe been ‘typical of many European
proto-industrial regions® No specification provided of which features of \émberg

guilds are supposed to disqualify them from beimglavant test of the economic benefits of
guilds, but the implication is that it is connecteith the fact that their regulation extended to
villages as well as towrf&

This ignores the recent European historiographglolis, however, which has revealed that
there is nothing particularly unusual about urbaitdgegulation of rural producers. In most
European industries, urban guilds in finishing guations (e.g. dyers, fullers, shearers) or in
marketing occupations (e.g. clothiers, merchardad)the power to compel rural producers in
upstream occupations (e.g. weavers) to sell exalysto urban guild members and to
comply with some or all urban guild regulationsntany cases, urban guilds themselves
extended partial or full guild regulation over giagners of that craft in surrounding rural
areas, compelling them to obey guild regulationsevan obtain associate membership.
Across broad regions of central and southern Eyriopg&s common for urban and rural
producers to be combined into the same ‘regionaldgA final variant was the formation of
exclusively rural guilds whose members were alagiérs — the least frequently observed
pattern, although by no means infrequent in cemindl southern Europe, and even
occasionally observed in the Netherlafts.

Guilds in most early modern European economiesmikesl those of Wirttemberg,
therefore, in regulating craftsmen in rural as wasllurban areas, either by including them as
full members or by regulating their activities diégsmot requiring (or permitting) them to
obtain guild membership. Urban guild regulatiomwfal craft production did not begin to
wane in Switzerland until the mid-seventeenth agntim Scotland until the late seventeenth
century, in France and Saxony until the early eighth century, in Spain, Austria and many
German territories until the later eighteenth cgntand in Sweden until the early nineteenth
century. Urban guilds monopolized some (or allyetaof production in rural crafts in
Switzerland, northern and central Italy, CataloRi@nce, Sweden, Austria, Bohemia and
Moravia — and this includes only industries for @fhitletailed case studies are available.
Finally, ‘regional’ (urban-rural) guilds or puretyral guilds were formed to regulate rural
craft production in central and northern Italy, Bp#@ustria, Bohemia, Bulgaria, Greece, and
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many German territorie€® The recent guilds historiography has consequéssttyin
increasingly to recognize the importance of guddulation over the rural areas surrounding
towns?*® Whatwasatypical was the pattern observed in England hed.bw Countries,
where urban guilds were generally unable to exeraig/ regulation over craft producers in
surrounding suburbs or villages.

Nor do enthusiasts specify what it was about guhds regulated rural as well as urban
craftsmen that might disqualify them as a test éarsguilds. It cannot have been spatial
dispersion of guild members. For one thing, sonwisecs have argued that it was precisely
the difficulty of monitoring spatially dispersedaalucers that made guilds particularly
beneficialin rural craft productio®’ For another, many rural industries were actually
characterized by denser spatial agglomerationsaaftitioners than were traditional crafts,
because they addressed an export demand that @atger numbers of producers to earn a
living in one place than if they had sold only dsal customer&® Contemporaries did not
view guilds which regulated partially rural cradts being any different, either institutionally
or economically, from those in locally-orientedckssively urban craft&® There is thus no
analytical reason why a guild that regulated rasaWwell as urban craftsmen should not
constitute a relevant test case for guilds. Ifdgiivere economically beneficial, then guilds
that were stronger and extended their powers dlyatiad demographically should surely
have been even more beneficial.

To dismiss all guilds other than the exclusivelgam organizations of the northwest corner of
Europe as ‘fundamentally atypical’ is conveniemtdaild enthusiasts, since it makes it
possible to define the circumscribed guilds of England the Netherlands as ‘typical’. But it
is not justified by what we know from empirical eesch about the pattern of guild strength
and weakness across pre-modern Europe. Guildsvénatable to extend their regulatory
capacities beyond traditional urban centres intostirrounding countryside were by no
means atypical when we examine the guild landseapess the continent as a whole. Indeed,
the ability of guilds to extend their reach beyadhne town walls constituted an important
enhancement to their ‘strength’, in the acceptedesef their ability to enforce their
regulations and punish violations of them. NeitlB&rength’ nor ‘typicality’ can be redefined

in such a way as to dismiss the vigorous and numsegailds of economically stagnant
regions of central, southern, and eastern-centrade as ‘weak’ or ‘atypical’.

6.2. Were English and Dutch Guilds Strong?

These findings do not deter enthusiasts from proahe that it was actually the English and
Dutch guilds that were ‘typical’ and ‘strong’. Aditgdly, this runs into problems with the
prevailing historiography, which regards Englishl &utch guilds as having begun to relax
their economic regulation in the sixteenth centarigng-drawn-out and regionally various
process that took at least two centuries to coraplatEngland, around the middle of the
sixteenth century, guilds disappeared altogethepine towns, failed to form at all in a large
number of emerging ‘new towns’, proved unable terd their powers into the countryside
to regulate the rapidly proliferating rural induatiproducers, and even in the old
‘incorporated’ towns gradually lost their ability tonduct quality inspections, regulate
production techniques, compel apprenticeship, ptewemen’s work, or enforce entry
restrictions. In the Netherlands, beginning in1B6é0s, guilds began to be abolished and
replaced with alternative institutions in someasitifailed to extend their regulation to the
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burgeoning rural industries, and in those citieengththey survived gradually found
themselves compelled to relax their regulationulily, techniques, apprenticeship and entry
restrictions in order to remain in existence. Attel670, Dutch guilds are regarded as having
recouped some of their powers, but still remairiteeral compared to those elsewhere in
Europe, in the sense that they were more opennogrants, more liberal toward women'’s
work, more flexible in regulating apprentices aodrneymen, and even sometimes —
uniquely in Europe — admitted Jews.

In seeking to overturn this picture, enthusiastgfdlds have overstated the prevailing
historiography on English and Dutch guilds in ortteoppose it more plausibly. Thus Epstein
accuses me of claiming that ‘English craft guildsl lisappeared’ by 176&.In fact, my

article merely states that in England and the Lawr@ries ‘guilds remained limited to urban
crafts, were generally weakened and circumvented avtowns from the sixteenth century
onwards, and were often faced with a stark choiteéen metamorphosis and extinctiét’.
There is no claim that English and Dutch guildsagipeared’, but simply that they did not
regulate rural production and gradually relaxedrtb@ntrols over urban production. The
process of gradual weakening began in the sixtemettury, but was by no means complete
before 1700.

In order to claim that English and Dutch guilds &&strong’, enthusiasts for guilds have
focussed on surviving guilds and guild activitieattcontinued, while turning a blind eye to
guilds that were abolished, guild activities thegddout, and the signs of decline already
manifested by some sixteenth-century guilds. Onafy for instance, Epstein claims that
‘most early modern economic historians’ agree théids declined in the seventeenth
century, or in the 1720s or 1730s, or in the se¢wiflof the eighteenth centufy.He fails to
refer to the large number of case studies whichgntefindings on English guilds that began
to weaken in the sixteenth centdfyThe highly variegated chronology of guild declthat
can be found in different strands of the Englistdriography reflects the fact that different
English guilds declined at different paces, and dezline manifested itself earlier in some
guild activities (e.g. outlawing rural industry,roang out workshop ‘searches’, enforcing
universal apprenticeship) than in others (e.gectithg dues from masters, registering those
who chose to undertake apprenticeships).

Closer investigation reveals that enthusiasts tiddg have exaggerated even the two works —
by Snell and Walker — to which they most often abpe support their idea that English
guilds remained strong in the eighteenth centungllS 1985 book, for instance, states
explicitly that ‘there has been considerable disegrent among historians’ about when guild
apprenticeships and guilds went into decline inl&mg, Lack of knowledge about the
regional diversity of guilds, the differing chroogly of guilds’ relaxation of monopolistic
restrictions, and the highly various enforcemengwfd apprenticeship, according to Snell,
mean that ‘the debate is indeed in a chaotic stdte2ll himself makes no claim to settle all
these disagreements, setting out solely to ‘magarel some of the major chronologies and
components of change affecting the apprenticesfsies’. That is, Snell does not argue that
guilds continued strong throughout England into the latghteenth century, but rather that in
parts of provincial England outside Londapprenticeshiplid not fully decline until that
period?** As we have seen, much apprenticeship, especiaBpgland, took place outside
the guild framework. Guild regulation disappeanethis period from many important and
expanding industries, even while non-guild appoadhip survived as a voluntary contract
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between individuals or a coercive contract impdsgdelfare authorities on pauper children
and unwilling masters. Snell admits explicitly tiég work addresses the issue of
apprenticeship decline in the eighteenth and ednigteenth centuries, but not the question of
what happened in the sixteenth century: ‘debate coatinue on the century after 1563 ...
These earlier changes do not concern me here, imatyi be that there was an earlier stage of
decline, and that this has contributed to the neaitiistoriography®®

The other English study most often cited by entistsifor guilds is Walker’'s unpublished
doctoral dissertation of 1985, on which Snell alslees. Counter to the claims of enthusiasts,
Walker’s dissertation does not establish that eighith-century English guilds were strong
compared either to guilds elsewhere in Europe thed sixteenth-century predecessors. On
the contrary, he states explicitly that he doescoatpare English guilds with those in other
European countries and that he does not have apiyieat findings for England in the period
before his own primary research starts in 186The few undisputed facts that emerge from
Walker’s brief literature survey for the pre-166&ipd®’ confirm that many components of
the English guild system did begin to weaken ingdinéeenth century. As Walker explicitly
admits,
Urban guilds and trading companies were increagibgipassed during and before
our period of study by the growth of industrieghie countryside, and of new
industrial or dockyard towns. Guilds were extanincorporated towns of the older
urban order. Usually these were larger towns. Themr many smaller
unincorporated towns and mere villages withoutifdgiructure. Not all industry or
trade was guild-controlled by any me&is.
Walker also acknowledges that even those guildsstivaived in the ‘incorporated towns of
the older urban order’ were compelled to metamasphio order to survive, and refers
repeatedly to ‘guild flexibility and a continualquess of degeneration and regenerafioh’.

Walker's own data for the 1660-1820 period arevteak to support the conclusion that
English guilds remained strong into the eighteemstiitury. For one thing, by their nature his
data are biased in favour of towns with strongdgjisince many English towns have few or
no surviving guild records. In order to carry oig &nalysis, Walker had to select towns with
better than average surviving guild records, bat thade it likely that they were towns in
which guilds themselves survived longer than avef&d-or another, Walker’s data relate
almost exclusively to numbers of masters and apipesi"* What matters for the issue of
guild decline is not whether people went on beirgmbers of guilds, but what those guilds
did.

Studies that do analyse what English guilds didatestrate that in most relevant respects
they began to diminish enforcement of their ecormaregulations and privileges from the
later sixteenth century on, even though they reathformally in existence and continued to
organize charitable, sociable, and cultural adéigitnto the eighteenth century. This is the
finding that emerges from the work of Kellett o tthecline of the London Livery
Companies® Randall on the woollen weavers of Gloucestersfiirdeaton on the woollen
and worsted weavers of YorkshiféSmith on the openness of the York Merchant Taylors
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Company to female membersifand Wallis on control of quality and apprenticesini the
London Livery Companie¥? among many other admirable case studies. Thedtngli
historiography — whether traditional or more recestows clearly that many (if not all)
English guilds reduced the intensity of their eaoiwregulation from the sixteenth century
on, even while many (though not all) of them comid to pursue a diminished range of
activities and remain formally in existence inte #ighteenth century.

The same can be said for guilds in the Low Cousitaéhough the historiography is more
complex for two reasons. First, as already mentlpgailds developed differently in the
Northern and Southern Netherlands after the DutoR of the 1560s. Second, the
weakening of guilds during the Dutch Golden Agel&50 - c. 1670) was followed by a
degree of tightening after 1670, the period durifch the Northern Netherlands, while
remaining wealthy, moved gradually into slower emoit growth, culminating in stagnation
in the eighteenth century and a surprisingly lateed of industrialization in the nineteerith.
Nonetheless, many aspects of the relaxation ofl guihtrols in the sixteenth century
remained in being and were not reversed after 16B€se included the abolition of guilds in
much of the textile industry, the lack of guild tarh over rural producers, the absence of
tramping requirements for journeymen, the opentegamigrants, and the extraordinary
liberality toward women.

All that enthusiasts for guilds can present to teuthese many indications of loosening,
which were not reversed after 1670, is the fadtilesv guilds continued to be formed in the
Netherlands in that period. Epstein, for instaitaEms that in the Netherlands ‘a strong
expansion in the number and significance of guilacided with economic growth and
innovation in the seventeenth centuf{’But the references cited in the footnote to this
statement merely provide evidence onrnbeberof guilds that existed’ not what degree of
economic regulation those guilds could enforceyéievant issue in assessing their strength
or weakness. This is acknowledged by other schelask as Soly, who points out that in the
Northern Netherlands in the sixteenth century ‘sp@dar urban growth coincided with an
equally impressive rise in the number of corportivganizations, but primarily outside the
export trades, and, except for towns in the eagt@winces, master artisans did not have
direct political input anywheré™ Anyone who has read tikententof Dutch guild studies
will be aware that their economic regulation wasparatively ‘weak’ by European
standards, especially after the 1560s. Furtherneweas if there had been an association
between growth in the numbers of guilds and granithe economy™ it does not imply that
guild foundations led to economic growth. The caseeould as easily be the case, with
prosperity attracting rent-seeking aiming to redsite more of the gains of prosperity toward
guild masters™ Guilds in the Dutch Republic were so much morerkith than those of its
nearest competitors that the Dutch economy couldhie prosperous even as it gradually
moved, after 1670, toward a greater degree ofigalliy licensed rent-seeking than had
occurred during its Golden Age.

The extraordinarily liberal regulatory regime ogerhby early modern Dutch guilds emerges
from all aspects of their operations. Dutch guildse well known for admitting more female
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entrants and permitting more women’s work than riesbpean guilds, even many in
England®*® Some Dutch guilds even admitted Jews, a liberpéitpetrated by no other guilds
in Europe. Dutch guilds were relatively open to+eitizens of the urban community. Dutch
guilds did not require journeymen to tramp. Dutaiids rarely regulated producers in the
surrounding countryside, and only 4 per cent ofcBujuilds were rural. And in some of the
most important and innovative industrial citiesarticularly the key textile centre of Leiden —
guilds were abolished in the 1560s and replaceg(@ration later) by organs of the
municipal government called ‘neringen’ which redgathwhole branches of industry in ways
that diEBensed with many of the entry restrictienforced even by the relatively open Dutch

guilds:.

Especially in the textile industry — the most imait industry in the early modern Dutch
economy, and one of the most successful and inveviat Europe — guilds were either
altogether abolished or significantly weakened ftbe 1560s onward, and did not recover
their strength or autonomy after 1670. Thus Salgteent account of the Dutch textile
industry explicitly emphasizes its lack of guildyudation:
The overwhelming majority of the textile producershe United Provinces,
employers and employees alike, operated outsideditporative context. Only a tiny
minority of the thousands of manual artisans wagkior the new drapery in Leiden,
the most important textile centre, belonged toadt guild. Nor were the wool
weavers and silk weavers in Amsterdam, the lineadiers in Haarlem, the cloth
weavers in Delft, or the producers of serges antidns in Gouda organized in
guilds. ... Nearly the entire textile industry ieilen was organized in neringen
(trades). All persons involved in manufacturingegt@in product automatically
belonged to these neringen: there was no regulenb@eship, with conditions for
joining and the right to withdraw. The same or minstitutions existed in
Amsterdam, Haarlem, Delft, and Gouda and were sigegt by the municipal
authorities there as well?
According to Soly, even in those Dutch textile istties that did remain guilded, the guild
organizations were very weak, with little autonom@eonomic control for the guilds
themselves and most decisions being taken by trenuauthorities:
Wherever branches of the textile industry weredybised, the master artisans had
no real decision-making authority. They would baszdted, and in most cases their
recommendations would be taken (especially conegrt@ichnical matters), but the
local authorities were in full control. The authims$ used the corporative
organizations, where they appointed those in chag@struments for protecting
economic and/or fiscal interests that did not neasly top the agendas of the master

artisans®®

Despite evidence such as this, some enthusiasgsiilds continue to portray Dutch guilds as
‘strong’ by European standards and as responsiblBiditch economic success. Epstein is
forced to admit that Leiden’s innovative and sustidgextile industry was not guilded, but
then tries to argue that this does not weakendbe for guilds since Leiden’s industry was
regulated by the municipal organizational framewaikhe ‘nering’>!’ But as the Dutch
historiography makes abundantly clear, ‘neringeetemnot the same as guift8:Neringen’
were administrative organs established in eachchrahindustry by the Leiden city council

313 v/an den Heuvel 2006; Van den Heuvel 2007; Van Meextn Meerkerk 2006a; Van Nederveen
Meerkerk 2006b.

314 Davids 1996; Davids 2003.

%15 5oly 2006, p. 15.

%16 Soly 2006, pp. 15-16.

%17 Epstein 2008, para. 24 fn 42.

%18 For detailed descriptions of how ‘neringen’ adiyialorked, see Posthumus 1937, pp. 1908-39;
Davids 1996; Davids 2003.
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around 1585, nearly a quarter of a century afteratiolition of the drapers’ guild in 1561.
Unlike guilds, ‘neringen’ included everyone (inciod non-citizens): they did not strictly
speaking have any ‘members’, but rather regulatedersons concerned in a particular
industrial branch (including non-masters). ‘Nering&ere not administered by craft masters
but by ‘governors’ appointed by the political auities, often assisted by merchants and
entrepreneurs. The prevalence of ‘neringen’ in mamgortant Dutch textile industries is
certainly interesting, but for precisely opposiasons to those adduced by Epstein. They
show that innovation and training were providegighly successful industries from the
sixteenth century onward through ‘impersonal’ inngtdons administered by the public
authorities rather than ‘personalized’ institutisugh as guilds. This is precisely the lesson
drawn by mainstream Dutch scholars:
technological innovation in the Dutch Republic webwl other things being equal —
not have taken a much different course if theretbesth no craft guilds at all, because
the role of guilds in technological advance cousbdoe fulfilled by other sorts of
institutions and arrangements. There were suffi@éernatives availabfé?

To summarize, although guilds continued to existdme sectors of the English and Dutch
economies until the end of the eighteenth centhgy weakened significantly in the
sixteenth century and remained weaker than in wibsr European economies thereafter.
Guilds did not even exist in all English and Dutotvns. Those urban guilds that did exist in
England and the Northern Netherlands had littleampower over rural producers, and there
were almost no rural or ‘regional’ guilds. Evertle towns in which they persisted, English
and Dutch guilds had to metamorphose in order tasa Although guilds varied across
different towns within England and the Netherlaridgyeneral guilds began to relax their
entry barriers progressively from the sixteenthtesnon. English and Dutch guilds began to
admit women, non-citizens and other outsidersrtmuah greater extent than those in most
other European societies. They were forced toatdewidespread evasion of their
apprenticeship regulations. Trademark and quaiggyudes were increasingly submitted to the
ordinary public law courts rather than to guildgadiiction. Industrial regulation — including of
quality, training, and technology — was increasiragimatter of private decision-making by
individual producers, within a regulatory framewgnovided by impersonal public
institutions. English and Dutch guilds consequenttye forced to act liberally — compared to
those in many other European economies — in péngnitioth members and outsiders to
introduce new products, new techniques, and neetipes. Most historians describe how
English guilds gradually shifted from economic riagion to cultural display and sociability
from the sixteenth century on. Thus even thoughdguiontinued to exist in parts of the
English and Dutch economies, they cannot be cheriaetl as ‘strong’, compared either to
their sixteenth-century predecessors or to theitaraporary cognates in most other parts of
Europe.

7. What Approaches and Methodologies Are Best fodédstanding the Role of Guilds?

What most distinctly characterizes the approaclptedbby enthusiasts for guilds is its
willingness to assume a kind of universal teleologlyatever existed must have been there
because it was economically beneficial. Thus ‘tktea@rdinary longevity of the craft guild’
arose from its beneficial functions in solving infation asymmetries, controlling quality,
and ensuring human capital investm&hGuilds, according to their enthusiasts, ‘prospered
for more than half a millennium because they sosthspecialized interregional labour
markets and contributed to technological inventi8hThe ‘extraordinarily long persistence’

%19 Davids 2003, p. 16. See also Davids 2000.
320 Epstein 2008, para. 2.
%21 Epstein 1998, p. 684.
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of the craft guild arose from the fact that constspeommunities, and governments
recognized its benefits and promoted its existéffce.

This teleological view of guilds is an example ofi@er approach to economic institutions
increasingly popular among certain groups of ecastsnand economic historians — what is
known as the ‘efficiency’ theory of institutionscéording to this view, an institution exists to
address the economic needs of a society. It itui@oto some problem that is preventing
people from achieving higher production and congionp Typically, this is a problem with
transaction costs — ‘search and information cdstegaining and decision costs, policing and
enforcement cost$®? If these costs are too high, potentially profitaattivities will not take
place. So individuals and societies experiment wigtitutional arrangements to solve these
problems® They choose those arrangements that most effigisolve problems of
transaction costs because such institutions ‘Ydedtteam of benefits which makes it
profitable to undergo the costs of innovating tiésv organizational form'? As social
scientists, all we have to do is identify the patr economic problem that needs to be
solved, and we will understand why that institutexists. Any society, this view holds, will
get the institutions that are most efficient in @dging its requirements. When these
requirements change, institutions will also change.

This approach was first popularized in economitonsin the 1970s with North and
Thomas’s model of the ‘Rise of the Western Worédcording to which serfdom was ‘an
efficient solution to the existing problems’ in niexhl economies — a voluntary contract
between peasants who provided labour servicesds lo exchange for ‘the public good of
protection and justice® But the efficiency approach was soon applied Ingoscholars to
other historical institutions. McCloskey postulatbdt the medieval village — particularly its
open field system — was an efficient institutiondaversifying risks in the absence of markets
for insurance, given peasant risk-aversfdiGreif, Milgrom and Weingast hypothesized that
medieval merchant guilds, by threatening collectiegcotts of rulers who failed to provide
commercial security, sustained ‘the efficient lesktrade’>?® Carlos and Nicholas claimed
that the monopolistic chartered trading companigheseventeenth and eighteenth centuries
were efficient institutions for solving informati@symmetries and principal-agent problems
in early modern long-distance trad&Nugent and Sanchez reinterpreted the Spanish Mesta
guild-like association of shepherds and sheep-osyr@er an efficient solution to the high cost
of building fences to define property right&Volckart argued that the medieval noble feud
was an institution for enhancing economic efficiebg turning ‘the one-shot Prisoner’s
Dilemmas posed by non-simultaneous transactiongdeet strangers into iterated games
where the cheated party had the chance to purastiefector’, thereby securing property
rights and contract enforcement in long-distanade?" Even vigilante justice and lynching
have been rehabilitated by some scholars as efistutions to inadequate contract
enforcement in pre-modern societf&By now, enthusiasts have reinterpreted pretty well
every pre-modern institution in terms of efficienreyns beneficial solutions to one or more
obstacles to possible transactions. When econooniditons changed so that these

%22 Epstein 2008, para. 47.

323 Dahlman 1979, p. 148.

%24 See North 1990, p. 6; Williamson 1998, p. 37.

%25 North 1971, p. 119.
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27 McCloskey 1976; McCloskey 1991.
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%30 Nugent / Sanchez 1989, pp. 261-2, 277-81.

%31 \olckart 2004, esp. pp. 283, 296.

%32 For surveys, see Carrigan / Webb 2003, pp. 415 1998, pp. 1230-47; Little / Sheffield 1983,
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institutions were no longer efficient, they werpleeed by new institutions that were once
again efficient under the new conditions.

The proliferation of such theoretical approachesdmnomic institutions seems to have
persuaded enthusiasts that they can rehabilitatprétmodern craft guild on the grounds that
any long-lasting institution must be efficient. Tloanclusion, they appear to think, is self-
evident and needs no further argument or evidemseapport it. We are told that there is now
a ‘modern consensus’ about the economic benefigsiitds, from which no-one may now
deviate. According to Epstein, ‘a large body of mwdliterature’ regards European craft
guilds as having generated aggregate economicitsefiéf o criticize guilds, he claims, is to
misrepresent ‘modern international scholarsfipThe ‘modern research and consensus on
craft guilds’, he claims, is that they were econmatly beneficial solutions to underdeveloped
factor market$® But surely a ‘modern consensus’ that assumes etiorefficiency to be the
only possible explanation for institutions desertgebe questioned.

There are at least three other ways to explaititisins *** Some historians thinkhance
played the main role: incidental occurrences adividual actions, magnified by path
dependency, shape institutional development — #eeigase of non-European economies
whose modern legal systems reflect the accidewhath European power first colonized
them3*” Other historians rely more @ultural explanations: societies hold different beliefs
and values, and these motivate people to folloveidiht institutional rules — which can
therefore be very difficult to transplant from anéture to anothet*® And third, some
historians think institutions tend to develop sdaserve the interests of those who wield the
mostpowerin their societies. Institutions affect both theesof the total economic pie and
who gets how big a slice. Most people in the economight well want the pie to be as big as
possible — the assumption of the efficiency thésriBut people will typically disagree about
how to share out the slices, and thus differ aladuth institutions are ‘best’. This causes
conflict. Which institution (or set of institutiopsesults from this conflict will be affected not
just by its efficiency but by its distributional ptications for the most powerful individuals
and groups® | have argued that this approach can best explayncraft guilds were
widespread in Europe for many centuries — not beedliey were good for the entire
economy, but because they benefited well-orgariiziedest groups. They made the pie
smaller, but dished out large slices to establigshalé masters, with fiscal and regulatory
side-benefits to town governments and pririées.

There is no self-evidens, priori reason to assume any of these explanations imae\at

any empirical evidence — let alone a teleologie#ficiency’ view that believes any institution
must have existed to benefit the whole economyy @vidence can decide among these
possible explanations. And what kind of evidenae reaveal the specific role of an institution
in its overall social and economic context? Fas,thie must be able to see the institution at
work on the local level, at the point of contacte ieed, in other words, to focus on a specific

%33 Epstein 2008, para. 2.

%34 Epstein 2008, para. 3.

%35 Epstein 2008, paras. 39-40.

%38 For detailed criticisms of ‘efficiency’ theorieada thoroughgoing discussion of alternative
economic approaches to institutions, see Ogilvigr2@sp. Sections I-V.

%37 Djankov et al. 2007, pp. 510-11.

%38 Some prominent efficiency theorists have shifteteicent years to cultural (or ‘cultural efficiefjcy
accounts of institutions: see, e.g., North 1990gtiNbWallis / Weingast 2006; Greif 2006. See the
discussion of these approaches in Ogilvie 2007j@eclV and XI.

%39 For different expositions of the ‘conflict’ appidg see Knight 1992; Acemoglu / Johnson /
Robinson 2005; Ogilvie 2007, esp. Section V. Ttsggint that institutions arise through conflict and
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Section V.
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economy, region, or industry in which a particutatitution played a role, searching out all
possible documentary sources recording how thanuamity worked, combining quantitative
and qualitative data on it into an interlinked di@ise, building only concepts licensed by
direct evidencé! The detailed findings for that particular regiarirustry can then be
compared with those from other empirical case studf this kind, preferably some with and
some without the institution in question, or a raod cases in which the institution under
analysis was stronger, weaker, or altogether absent

Some enthusiasts for guilds object to this approBplstein seeks to discredit my more
critical view of guilds by claiming it is based tnsingle (arguably singular) case stutf{.

He also criticizes my method of comparing findifgsa specific worsted industry with those
for other worsted industries across Europe, dasgyiib as ‘analytical confusion’, without
revealing what he has in mifit}. And yet he complains that we do not know much abatal
guild numbers, membership, income distributiondpistivity, incidence of apprenticeship,
features of apprenticeship, cost of lobbying, meuo lobbying, cooperation between guilds
and the state, and technological innovaff@But what sort of knowledge does he imagine?
A substantial number of case studies across E(mopleding my own) provide detailed
information about these precise issues. Thus ndysfocuments changes over time in the
precise numbers of guilds in the Wiirttemberg warstdustry®>* the size of membership of
each guild at different periods in the industryistory **® the annual per capita output of guild
masters and the constraints off itthe incidence of apprenticeshithe institutional and
technological features of apprenticestitthe costs of lobbying and its returns in terms of
favourable legislatior:° the relationship between guilds and the stdtend the relationship
of the guild with technological innovatidff. If enthusiasts for guilds know of other kinds or
sources of evidence about the actual (rather thamagined) role of institutions in European
socie;isgs, they owe us a description of these gsyiand some hints about where to find
them:

Nor is even their ‘modern consensus’ very widespraa even the most cursory glance at
empirical work in adjacent fields shows — the higtof technology’™ women’s worké®

%1 This methodology is that of the ‘micro-exemplappeoach’ discussed in detail in Carus / Ogilvie
2005 and Carus / Ogilvie 2008. Earlier scholaretsmetimes termed it the ‘micro-historical’
approach; see Medick 1996, esp. chapter 1. It cstnibe called the ‘microcosmic approach’, after a
apercu of M. M. Postan, quoted by Wrigley 1985].pdistinguishing between the legitimate
‘microcosmic’ study of medieval village society, ish discerns the general in the local, and the
merely ‘microscopic’ preoccupation of the antiqaari
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migration®® Jewish occupatior¥! illegitimacy*® or economic marginalizatiofi; to name
just a few — where guilds are assessed in morg $etms. Rigorous research into what
guilds actually did, often using precisely the lazase-study approach dismissed by Epstein,
not only fails to confirm that guilds were bendicibut comprehensively refutes it. Guilds
were neither necessary nor sufficient for qualigteol, skills transmission, or technological
innovation in pre-modern industry. Guilds encourhgeernicious form of oligarchic rent-
seeking that caused welfare losses to the broadastg, and there is no evidence that they
generated any positive political externalities aonpensate. Guilds were both economically
inefficient and socially inequitable. They not omgduced the size of the economic pie, but
distributed large shares to well-off male guild teas at the expense of consumers,
employees, women, migrants, Jews, and other maugfioaps whom they excluded from full
participation in the pre-modern economy.

We must not project our nostalgia for more ‘commanign’ social arrangements — or a
teleological belief in the economic efficiency ohb-lasting institutions — on the European
past or the modern Third World. This is both ananfstic and condescending. It also
distracts from our fundamental challenge — thatraferstanding the economic foundations of
human well-being. We should make no assumptionatehese foundations — whether of
efficiency or inefficiency. Instead, we should toyfind out by detailed, painstaking research
at the local level how things actually worked imgtice.
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