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Royal Policy and the Secularisation of the Paris Guilds in the Eighteenth Century 

 

David Garrioch 

 

When we think of the Old Regime guilds, we do not imagine them as religious bodies, 

but as forms of economic organisation, a way of structuring production and labour.  Yet 

we cannot understand the guilds or their role in urban society without taking into account 

their dual character, in the early modern period, as religious and secular institutions.  In 

the course of the eighteenth century, however, this was changing, and by the late 1770s 

they had become purely secular bodies.  This article examines one major reason for that 

change:  the impact of government action, part of a wider secularisation of Paris society 

and of a change in the nature of corporatism that in turn help to explain the eventual 

abolition of the guilds.  The paper attempts to bring together two areas that have hitherto 

remained largely separate:  the study of changing religious sentiment and practice in the 

eighteenth century and the history of the trades. 

Eighteenth-century Paris contained around 120 guilds, which oversaw nearly all 

the merchant and artisan trades.  They grouped the masters or mistresses of each trade, 

jealously excluding people who had not been formally admitted.  They were responsible 

for the quality of the work done and, to this end, oversaw apprenticeships and made rules 

for the way the trade was to be conducted.  Their oversight extended to the conditions of 

employment of the broader workforce.  These aspects of guild management have been 

much studied, and new recent new work has revealed many of the Paris guilds to be 

dynamic organisations that facilitated new practices in production and labour 

management.
1
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Less attention has been paid to guilds’ religious dimension, however.  In the 

sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the spiritual and secular aspects of guild activity 

were inseparable.  In 1573, the drapers asked that “in order that they may assemble to 

discuss the affairs of the said Community, they shall be permitted to establish a 

Confraternity. . . [and that] the drapers of Paris who belong to the said Confraternity may 

sell their cloth in their houses.”
2
  This may have been an anti-Protestant measure.  Twelve 

years later, Henri III issued an edict “which establishes the wine-merchants as 

corporation, community, and confraternity.”
3

  In the mid seventeenth century, any 

infringement of the grain merchants’ statutes was to be “denounced on the book of the 

confraternity,” and the “confraires” were called upon to defend each other in disputes 

over prices.
4
  The guild was, like the Holy Trinity, three things at once:  a legally 

constituted body, or corps, with particular rights and privileges; an economic community; 

and a confraternity, a spiritual brotherhood whose members had all the obligations 

towards each other that this implied.  In a Catholic city like Paris, these trade 

confraternities were part of the defence against Protestantism. 

Early modern Europeans did not make the same distinction that we do between 

the religious and the secular, either in the realm of work or in any other aspect of life.
5
  

All the masters and mistresses in a guild automatically belonged to the confraternity and 

were expected to attend its regular religious services.  Every trade’s patron saints had 

some particular connection with the work they did:  Saint Joseph for the carpenters, Saint 

Catherine for the wheel-makers.  The saint was honoured by the confraternity and in 

return would protect the members.  The masters and mistresses were also supposed to 

attend the funeral service organised by the confraternity whenever a member died, when 

the coffin would be covered with the guild shroud, richly embroidered with the attributes 

of the trade.  That of the bronze-casters, for example, bore in each corner depictions of a 

globe, a compass, a bell, various church ornaments, and a candlestick – while in the 

centre was a crucifixion scene showing their two patrons, Saint Eloi and Saint Hubert.  
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All the members paid an annual fee to the confraternity and took their turn in providing 

pain bénit, bread that was blessed at the end of each service and then distributed.  The 

bread was a symbol of the collectivity.
6
  In most guilds, each newly-admitted master and 

apprentice paid a fee to the confraternity, which also received a proportion of the fines 

imposed for infringements of guild rules.
7
   

Meetings of the trade often coincided with religious obligations, as on 25 

November 1663, when the master tinsmiths met in the church porch after mass to discuss 

and approve their new statutes.  This was a common practice, elections commonly being 

held on the feast-day of the guild’s patron saint.  The same officials often administered 

both secular and religious affairs, particularly in smaller bodies such as the saddlers, the 

ginger-bread makers, or the printers, but also in the large seamstresses’ guild.
8
  In many 

larger trades, such as the hatters and the tapestry-makers, the most recently elected 

officials ran the confraternity, acquiring budgetary experience and getting to know the 

members before they took on the larger job of inspecting workshops and enforcing guild 

rules.  The tinsmiths had separate officials running the confraternity, but they too 

attended the examinations of aspirants to guild membership.
9
 

Very often, the finances of the guild and the confraternity were also umbilically 

linked.  In 1685, the pork-butchers offered the silver ornaments of their confraternity as 

surety for the debts of the guild.
10

  Some trades, such as the Seine fishermen in the late 

seventeenth century, recorded in the same registers expenses for religious services and 

those for guild elections or legal action.  In May 1729, the list of monies received by the 

treasurer was headed “income of the community of Saint Nicolas,” referring to the guild 

by the name of its confraternity and patron saint.
11

 

In official parlance too, guild and confraternity were often treated as a single 

entity.  In 1689 a police court ruled against “the masters of the confraternity in charge of 

the [musicians’] guild.”  Such usage continued into the eighteenth century.
12

  In 1726, 

two edicts of the Parlement of Paris maintained the rights of the “guild and confraternity” 

of the harness-makers.
13

  The term generally used for a guild was “communauté,” which 

retained a sense of the bonds supposed to exist between the members.  Each one 
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functioned, and was understood, as a “moral community,” with its own values and 

culture.
14

 

In practice, a distinction was sometimes made between the religious and other 

aspects of guild organisation.  Very occasionally, they were differentiated in law.  In 

1699 the Parlement ruled that a house in the rue de la Chanverrerie belonged to the wine-

merchants’ confraternity and not to the guild.
15

  And the fit between religious and secular 

functions was not always as perfect as the rhetoric makes it sound.  After all, until the 

1680s Protestants were admitted to some of the guilds, and while they paid their fees to 

the confraternity, everyone recognised that they did not belong to it.  The place of 

journeymen was also often ambiguous.  They came under the jurisdiction of the guild but 

were not full members.  Yet in some trades they were allowed to belong to the 

confraternity.  Among the hatters, the shoemakers and the traiteurs (sellers of prepared 

food), journeymen were all required, in principle, to pay dues to the confraternity.  But 

the motive here, at least for the master hatters and shoemakers, was to destroy the 

journeymen’s separate confraternities, which played a key role in organizing industrial 

action.
16

  Another variant that broke the close nexus between the religious and economic 

dimensions of the guilds was the existence, in some of the larger trades, of more than one 

confraternity.  Occasionally, too, the wives of masters were admitted to the confraternity, 

but not to the guild, a reflection of “an older, family-based model of the corporate 

world.”
17

  Despite these discrepancies, on the whole the guild and the confraternity were, 

to use the kind of metaphor beloved of eighteenth-century authors, like different organs 

in a single body, performing different functions and in certain respects distinguishable, 

yet inseparable, and both necessary for the continued well-being of the corps. 

Occasionally we get a glimpse of what this might have meant for individual 

members.  In 1707 a former leader of the goldsmiths’ guild compiled a lengthy document 

about his trade.  He began with its Biblical origins in the production of sacred vessels, 

then moved on to the story of its patron, Saint Eloi.  Only then, after four pages, did he 

get to the creation of the Paris guild.  He then recounted the history of its confraternity, 

before presenting long lists of guild officials and of ordinary members.  The whole thing 

runs to nearly 400 pages and is decorated with pious engravings.  In this author’s mind, 

the religious and secular dimensions of the trade were inseparable, from its supposed 

religious origins onwards.
18

 

This was probably not unusual.  Even the poorer guilds spent a great deal of 

money on their religious services, and some lavishly decorated their chapels.  In 1684, the 

shoemakers’ guild – not a wealthy one – commissioned a large-format, richly decorated 

choir-book containing the verses sung at its services.  It was on parchment, beautifully 
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bound in leather, with coloured titles and decorated initials, some of them gilded.  The 

last page bore the words “This book belongs to the guild of the master shoemakers of the 

City of Paris. It was made with the funds of the guild.”
19

  This is one of the few objects 

belonging to the guilds to have survived, but we know that other trade confraternities 

owned similar artefacts. 

The confraternities, then, were an integral part of both the organisation and the 

identity of each trade.  They were part of the collective and customary world of early 

modern Europe and created a special bond between members of the trade.  Their statutes 

exhorted members to behave in a brotherly and charitable way towards each other and to 

pray for the souls of those who died.  The solidarities of the workplace extended even 

beyond the grave. 

So when, and why, was the intimate association between the religious and secular 

dimensions of the trades lost?  This was part of a wider process of secularisation, which I 

will return to later, but I wish to focus on one crucial factor:  royal policy towards the 

guilds.  In the course of the eighteenth century, the authorities in effect pried apart the 

religious and secular functions of the guilds, before finally destroying nearly all the trade 

confraternities in 1776.  These actions were driven primarily by the monarchy’s desperate 

hunt for money. 

In 1691, a major edict created new hereditary leadership offices within all the 

guilds.  Purporting to reform the administration of the trades, in fact it was one of a 

number of raids by the government on guild funds.
20

  But it was innovative in placing 

major restrictions on their spending, and one little-noticed stipulation was that they could 

no longer pay expenses incurred by the confraternities or oblige new members to make a 

payment to the confraternity.
21

  These new rules were not at first enforced:  many guilds 

renewed the old statutes without incorporating the changes and had them approved by the 

authorities.
22

  But by 1716, repeated government imposts on the guilds had so 

destabilised them that several could not pay their debts.  The monarchy set up a 

commission to investigate and restore their finances by eliminating the 

“maladministration” that it claimed had caused the crisis!  The commissioners now 

applied the edict of 1691 ruthlessly.
23

  Any fees paid to the trade confraternity by new 

members were disallowed, and the commissioners refused to approve expenditure on 

religious services unless it matched income specifically earmarked for the confraternity.  

The treasurer for the relevant year was held personally responsible for repaying these 

sums:  in the case of the harness-makers in1709-11, this amounted to a significant amount, 

127 livres.
24
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It is doubtful that the money was ever repaid, since sometimes years had elapsed:  

it was not until 1725 that the commissioners examined the needle-makers’ accounts from 

the 1690s, and the stocking-weavers’ books for 1701 were not checked until 1744!
25

  But 

the inspections sent a strong message to incoming guild officials that they risked being 

out of pocket if they did not keep separate accounts for the confraternity.  Even so, the 

gold-beaters and the wood-turners did not do so until after the 1740s.
26

  At some point, 

which varied from trade to trade, further rules were introduced to cap particular 

categories of expenditure, including office costs and religious services.  As early as 1706, 

the confraternity of the fab  ca     ’   ff   was forbidden to spend more than 100 livres 

per year.  The grocers, a wealthy and prestigious guild, were allowed to spend 1000 livres 

a year.
27

 

By the 1760s, the language used by the commissioners was significant:  monies 

spent for the confraternity were “expenses foreign to the guild community.”
28

  In the 

minds of the authorities, the separation between the two was complete.  This was not 

always the case for guild members, who often continued to conflate the religious and the 

secular.  In 1766, the shoemakers were told they could not pay for a new shroud out of 

the guild budget but that it had to be paid for by the confraternity:  despite forty years of 

work by the royal commissioners, the message had still not quite got through!
29

   

Nevertheless, the longer-term consequences were significant.  The confraternities lost the 

revenue from guild receptions, and the official separation between the religious and the 

secular elements of the trade strongly encouraged masters to think the same way. 

Finally, in 1776, most of the guilds were abolished.  The authorities confiscated 

all of their property, including that of the confraternities which, ironically, were for this 

purpose once more deemed an integral part of the guilds!  When Turgot was dismissed a 

few months later, the guilds were re-established, though many were amalgamated, so that 

formerly separate trades now found themselves in the same organisation.  This in itself 

helped to break the link between the formal guild structure and the sense of moral 

community, assuming it still existed.  But the edict of August 1776 also refused to 

acknowledge any spiritual dimension to the trades, explicitly forbidding the re-

establishment of their confraternities.
30

   

The fact that very few trades subsequently did attempt to re-establish their 

confraternities suggests that by 1776 most of their leaders had come to accept the secular 

status of the guilds.  Had the members ardently wished to maintain the confraternities 

they could probably have found ways of doing so.  Indeed, half a dozen did survive until 

the Revolution.  A similar number of dozen journeymen’s confraternities also managed to 

keep going, even though the edict of 1776 abolished them, too. 

The fact that few trades tried to maintain their confraternities may in part reflect 

other changes in the guilds.  Recent studies of particular industries have suggested that 
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they were losing the loyalty of many of their members, for several reasons.  One was the 

sheer growth in numbers in many trades, a product partly of the doubling of the city’s 

population between the early seventeenth and the late eighteenth century.  Yet royal fiscal 

policy played a role here, too, since repeated government imposts encouraged the guilds 

to increase their membership so as to enlarge their financial base.
31

  There is evidence 

from several trades that this growth was accompanied by changes in their internal 

structure, in particular a bureaucratisation of management, with clerks and lawyers 

joining the elected officials.  This was also a product of growth, although in many cases 

guild officials were now taking on additional roles such as greater surveillance of the 

workforce:  quite a lot of industrial action by journeymen in mid-century was provoked 

by a new requirement that they register with the guild office.
32

   Growing 

bureaucratisation, in the case of the grocers, is reflected in the changing annual rhythm of 

receptions of new members.  Whereas in the late seventeenth century the vast majority 

were admitted at the annual meeting on the day of Saint Nicolas – in conjunction with the 

religious ceremony organised by the confraternity – already by 1717 new members were 

being admitted more or less all year round, and this continued in the middle of the 

eighteenth century.
33

  Here too, the link between the religious and the secular affairs of 

the trade was being lost. 

At the same time, there are indications that some trades were increasingly coming 

under the control of a small number of wealthy masters or mistresses at the expense of 

the wider membership.
34

  This may also have been a factor in reducing attachment to the 

guild and its institutions.  All of these changes were part of a shift, as Mathieu Marraud 

points out, away from a communitarian and egalitarian ethos, strongly shaped by 

ritualised and customary forms of behaviour, towards a more legalistic, bureaucratic, and 

rigid institution.
35

 

Royal policy towards the guilds certainly did not operate in a vacuum, therefore.  

It was also influenced by further factors entirely outside the trades, which helped to shape 

official attitudes towards the guild confraternities.  One was concern about Protestantism.  

In the second half of the seventeenth century, Louis XIV’s government progressively 

excluded Protestants from many of the Paris guilds, and after the Revocation of the Edict 

of Nantes in 1685, the authorities were very reluctant to make any move that might 

weaken Catholicism in the city.  This may have delayed the implementation of measures 

reducing the religious activity of the guilds.
36

  After about 1725, however, the Paris 

authorities were no longer much concerned about the city’s Protestants and no longer saw 

the guild confraternities as a bulwark against heresy. 

  A second important wider factor was the widespread condemnation of 

confraternities more generally.  Since the late sixteenth century, there had been frequent 
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complaints that they were mere drinking and feasting societies.  Their leaders were 

accused of misusing funds, and  confraternities were attacked for encouraging 

“superstitious” behavior, in particular the inappropriate veneration of relics.
37

  By the 

eighteenth century, such critiques were a commonplace.  The official view was that these 

were bodies that needed to be reformed so they no longer wasted the money of their 

members on things that were no longer perceived to be part of their proper function.  

Increasingly, the view was that they should be abolished altogether. 

Underpinning such attacks was a new attitude to the sacred that was characteristic 

of the Catholic Reformation.  Confraternities had long marked key holy days with feasts, 

music, dressing up, and other forms of celebration.  Reformers now saw such activities as 

profaning the holiness of the day, and they particularly condemned the use of sacred 

objects and symbols in everyday contexts.  Whereas many Catholics had once perceived 

no problem with sprinkling holy water over newly-weds or with sharing blessed bread 

(pain bénit) in the tavern after the service of the confraternity, the Church increasingly 

came to condemn such practices as disrespectful.
38

  In order to protect the sacred from 

profanation, Catholic reformers tried to isolate it, and this led them to take many 

secularising measures.  The removal of religious holidays is a good example.  Concern 

that holy days were being profaned by feasting and dancing led successive archbishops to 

remove many feast-days from the calendar or to move them to the nearest Sunday.
39

  The 

change was not in popular behaviour, but in official understandings of the sacred, and if 

the result was perhaps greater respect for the remaining holy days, it certainly represented 

a significant secularisation of the calendar. 

There was thus a growing separation between the religious and profane domains, 

with more and more aspects of daily life pushed into the “profane” category.
40

  In 

religious books, the actions essential for salvation were situated either in the church or in 

the home, both now considered places for prayer and daily self-examination.
41

  The world 

of work, on the other hand, came to be regarded as firmly outside the sacred.  It seems 

that many of the masters and mistresses in the Paris guilds were coming to think this way, 

too.  Far less often, for example, did merchants and artisans write a religious formula, “In 

the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit,” at the top of the first page of their 

account books.
42

 

There were many other influences pushing in the same direction.  Across the 

eighteenth century, more and more people were coming to see religious belief as a 

personal matter, rather than something that should be manifested publicly.  A wider 

secularisation of the public domain was taking place, of which that of the guilds was 
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simply one manifestation.  But it was an important part of the shift, in Paris and no doubt 

in other places, away from what Robert Descimon has termed the “corporate Catholicism” 

of the early modern city and towards the secular economic and political world of the late 

eighteenth century.
43

  The destruction of the guilds in 1776, and to a lesser extent their re-

establishment in a new form, were driven by a commitment to political economy that had 

long been critical of religious holidays because of the loss of productive time they 

represented, and this view of the world seems to have been accepted by growing numbers 

of people.
44

   

As Steven Kaplan has shown, the reforms of 1776 created a “new corporatism” 

that combined elements of the old trade organisation with a more market-oriented system 

and with continued state control.  It was, he points out, very different from the old 

corporate ethos.  Most trades were now amalgamated with cognate ones, and it was 

possible to belong to more than one guild.  The structures were more bureaucratic, and 

they privileged economic relations between employer and employee over the social 

distinction that had formerly been crucial.  The system of registration and control over the 

workforce accelerated.  Anyone who could afford the fees could join a guild.  There were 

no longer special privileges for the children of existing members, and widows of 

members could more easily continue in the trade.  It was far easier to get permission to 

practice most trades either as masters or as “agrégés,” who did not have the rights of full 

members, but the agrégés remained at the margins, neither fully part of nor fully outside 

the guild.  Apprenticeships were no longer the privileged form of qualification; thus, the 

slow initiation into corporate culture, into the moral community of the guild, was lost.  

Most important for my subject was the fact that the new guilds, and whatever corporate 

culture they managed to reconstitute, were entirely secular.  Not only were there no 

confraternities, but there was now no specific requirement for members to even be 

Catholic, since Protestants (though not Jews) could join any of the Paris guilds.  All of 

this was to facilitate the rejection of corporatism that was to take place after 1789.
45

 

The secularisation of the guilds was thus part of a much wider set of 

developments.  Where the argument in this article extends Kaplan’s is in emphasizing the 

long-term nature of  the state’s secularising role.  Since the early years of the eighteenth 

century, the monarchy had forcibly separated the secular and sacred functions of the 

guilds and, in the process, undermined their identity as religious brotherhoods.  Whereas 

the origins of the reformers’ rhetoric of 1776 can be found in the Enlightenment and in 

the new economic thought of the eighteenth century,
46

 the forced secularisation of the 

guilds began well before the Enlightenment and the development of eighteenth-century 

political economy.  It was certainly not intentional:  neither Louis XIV nor Louis XV 

wished to weaken the religious underpinnings of their authority.  The motivation was 

partly financial, yet also partly moral, imposing a new measure of financial probity that 

ran counter to customary practice.  This was a further way in which the monarchy itself – 
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Age et temps modernes), ed. Marc Boone and Maarten Prak (Louvain, 1996), 73-128. 
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not only its critics – was involved in producing an increasingly secular society, despite its 

continuing insistence, in other domains, on the inseparability of Church and State.  Its 

action was crucial both in changing the way the guilds operated and in encouraging 

people to think of them as purely secular institutions within a secular economic world of 

production and consumption. 

 

 
 


