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Abstract
With the abolition of the guild system and the rise of a new legal regime based on free
contract, a central dilemma emerged in Europe: how to enforce labour control in this
new era of individual economic freedom. This article examines how this issue was
addressed in the State of Milan, where ideas about freedom of contract championed by
state reformers such as Pietro Verri and Cesare Beccaria were met with continued requests
from merchant-manufacturers to apply corporal punishment and threat of imprisonment
to ensure workers’ attendance. Analysing the new regulations, the ideological credos of the
new regime, and the effectiveness of the reforms as they played out on the ground in the
silk industry, this article shows that the chance that labour relations could be managed
within a civil law regime appeared to be in direct contrast with the dominant conception
of workers’ conditions, in particular their lack of propriety and good faith. As credit-debt
bonds and limitations to weavers’ mobility stood as the most effective means to ensure
labour coercion, a closer look at the daily interactions in the workshop allows us to
shed new light on the rationality of workers’ practices like Saint Monday, cast by contem-
porary commentators in merely moralistic terms.

The form of a document can sometimes reveal more than its content. That is cer-
tainly the case for a report sent in 1784 to the government of Milan by Gaetano
De Magistris, the decan (abate) of the silk weavers’ guild. In his letter asking for a
reward for his zealous work, the decan offers a detailed account of his interventions
to maintain order in the city’s textile workshops. The report was received by Pietro
Verri (1728–1797), the most prominent Italian political economist of the eighteenth
century, employed at the time as a councillor in the government. Even if the demise of
the guild system in Milan had begun nine years before, Verri seems astonished at the
prolific activity the document revealed and suggested, writing in the margins of a
page, that perhaps it would be necessary to discuss the “usefulness and necessity of
such an inspector even after the abolition of the guilds in order to preserve discipline
and good order in the factories” (Figure 1).1
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1Handwritten note on Gaetano De Magistris report, 5 June 1784, State Archive, Milan [hereafter, SAMi],
Commercio, p.a., c. 240. Unless otherwise stated, all translations are mine.
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The abolition of the guild system in Italy followed the trend across eighteenth-
century Europe. Decrees abolishing craft associations were enacted in France
(1791), Spain (1840), and Austria and Germany (1859–1860), as the growth of sci-
ence, technology, and industrialization, the development of the factory system, and
changing ideas about the economy and the rights of common people led to a decline
of the merchant and craft guild system that had flourished between the eleventh and
sixteenth centuries. As a new contractual view of society spread across Europe, the
need to enforce the obedience of workers under a new legal paradigm emerged as
a common dilemma: how to express the apologia of regulations using the new lan-
guage of economic individualism?2 This article examines how this issue was

Figure 1. Pietro Verri’s note on workers’ discipline written by hand on Gaetano De Magistris’s report.
Photograph by the author.
Courtesy of Ministero dei Beni e le Attività Culturali N. 5070.

2Jean-Pierre Hirsch, Les deux rêves du commerce. Entreprise et institution dans la région lilloise, 1780–
1860 (Paris, 1991). See Dorte Kook Lyngholm’s contribution to this Special Issue. Italy faced these discus-
sions very early, see Corinne Maitte, “Le réformisme éclairé et les corporations. L’abolition des Arts en
Toscane”, Revue d’histoire moderne contemporaine, 491 (2002), pp. 56−88. For a general overview, see
Alessandro Stanziani, Les métamorphoses du travail contraint. Une histoire globale (XVIIIe–XIXe siècles)
(Paris, 2020), pp. 89–131.
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addressed in the Duchy of Milan, where ideas about freedom of contract fostered by
Lombard Enlightenment reformers such as Pietro Verri and Cesare Beccaria were
challenged by continued requests to enforce corporal punishment and imprisonment
to ensure attendance at work.

The article begins by describing the demise of the guild system as a result of a royal
decree in 1764 that created parallel legislation to the guild statutes. Inspired by the
model of domestic service, this edict became the only legal basis for punishing work-
ers who took advantage of their new margin of freedom after the abolition of the
guilds. The article then retraces the ideological background of the new regime of free-
dom of work and trade that was supposed to govern economic life after the abolition
of the guilds’ privileges. Finally, in discussing the effectiveness of these reforms, I
investigate the daily workshop interactions in the main Lombard industrial sector,
silk fabric production, by looking at some examples of conflict at work and punish-
ments used by the authorities.

Free Contracts and Good Faith in the Age of Reform

The discussion about the role of guilds in the pre-industrial economy has always fas-
cinated historians. The last decade was marked by the fierce debate between Sheilagh
Ogilvie and S.R. Epstein concerning the guilds’ ability to guarantee quality, skills, and
innovation. Ogilvie argued that corporations were essentially a rent-seeking coalition
blocking economic development.3 They prevented outsiders (foreigners, women)
from accessing the trade, avoided innovation, and could not guarantee the quality
of products while artificially raising prices. Epstein, on the contrary, stressed that
the guild successfully responded to information asymmetries in times when markets
had high transaction costs, fulfilled an important role in protecting innovation, and
helped to transmit technical knowledge through apprenticeship.4

Until recently, in Italy, historiography has mostly posited the pernicious role of the
guilds, especially in the early modern period, with judgements oscillating between
their uselessness and harmfulness to economic growth.5 However, an extensive quan-
titative analysis of the sectoral distribution of the guilds has recently shown that their
expansion was often located in fast-growing industries with a strong outbound

3Sheilagh Ogilvie, “Guilds, Efficiency, and Social Capital: Evidence from German Proto-industry”,
Economic History Review, 57 (2004), pp. 286–333; idem, “‘Whatever Is, Is Right’? Economic Institutions
in Pre-industrial Europe”, Economic History Review, 60 (2007), pp. 649–684; idem, “Rehabilitating the
Guilds: A Reply”, Economic History Review, 61 (2008), pp. 175–182; idem, The European Guilds: An
Economic Analysis, (Princeton, NJ, 2019).

4S.R. Epstein, “Craft Guilds, Apprenticeship, and Technological Change in Preindustrial Europe”,
Journal of Economic History, 58 (1998), pp. 684–713; idem, “Property Rights to Technical Knowledge in
Premodern Europe, 1300–1800”, American Economic Review, 94 (2004), pp. 382–387; idem, “Craft
Guilds in the Pre-Modern Economy: A Discussion”, Economic History Review, 61 (2008), pp. 155–174.
Concerning the porosity of guild’s entrance barriers, new evidence is presented in Maarten Prak et al.,
“Access to the Trade: Monopoly and Mobility in European Craft Guilds in the Seventeenth and
Eighteenth Centuries”, Journal of Social History, 54 (2020), pp. 421–452.

5Carlo M. Cipolla, “The Decline of Italy: The Case of a Fully Matured Economy”, Economic History
Review, 5 (1952), pp. 178–187; Luigi Dal Pane, Storia del lavoro in Italia dagli inizi del secolo XVIII al
1815, (Milan, 1958), pp. 253–284; Amintore Fanfani, Storia del lavoro in Italia. Dalla fine del secolo XV
agli inizi del XVIII (Milan, 1959), pp. 192–194.
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orientation.6 That evidence undermines the widespread belief that guilds represented
the last bastions behind which backward sectors hid to preserve their rents on the city
market. The Italian case shows mainly that these medieval institutions experienced,
during the modern period, a “genetic mutation towards flexibility spurred on by mer-
cantile capital” that allowed them to sustain the growth of specific sectors.7

Furthermore, even within the city walls, regulation and freedom were deeply entangled
as urban markets structurally integrated both guilded and non-guilded labour.8

The example of early modern Milan is illustrative of this dynamic, as the guild’s
stratification mainly reflected the functional adaptation to the redefinition of the pro-
ductive and commercial environment of each sector on the international market.9

More specifically, the definition of the gold and silk’s guild landscape – between
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries – was characterized by a double process of
polarization and hierarchization promoted by a small elite of merchants.10 On the
one hand, in little more than thirty years, four new guilds were created with no formal
autonomy and were placed directly under the control of the silk and gold merchants’
guild.11 On the other hand, the members of the powerful silk weaver guild progres-
sively lost their capacity to operate autonomously on the market and became either
“proletarianized” workers or subcontractors on behalf of merchants.12 Therefore in
their fully matured period, between the seventeenth and eighteenth century,
Milan’s silk guilds became essentially tools to ensure control and discipline rather
than protect the equality between their members.

The fading of the guild regime started in the early eighteenth century, when direct
subsidies and tax exemptions were granted to some merchant-manufacturers as part
of the mercantilist policy promoted during the reign of Charles VI.13 The arrival of
big, privileged manufactures in the textile sectors increased labour demand and the
mobility of weavers between different firms. Before the abolition of the Milanese
guilds, this motivated the creation of a parallel and competing regulation of the

6Angelo Moioli, “I risultati di un’indagine sulle corporazioni nelle città italiane in età moderna”, in Paola
Massa and Angelo Moioli (eds), Dalla corporazione al mutuo soccorso. Organizzazione e tutela del lavoro
tra XVI e XX secolo (Milan, 2004), pp. 15–32.

7Luca Mocarelli, “Guilds Reappraised: Italy in the Early Modern Period”, International Review of Social
History, 53 (2008), pp. 159–178, 172.

8Andrea Caracausi, Matthew Davies, and Luca Mocarelli (eds), Between Regulation and Freedom: Work
and Manufactures in the European Cities, 14th–18th Centuries (Cambridge, 2018).

9Angelo Moioli, “The Changing Role of the Guilds in the Reorganisation of the Milanese Economy
throughout the Sixteenth and the Eighteenth Centuries”, in Alberto Guenzi, Paola Massa, and Fausto
Caselli Piola (eds), Guilds, Markets and Work Regulations in Italy, 16th–19th Centuries (Aldershot,
1998), pp. 32–55.

10Giuseppe De Luca, “Mercanti imprenditori, elite artigiane e organizzazioni produttive. La definizione
del sistema corporativo milanese (1568–1627)”, in Guenzi, Massa and Moioli, Corporazioni e gruppi pro-
fessionali, pp. 79–116.

11Ibid.
12Simonetta Ortaggi Cammarosano, Libertà e servitù. Il mondo del lavoro dall’ancien régime alla fabbrica

capitalistica (Naples, 1995), ch. 5; Luca Mocarelli, Le attività manifatturiere a Milano tra continuità
dell’apparato corporativo e il suo superamento (1713–1787), in Guenzi, Massa, and Moioli, Corporazioni
e gruppi professionali, pp. 131–170.

13Luigi Trezzi, Ristabilire e restaurare il mercimonio (Milan, 1986).
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workforce: the royal edict on the discipline of manufactures of 30 May 1764.14 This
edict reflected the particular condition of manufacturing work at the time, mixing ele-
ments typical of factory regulations with residues characteristic of guild statutes. As the
state took over manufactures through direct financing, any infringement of their proper
functioning could be construed as a direct attack on the sovereign will. Misbehaviour by
workers was no longer seen as a matter for the guilds but rather as an attempt to
“defraud Her Majesty’s clear intentions”, as written in the text’s preamble.15

The first part of the edict is devoted to attendance at work. A worker could not be
admitted to a new master without the previous master having released him from all
duties. The circulation of practitioners had to be regulated, and their activity needed
to be continuous. An inactive worker became a supposed culprit, the edict threatening
to make the unemployed fall under the regime of idlers. The second part is devoted to
“fidelity”, which had to be “universally observed, but most unquestionably in this
context”. The edict threatens that anyone who stole “things from factories” or
“returns a lesser weight of what has been delivered to him to be worked on” must
be publicly whipped “with the sign ‘thief of manufactures’ around his neck”. With
the motivation of avoiding trafficking, the edict limited the legitimacy of informal
trade. A presumption of guilt fell on those who bought from small traders who did
not have a shop of their own. Finally, the third part of the edict attacks any possibility
of a union or alliance between workers to increase wages: individual pay was not sup-
posed to be influenced by any factor external to the contract.

The importance of this decree – in fact, the only legal basis mentioned in the dis-
putes between employers and workers, at least until the 1830s – should not be under-
estimated. It completely discarded the statutory self-regulation of guilds in favour of
sovereign legislation that made labour discipline a police matter. The edict was also
the first attempt to define a new contractual form of managing the workforce, but a
very particular contractual model emerges from the text. In Italy, before the civil law
reform at the end of the nineteenth century, wage labour was fitted into the narrow
limits of one of the rental contracts from Roman civil law, more specifically, the loca-
tio conductio operarum.16 The locatio conductio operarum presupposes, like any con-
sensual contract in Roman law, bona fides (good faith).17 Bona fides is a complex and
stratified legal concept as it does not refer to respect for the terms of the agreement in
the abstract space of the will but is configured as an attribute of the person. Hence, it
is a notion deeply intertwined with social hierarchies: good faith can only be pre-
sumed of a person who is recognized as worthy of it.18 The status of the merchant

14Royal Edict on the Discipline of Manufactures, 30 May 1764, SAMi, commercio, pm, c. 176.
15Ibid.
16Giovanni Cazzetta, “Società industriale e silenzio del codice. Lavoro e impresa”, in Scienza giuridica e

trasformazioni sociali. Diritto e lavoro in Italia tra Otto e Novecento (Milan, 2007), pp. 3–26.
17Reinhard Zimmermann, “contract,” in Oxford Classical Dictionary (Oxford, 2012), p. 370.
18Roberto Fiori, “‘Fides et bona fides’. Hiérarchie sociale et catégories juridiques”, Revue historique de

droit français et étranger, 86 (2008), pp. 465–481. Some thoughtful considerations about good faith as a
“secular ethic” of social distinction in late modern society can be found in Daniele Baggiani, “Camere di
Commercio in figura di corporazioni. Note sulla politica degli interessi all’inizio del XVIII secolo”, in
Danilo Zardin (ed.), Corpi, “fraternità”, mestieri nella storia della società europea (Rome, 1998),
pp. 253–256.

International Review of Social History 139

https://doi.org/10.1017/S002085902200092X Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S002085902200092X


attested good faith and, unlike craftsmen, following the Lombard reform, merchants
preserved their status even after the abolition of guilds through the maintenance of a
special and separate jurisdiction in matters of trade.19 In contrast, the new work reg-
ulations of the 1764 edict were directly transferred from the domestic service model,
with its corollary of prison sentences and public whipping. Even though it was expli-
citly drafted for privileged factory workers, two decades later, the edict evolved into
the only legal basis allowing for the functioning of the Lombard silk industry after the
formal abolition of the guilds.20

Behind an “apparent universality”, therefore, we observe the transition to a very
peculiar form of contractual society.21 Concerning trade, freedom of contract was
based on the presumed good faith of merchants; concerning labour, however, such
freedom was based on the putative disloyalty associated with domestic workers.22

From Labour Control to Product Control

In Lombardy, most guilds were gradually abolished from 1775 onwards. Even if the
silk weavers’ guild was not formally eliminated until 1787, the constraints previously
set by the statutes were unofficially abandoned a few years earlier. In 1784, the State
Chancellor Anton von Kaunitz (1711–1794) declared that the size and quality
requirements for cloths were null and void because “the dealer must always comply
with the buyer’s wishes”.23 Workers who wanted to change their occupation could no
longer be prevented from doing so because such a ban “does not seem to correspond
to the principles of freedom that the industry demands”.24 The overcoming of the
guild system was completed by the creation of eight Chambers of Commerce in
1786. They co-opted merchants, bankers, and large manufacturers ( fabbricatori
nazionali) into a single organization.25

These reforms were part of a vast fiscal, economic, and jurisdictional overhaul of
the state spanning the eighteenth century.26 From the early 1760s, the question of
what institutional frame could ensure “public happiness” became pivotal for the
young civil servants overcoming the old regulatory system.27 For these representatives

19Giuseppe Paletta, “Repubblica dei mercanti e stato moderno: rappresentanza degli interessi commer-
ciali a Milano nel periodo delle riforme”, Annali di storia d’impresa, 5–6 (1989–1990), pp. 167–198.

20The scope of the edict was “to remedy the inconveniences prejudicial to the new factories introduced in
this capital city”, as stated in Carlo Maria Crivelli to Marquis Corrado, 17 May 1764, SAMi, Commercio,
p.a., c. 3. Emphasis added.

21Bruno Veneziani, “The Evolution of the Contract of Employment”, in Bob A. Hepple (ed.), The Making of
Labour Law in Europe: A Comparative Study of Nine Countries up to 1945 (London, 1986), pp. 31–72.

22The analogies with other cases are striking. See Simon Deakin and Frank Wilkinson, The Law of the
Labour Market: Industrialization, Employment, and Legal Evolution (Oxford [etc.], 2005); Steven Kaplan,
“Réflexions sur la police du monde du travail, 1700–1815”, Revue Historique, 261 (1979), pp. 22–23.

23Copy of the letter from Kaunitz to Wilczek, 21 June 1784, SAMi, Commercio, p.a., c. 247.
24Ibid.
25Cesare Mozzarelli, “La riforma politica del 1786 e la nascita delle camere di commercio in Lombardia”,

in Cesare Mozzarelli (ed.), Economia e corporazioni. Il governo degli interessi nella storia d’Italia dal
Medioevo all’età contemporanea (Milan, 1988), pp. 163–186.

26Carlo Capra, La Lombardia austriaca nell’età delle riforme. 1706–1796 (Turin, 1987).
27Luigino Bruni and Pier Luigi Porta, “Economia civile and pubblica felicità in the Italian

Enlightenment”, History of Political Economy, 35:S1 (2003), pp. 361–385.
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of an Enlightenment imbued with confidence in the new truths of political economy,
the moral aim of reform was to reorganize economic life along competitive principles.
As Verri put it, liberty was the “secret life of commerce”, enforcing fairness and pros-
perity.28 The general view of these intellectuals, working closely with Vienna to mod-
ernize the Duchy of Milan, was that the responsibility for dealing with the new
economic freedoms should fall to each individual subject. The state was only supposed
to take care of breaches of good faith through the severe punishment of acts of fraud.29

One of these civil servants was councillor Pietro Secchi (1734–1816), entrusted by
Vienna to abolish the guilds. Alongside better-known figures such as Verri and
Beccaria (1738–1794), Secchi was a member of the liberal intellectual circle
Academy of Fisticuffs (Accademia dei Pugni).30 He was involved, as most
European pre-classical economists were, in political discussions about policies for
the grain trade and was a strong supporter of freedom of labour.31 However, some
doubts about such an approach to industrial labour were voiced in Vienna.
Chancellor Kaunitz, amid the abolition of the guilds, expressed his concern that
excessive freedom to undertake a craft might jeopardize the reform. He asked, there-
fore, whether it would not be wiser to maintain some regulatory system to verify the
dexterity of practitioners. The response to his concerns makes clear that the interlock-
ing of regulations and guilds was typical of a time when the spirit of reform had not
yet had to confront the everyday necessities of trade. Secchi explicitly opposed this
idea and replied to Kaunitz that “all these verifications carried out by the current reg-
ulations have, with time, degenerated into a simple and expensive formality”.32 For
Secchi, the maintenance of an entrance examination for the exercise of crafts
would inevitably end up restoring those pernicious constraints that prevented indus-
try from prospering. By opening the Pandora’s box of “regulations” that had been
closed so painfully, one could only spread the evil of the “monopoly”.33

According to the plans of the Lombard reformers, what was previously supposed
to be ensured by trade guild statutes should now be derived from the extrinsic char-
acteristics of the objects traded on the market. A voluntary public mark should certify
the quality of the goods. Yet, goods without such a mark could continue to circulate

28Pier Luigi Porta and Roberto Scazzieri, “Pietro Verri’s Political Economy: Commercial Society, Civil
Society, and the Science of the Legislator”, History of Political Economy, 34 (2002), pp. 83–110.

29Elisabetta Merlo, Le corporazioni, conflitti e soppressioni. Milano tra Sei e Settecento (Milan, 1996),
pp. 101–103.

30A brief biography of Pietro Secchi (also known as Pier Francesco Secco Comneno) can be found in
Sergio Romagnoli and Gianni Francioni (eds), Il Caffè, 2 vols (Turin, 1998), I, pp. lxi–lxiii. On the
Academy of Fisticuffs and the vibrant intellectual atmosphere in Milan, see Sophus A. Reinert, The
Academy of Fisticuffs: Political Economy and Commercial Society in Enlightenment Italy (Cambridge
[etc.], 2018).

31If his beliefs about liberalization of the industrial production were radical, Secchi’s position on agricul-
tural trade was more nuanced, probably because of his family interests, according to Franco Venturi,
Settecento riformatore. L’italia dei lumi, 2 vols (Turin, 1987), I, pp. 771–774. The entanglement between
the liberalization of grain trade and the abolition of guilds is highlighted in Steven L. Kaplan, “Social
Classification and Representation in the Corporate World of Eighteenth-Century France: Turgot’s
Carnival”, in idem and Cynthia J. Koepp (eds), Work in France: Representations, Meaning, Organization,
and Practice (Ithaca, NY [etc.], 1986), pp. 195–197.

32Councillor Pietro Secchi to Chancellor Kauntiz, 4 October 1773, SAMi, Commercio, p.a., c. 4.
33Ibid.
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since anyone who wanted to buy unmarked products “should attribute to himself the
deceit to which he has exposed himself”.34

Probably thanks to the intervention of Verri mentioned at the beginning of this
paper, the 1786 edict that established the Chambers of Commerce provided for intro-
ducing two Expert Commissioners for Manufactures and Workers’ Discipline
(Commissari periti per le Manifatture, e disciplina degli operaj).35 However, the con-
viction that compulsory and binding labour control had to give way to a more modest
and voluntary product control was shown in Beccaria’s approach, adopted in 1787, to
rewrite a regulation for silk manufactures. The issues addressed to the Chambers of
Commerce by the famous jurist in charge of the Milanese government’s economic
department focused mainly on how to guarantee the quality of cloth. And his
reply to merchant-manufacturers who demanded the application of corporal punish-
ment against recalcitrant workers sounds like an Enlightenment manifesto: “[L]et the
manufacturers make such agreements with their workers as are in their own interest,
and it will be easier for them to obtain from the obligation of a free man’s contract
what cannot be obtained, unless badly and rarely, from the force used against a slave.”36

Silk Weaving in Lombardy

This period of profound institutional changes in the Duchy of Milan coincided with a
time of intense growth for the Lombard silk industry as the Habsburgs’ desire to
encourage greater integration between the various regions of the empire opened
the door to the Vienna market for Lombard silk fabrics. The export of silk textiles
from the Duchy of Milan (Figure 2) almost quadrupled between 1769 and 1790.37

The most significant increase took place in 1785 when, in just one year, export
value jumped from 328,036 to 663,811 florins as Lombard manufacturers enjoyed
an exemption to the import ban of foreign textiles in the Hereditary Lands
(Erblande).38 Even after the abolition of the guilds, Lombard silk weaving
(Figure 3) remained mostly an urban affair.39 The control exerted by the merchant
class over the different silk guilds since the early modern period removed any incen-
tive to relocate the last stage of production to the countryside, in contrast to several
other textile cities of northern Italy.40

34Councillor Pietro Secchi to Chancellor Kauntiz, 22 November 1773, SAMi, Commercio, p.a., c. 4.
35Even though the edict of 30 May 1764 explicitly stipulated that the enforcement of the law should be

entrusted to a public officer, it was the commissioner of the Chamber of Commerce who became respon-
sible for applying the edict. See Regia intendenza provinciale to the Chamber of Commerce of Como,
22 November 1788, State Archive, Como [hereafter, SACo], Camera di commercio, c. 22, f. 13–25;
Report of the session of the Chamber of Commerce of Milan, 25 November 1790, SAMi, Commercio,
p.a., c. 135.

361170 – Disciplina degli operai [14 May 1787], in Rosalba Canetta (ed.), Opere di Cesare Beccaria, Atti
di governo, serie IV, 1787 (Milan, 1998), p. 374.

37Angelo Moioli, Note sulla struttura del commercio estero dello Stato di Milano nella seconda metà del
settecento, in Giorgio Borelli (ed.), Studi in onore di Gino Barbieri, 3 vols (Pisa, 1983), II, pp. 1076–1079.

38Mocarelli, Milano città atelier, p. 152, n. 442.
39Alberto Cova, “L’alternativa manifatturiera”, in Sergio Zaninelli (ed.), Da un sistema agricolo a un sis-

tema industriale. Il Comasco dal Settecento al Novecento, 3 vols (Como, 1987), I, pp. 177–178.
40Carlo Marco Belfanti, “Rural Manufactures and Rural Proto-industries in the ‘Italy of the Cities’ from

the Sixteenth through the Eighteenth Century”, Continuity and Change, 8 (1993), pp. 253–280. In the
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Figure 2. Map of the Duchy of Milan (Ducato di Milano) at the end of the eighteenth century, with silk
production and trade centres and their trade connections throughout Europe.
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In 1785, in Milan, there were 1384 active silk looms.41 Even if it was not coming
close to the high-quality products of Lyon, production in the capital was pretty
diversified, featuring cloths of all kinds, ribbons, silk hosiery, and other minor pro-
ductions. Exports played an important role, but the presence of a large urban market
and the ability to modulate production according to a new domestic demand (i.e. by
reducing the production of less popular fabrics such as damask in favour of light
cloths and shawls) allowed a significant proportion of silk textiles to be sold within
the city’s walls. The new tariffs also allowed the development of another regional
centre, Como, where 725 looms were in use this same year.42 Here, the range of
products was limited to plain fabrics. Production was highly dependent on foreign
demand and proved volatile, with frequent booms and busts. Along with Vienna,
the German fairs (especially Frankfurt) played a significant role. Another outlet for
Como silk fabrics was Russia and the Baltic territories, where costumers were less

Figure 3. A representation of a Lombard silk weaving workshop. In the back, a man working on a four-
shaft weaving loom, in the front a woman winding some silk thread.
Arti e Mestieri m. 4-23, Civica Raccolta delle Stampe Achille Bertarelli, Castello Sforzesco, Milan. With permission.

Duchy of Milan it was only the central stage of production (silk throwing) that was once urban and then
delocalized in the countryside, but this was mainly for reasons linked to adverse taxation. See Luigi Trezzi,
“Un caso di deindustrializzazione della città. I molini da seta a Milano e nel Ducato (secc. XVII e XVIII)”,
Archivio storico lombardo, 112 (1986), pp. 205–214.

41Bruno Caizzi, Industria, commercio e banca in Lombardia nel XVIII secolo (Milan, 1968), p. 108.
42Ibid.
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exigent in terms of quality.43 Despite the differences, when it comes to silk, Como and
Milan formed one single labour market “since between these two cities there’s always
been a communication of artificers, if we can say, also of disorder and vices of the
same kind”, as the royal provincial delegate put it in 1787.44

The dominant form of work organization at the time was typical of what historians
call the “putting-out system” (a means of subcontracting work). A small group of
merchant-manufacturers (fabbricatori) were in charge of the commercialization
of the product. They entrusted the silk yarn to the master weavers (capi tessitori or
capi fabbrica), who turned it into cloth. The master weaver was a liminal figure
somewhere between artisan and subcontractor. Sometimes, he worked at home on
his own looms with the help of his relatives; other times, he was a middleman
between weavers and merchant-manufacturers.45 To fill the orders by the merchant-
manufacturers, the master weaver hired salaried workers (tessitori) to work on his
looms. Even if they did not have any form of stable organization, these workers
could be likened to the French journeymen since, generally, they were very mobile,
did not possess their own loom, and were paid by the piece. Production was most
often carried out in the master house, but sometimes, following the wave of abolitions
of several monastic orders, the main manufacturers started to concentrate looms in old
urban monasteries in both Milan and Como.46

We must be cautious in fixing too static a picture of production and social classi-
fication. Even before the abolition of the guilds, the structures of silk weavers’ asso-
ciations were very elastic according to the needs of merchant capital. Some weavers
were allowed to be the master for a limited time, even without a formal inscription
to the guild, and it was easy for foreigners to join the guild.47 After the demise of
the guilds, the ideal tripartition of the putting-out system (merchant-manufacturer,
master weaver, weavers/workers) was continually reconfigured by variations in the
demand for cloth and the supply of silk yarn. Since formal apprenticeships had dis-
appeared, in times of high textile demand, all kinds of people came to work on the

43A report from 1792 mentions that among the 868 cloths that were weaved at that time, only 74 were for
internal consumption: 426 were sent to Vienna, 17 to the Low Countries, 308 to the German fairs (232 in
Frankfurt, 56 in Leipzig, and 20 in Augusta), and 43 to Russia. See Elenco delle stato attuale delle mani-
fatture seriche risultante dalla perlustrazione fatta dall’infascritto commissario perito …, 17 March 1794
SAMi, Commercio, p.a., c. 238. It seems likely that the eastern European market was even more important
since another report from 1797 estimates that before the Napoleonic invasion, silk fabrics exported to
Russia was a third of that shipped to Vienna. See Delegate Commission of the Commercial and
Industrial Affairs to the Municipal Council of Como, SACo, civico, c. 294. Local chronicles mention
that parts of the export to Austria were usually routed to Poland, Turkey, and other countries. See
Giuseppe Rovelli, Storia dei principali avvenimenti dopo l’ingresso dei francesi in Lombardia cioè dal
Maggio 1796 a tutto i1 1802 per servire di appendice alla storia di Como (Como, 1808), p. 77.

44Report of the Political Intendant of Como Giuseppe Pellegrini, 20 February 1787, SAMi, Commercio,
p.a., c. 4.

45In Milan, sixty-six per cent of master-weavers declared that they personally worked on a loom; see
Elenco generale delle fabbriche esistenti nella città di Milano e corpi santi, Chamber of Commerce
Historical Archive, Milan [hereafter, CCHAMi], registri, c. 405. In Como, it was ninety-two per cent;
see Distina dello stato delle Manifatture di stoffa nella città, borghi e corpi santi di Como, 27 June 1789,
SACo, Camera di commercio, c. 23.

46Cova, “L’alternativa manifatturiera”, p. 179; Ortaggi, Libertà e servitù, pp. 11–112.
47Mocarelli, Milano città atelier, pp. 71, 150.
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silk looms. Furthermore, merchant-manufacturers now issued their orders directly to
the weavers without the intermediation of those who had qualified as master weaver
under the former guild regime. On the contrary, in times of good cocoon harvest,
master weavers started to act as manufacturers since falling silk prices meant they
could afford to produce their own cloths and put them on the market.48

Desacralizing Saint Monday

Since one of the main features of the pre-industrial labour market was instability, it is
only by considering market trends that we can make sense of working-class practices.
In 1786, the merchant manufacturers of Como complained that the silk weavers were

always insatiable about their pay (although they are increased for each quality [of
cloth]), they disturb the manufacturers, inciting them to compete to increase
wages. Once such an increase is obtained, workers try to improve it more and
more, making their claims through intemperance and sloppy work [and] pre-
venting commerce from flourishing.49

Merchant-manufacturers were echoed some months later in such views by the po-
litical authorities who noted that silk weavers not only plotted for more money and
reduced their workloads, but also shortened their working week: “[I]nstead of being
made up of six working days, as it is for everyone, it has become for them of three or
four days.”50

The voluntary inactivity at the start of the week (referred to as “Saint Monday”)
was a well-known practice in pre-industrial society and has been subject to multiple
interpretations among scholars. In his seminal essay on time and work discipline,
British historian E.P. Thompson argued that Saint Monday was embedded in the
dense web of artisan customs and one mark of workers’ resistance to the intensifica-
tion of work.51 Another interpretation, by the Italian historian Simona Cerutti, sug-
gests that Saint Monday was instead a time of autonomous organization by workers.
Monday was a very busy day. On this day, workers would meet outside their work-
places, redistribute workloads in taverns, or collect alms to help their fellow journey-
men. Thus, Saint Monday was not just a chance to offer resistance, but also
experience another form of work organization that was distinct and alternative
from that of the masters.52 The progressive disappearance of this practice has been
primarily addressed in terms of a shift in the balance between toil and leisure in

48I have discussed these issues in Lorenzo Avellino, “Des ouvriers, des fabricants ou des oisifs? Roôles et
hiérarchies dans la fabrique de soie lombarde après l’abolition des corporations (1780–1860)”, Le
Mouvement Social, 276 (2021), pp. 27–45.

49Silk Merchant-Manufacturers of Como, n.d. [1786], SAMi, Commercio, p.a., c. 237.
50Report of the Political Intendant of Como Giuseppe Pellegrini, 20 February 1787, SAMi, Commercio,

p.a., c. 4.
51E.P. Thompson, “Time, Work-Discipline, and Industrial Capitalism”, Past & Present, 38 (1967),

pp. 56–97.
52Simona Cerutti, “Travail, mobilité et légitimité. Suppliques au roi dans une société d’Ancien Régime

(Turin, XVIIIe siècle)”, Annales. Histoire, Sciences Sociales, 65 (2010), p. 597.
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working-class households.53 Jan de Vries has cast this change in terms of economic
growth, theorizing that the household choice to increase labour supply participated in
an “industrious revolution” that paved the way to industrial take-off in Western
Europe.54 Since then, labour historians have returned to the issue of working time,
putting forward less linear and univocal arguments. Several scholars have underlined
that the intensification of work during the long eighteenth century is fuzzier than De
Vries claims and that both masters and workers were fully aware of the centrality of
the “struggle for time” earlier than what E.P. Thompson admitted.55 This revisionism
allows us to put forward a third explanation of Saint Monday since, in the case of the
Lombard silk manufactures, this practice seems to have been followed for the more
prosaic reasons of keeping wages in line with the high demand for cloths.56

The letter cited above by the Como intendant complaining about weavers’
absences at the start of the week was written in early 1787 after several months of
positive trends in the cloth market. Only a few months later, the situation changed
radically and with it, the behaviour of the weavers. A poor cocoon harvest in the sum-
mer and the decrease in cloth demand because of the beginning of a new Russo–
Turkish war (1787–1792) threw the silk factories into a rude economic crisis. At
the beginning of the autumn, the Como intendant warned that the spinners had prac-
tically ceased work, that weavers would soon do so, and that crowds of unemployed
workers had started to roam the towns and loot the fields.57 What about the weavers
still employed? Beccaria was told by the master weavers that the workers presently
“have become more docile and active so that now that work is scarce, they not
only work five full days of the week, but even on the famous Monday”.58

Remarkably, then, it was at the very moment of economic crisis and decreased labour
demand that what was thought to be the ineradicable indolence of weavers on
Mondays seemed momentarily to vanish.

In contrast, the years 1794 and 1795, just before Napoleon Bonaparte’s First Italian
Campaign, saw a further boom for the Lombard silk industry as French producers
could no longer supply the European silk cloth market because of the war. As
cloth demand rose again, complaints immediately resumed against Saint Monday.

53For example, Douglas A. Reid, “The Decline of Saint Monday 1766–1876”, Past & Present, 71 (1976),
pp. 76–101; idem, “Weddings, Weekdays, Work and Leisure in Urban England 1791–1911: The Decline of
Saint Monday Revisited”, Past & Present, 153 (1996), pp. 135–163; Hans-Joachim Voth, “Time and Work
in Eighteenth-Century London”, Journal of Economic History, 58 (1998), pp. 29–58.

54Jan de Vries, The Industrious Revolution: Consumer Behaviour and the Household Economy, 1650 to
the Present (Cambridge, MA, 2008), pp. 91–92.

55Corine Maitte and Didier Terrier, Les rythmes du labeur. Enquête sur le temps de travail en Europe
occidentale, XIVe–XIXe siècles (Paris, 2020). For the textile sector specifically, see Andrea Caracausi, “La
lutte pour le temps. Réglémentation du travail et formes de la négociation dans les manufactures de
l’Italie moderne”, in Didier Terrier and Corine Maitte (eds), Les temps du travail. Normes, pratiques,
évolutions (XIVe–XIXe siècle) (Rennes, 2014), pp. 395–414.

56Michal Sonenscher, in his monumental study of the Parisian trades, evokes a similar pattern when he
points out that there was a likely relationship between Saint Monday and the urban demand of employ-
ment; Michael Sonenscher, Work and Wages: Natural Law, Politics and the Eighteenth-Century French
Trades (Cambridge, 1989), p. 201, n. 64.

57Report of the Political Intendant of Como Giuseppe Pellegrini, 12 October 1787, SAMi, Commercio,
p.a., c. 237.

582140 – Disoccupazione a Como [3 December 1787], in Canetta (ed.), Opere di Cesare Beccaria, p. 861.
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The Chamber of Commerce of Como criticized weavers “as never before [so] insolent,
saying that they want to work whenever they like, and so they do, since the weavers’
taverns are full on the first days of the week”.59 It seems that manufacturers even had
to dismiss several orders as their employees were working “not even half of what they
would have done in bad times”.60

One could argue that the masters and manufacturers always complained about
the lack of industriousness of their employees. But we can observe not just general
grievances about the vicious nature of the workers – though these were not lacking,
as we will see – but detailed allegations explicitly linking the state of trade to the
voluntary modulation of working time. In my view, this complaint appears to be
coherent with the interpretation of Saint Monday as a way to restrain labour supply
in order to maintain high wages.61

The manufacturers, on their side, expressed their frustration that using wages as
leverage seemed to have the opposite effect of what was expected: the more they were
paid, the less the weavers worked. In the words of the Chamber of Commerce of Como:

Experience has shown that in the years 1786 and 1787, during which time prices
were raised by two soldi for every auna, the weavers abandoned themselves to all
sorts of vice, they loaded themselves with debts, they worked very little, and
badly. As further proof, in the scarcity of the year 1790, the merchants, with
one-third fewer workers, had the same quantity of cloth and greater perfection.62

I argue that Saint Monday was then part of a dynamic form of wage negotiation
that followed its own logic. That logic is certainly astonishing if looked at through the
eyes of the nascent political economy, but it is entirely consistent with the cyclical
variations of the silk fabric market.

Private Concerns and Public Unrest

If raising wages did not work as the merchants expected, what means of constraint
could be considered to ensure that every worker remained committed to their
assigned task?

A first punishment, strongly urged by the merchant authorities, was to treat absent
workers as idlers in order to take advantage of the dissuasive effect of incarceration.
However, this approach proved challenging to implement, given the social unrest it
might provoke. At the end of 1790, faced with the insistence of the manufacturers
to act, the government council intervened to demand “greater caution” in applying

59Report of the Commissioner of Chamber of Commerce of Como Giovanni Valentini, 16 July 1794,
SAMi, Commercio, p.a., c. 238. Emphasis added.

60Silk Cloth Manufacturers Caroe and Scalini, Montefiori and Rubini, Pietro Rubini, Giovanni Maria
Fischer to the Chamber of Commerce of Como, 20 February 1795, SAMi, Commercio, p.a., c. 238.

61Alongside other practices. See for instance the complaint about weavers who provoked fights against
foreigners to scare them and make them “leave the city abandoning their work unfinished”. Petition from
Master-Weavers Cattena, Antonio Bianchi, etc., 13 May 1795, SACo, Camera di commercio, c. 20, f. 1795.

62Chamber of Commerce of Como to Municipal Congregation of Como, 15 July 1791, SACo, Camera di
Commercio, c. 23. Twenty soldi equated to one Milanese lira, one auna to 0.53 meters.
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the law.63 This circumspection was undoubtedly dictated by an awareness that the
social stability that permitted the functioning of the silk manufactures was somewhat
precarious. The possibility that the private concerns of the merchants might turn into
public unrest seemed to pose a persistent threat. A weaver’s riot had shaken the town
of Como only a few months earlier, with hundreds of workers demanding the head of
the Chamber commissioner.64

The other option for constraining absentee workers was the sequestration of their
loom shuttles.65 Once again, it was the commissioner of the Chamber of Commerce
who oversaw removing such tools to force the weavers to show up at the Chamber to
recover them and, in the process, be served a formal injunction to respect their con-
tractual commitments. In practice, such operations were often complicated due to the
animosity of the weavers and their wives, who greeted the commissioner with insults
and even stones.66 In Como, during the summer of 1791, intimidation became so fre-
quent that the commissioner was too scared to leave the Chamber, afraid of the
threats he received “if he had dared to go to visit the looms and take possession of
the shuttles of those whom he found absent from work”.67

Moreover, it was precisely at times of intense work that absences were most serious
and most challenging to constrain. In September 1795, orders abounded with the
upcoming German fairs, and the Chamber of Como insisted that several absent wea-
vers be imprisoned “to serve as an example to make the others maintain their com-
mitments”.68 However, this show of force was cut short: one weaver spent a few days
in jail before his master pleaded for his immediate release because he needed him to
finish a cloth.69

The manufacturers were well aware of these contradictions and complained about
the ineffectiveness of the measures available to them. When questioned about the
alternatives that might be made available to them in a new regulation for silk work-
shops, they replied that

if suspension from work were a punishment that did not encourage idleness and
vice, it might be appropriate in this case. But experience has now shown the con-
trary. Therefore, to avoid such inconvenience, it is in the Chamber’s opinion to

63Government Council to the Political Intendant of Como, 14 December 1790, SACo, Prefettura, c. 366.
64Protocolli in occasione del tumulto dei tessitori del mese di luglio 1790, July 1790 SACo, Prefettura,

c. 355.
65See for instance the complaints against the weavers Pietro Fontana, Giuseppe Pedraglio, Abbroggio

Lisasse, and Zaverio Peia in SACo, Camera di commercio, c. 22. One day they showed up for work “for
only one hour” and then went to a tavern, so they had their shuttle sequestered. A few months later another
weaver, Francesca Ceriani, got his loom shuttle seized by the Chamber for failing to attend the workshop of
his master; he had promised to do so in the evening but never complied (Complaint against Francesca
Ceriani, SACo, Camera di commercio, c. 22).

66As a result, the commissioner in Como started to carry a knife for protection on his visits to the fabrics
manufactures; see Licenza d’armi n. 1556, 14 October 1790, SAMi, Commercio, p.a., c. 114.

67Chamber of Commerce of Como’s Record, 22 July 1791, SACo, Camera di commercio, c. 22. Similar
complaints by Milan’s commissioners “insulted and even threatened lives”, according to a report of the
commissioners of the Chamber of Commerce of Milan, 21 May 1795, SAMi, Commercio, p.a., c. 238.

68Chamber of Commerce of Como to the Pretura, 7 September 1795, SACo, Camera di commercio, c. 21.
69Chamber of Commerce of Como to Pretura, 16 September 1795, SACo, Camera di commercio, c. 20.
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punish those absent from work for a depraved cause (causa viziosa) by forcing
them to work chained to the loom.70

Although one might have expected a liberal backlash to such a suggestion, much
more pedestrian arguments seem to have prevented its implementation. As the
intendant explained in his response to the Chamber of Commerce’s proposal, chain-
ing a worker to his loom “can be the cause of many disruptions: a grouping of his
comrades with the aim of freeing him can take place any time”. And his advice, at
the time, was to “stay away from anything that can cause any excitement”.71

Nevertheless, the Chamber’s proposition was reiterated in 1794, but the Duchy
government never accepted it.72 On the contrary, the Milan authorities pushed for
exclusively pecuniary sanctions against workers who did not respect their contractual
commitments. As might be expected, the merchants of Milan and Como, when con-
sulted, opposed what they deemed to be a relaxation of the rules, but it is the moti-
vation for their opposition that is especially interesting. The Chamber political
magistrate (Magistrato politico camerale) alleged that they considered that “the pun-
ishment in case of transgression seems to be the only one that can contain such peo-
ple who have no property to lose” (nulla ha da perdere dal lato della robba).73 Maria
Luisa Pesante has identified the servile roots of the modern wage in a specific con-
ception of the salaried worker’s condition going back to natural jurisprudence. On
the one hand, despite his engagements, the wage earner cannot entirely cede what
he is renting, namely, his workforce. On the other hand, he lacks any other property
entitlement that he could alienate.74 It is this double deficiency that legitimates the
legal coercion to work. The remark of the Lombard manufacturer about workers’
insolvency, then, is crucial since it evokes the limits of any attempt to cast the tran-
sition to a contractual order as a peaceful and consensual one in which employer and
worker exchanged on equal terms. For the merchants, the new “free labour” system
could not function because one of the parties to the contractual relationship lacked
the two prior and necessary attributes of the civil law regime: good faith and private
property.

Debt, Pay, and Runaways

Even if incarceration and physical coercion were an ever-looming threat, such forms
of punishment appeared unmanageable for commercial and political reasons. As
such, and despite the manufacturers’ petitions, debt remained the most common
form of labour constraint. The use of wage advances was deeply rooted in the pre-
industrial organization of work. Since any worker was officially prohibited from

70Protocol No. 61 of the Chamber of Commerce of Como, 12 May 1791, SAMi, Commercio, p.a., c. 117.
71Annex to the Letter from the Magistrato politico camerale to the Royal Delegate of Como,

16 May 1791, SACo, Prefettura, c. 366.
72Annex to the Letter from Chamber of Commerce of Como to the Magistrato politico camerale,

17 January 1794, SACo, Camera di commercio, 26.
73Magistrato politico camerale to the Conferenza di governo, 20 September 1795, SAMi, Commercio,

p.a., 236.
74Maria Luisa Pesante, Come servi. Figure del lavoro salariato dal diritto naturale all’economia politica

(Milan, 2013).
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leaving his workplace while he was indebted to his master, advances were used to
enforce loyalty, fix a highly mobile labour force to the workplace, and limit compe-
tition between employers.75

During the turbulent years in Lombardy immediately after the guild system’s abo-
lition, weavers’ debts exploded because of the need to try to keep up with the growth
of the textile market. In this regard, there was no discontinuity before or after the abo-
lition of guilds; instead, the debt spiral of the end of the eighteenth century was
mainly related to the instability of the international cloth market. As the market
rose, “mainly instigated by manufacturers”, master weavers started to propose to
workers to pay their debts if they moved to their workshop.76 At the same time, to
try to convince them to stay, the master weavers were forced to increase the advances
that, in times of buoyant economic activity, became a de facto pay raise. During one
of these favourable trends, the master weavers in Como declared that they were
“threatened by the workers to force their hand and give them what they wanted”
and begged the authorities to intervene “by any means to be exempted from giving
the workers any money”.77 This kind of petition opens up a more ambivalent inter-
pretation of credit in the pre-industrial work organization. Andrea Caracausi has
already pointed out that textile workers often pretended advances as insurance against
insolvent masters or to face the cost of moving to a new town.78 The Lombard case
shows that they were not only a tool of labour constraint but were also a symptom of
the capacity of the weavers to exploit the position of strength they had in certain
moments since it was common that the debt was only partially refunded or not
paid back at all as the workers ran away from the workshop. The continual com-
plaints about the comings and goings of workers between Como and Milan are evi-
dence of this credit-driven mobility.79 Furthermore, the bond created by the
debtor-creditor relationship was a reciprocal one. In times of low cloth demand,
the masters were encouraged to continue to employ the indebted workers “with
the hope of reducing or extinguishing the debt of each”. At the same time, the weavers
“resist[ed] any attempt to save anything on their wages in return for the debt”.80

As has already been pointed out, the ubiquity of credit in the modern economy
was not only motivated by the limited amount of money available. It constituted a

75Kaplan, “Réflexions sur la police”, pp. 48–50; Cynthia M. Truant, “Independent and Insolent:
Journeymen and Their ‘Rites’ in the Old Regime Workplace”, in Kaplan and Koepp, Work in France,
pp. 148–150; Sonenscher, Work and Wages, pp. 191–192; Andrea Caracausi, Dentro la bottega. Culture
del lavoro in una città d’età moderna (Venice, 2008), pp. 64–67; idem, “I salari”, in Renata Ago (ed.),
Storia del lavoro in Italia. L’età moderna (Rome, 2018), pp. 112–115; Luca Mocarelli and Giulio
Ongaro, Work in Early Modern Italy, 1500–1800 (London, 2019), pp. 75–77.

76Report of the Political Intendant of Como Giuseppe Pellegrini, 20 February 1787, SAMi, Commercio,
p.a, c. 4.

77Capi fabbrica o proprietari di telaro to the Chamber of Commerce of Como, 1 March 1787, SAMi,
Commercio, p.a., c. 237.

78Caracausi, Dentro la bottega, p. 66.
79The clerks of the Chamber of Commerce in both Milan and Como were constantly corresponding with

each other to track down the weavers and recover the debts; see Commissioner Giovanni Valentini to the
Chamber of Commerce of Como, 21 March 1796, SACo, Camera di commercio, c. 21.

80Report of the Political Intendant of Como Giuseppe Pellegrini, 20 February 1787, SAMi, Commercio,
p.a., c. 4.
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means to cement economic relationships and mediate the uncertainty that was neces-
sarily inherent to such exchanges at any level.81 According to Craig Muldrew, the
social trust at the base of this “economy of obligation” was inextricably linked to com-
munitarian bounds placed under strain by increasing market activity.82 While it is
true that this movement pushed towards an increasingly contractual society, as far
as labour was concerned, the form of the contract was influenced by the peculiar rela-
tionship of the parties to “good faith”, as I have emphasized in this article. Freedom of
contract could not go along with freedom of movement for workers, as demonstrated
by the fact that limitations imposed on the displacement of working men and women
were not only maintained after the abolition of the guilds but started to be directly
enforced by the state through specific devices combining mobility restraint, identifi-
cation, and debt control.83

In Lombardy, it was only at the beginning of the nineteenth century, amid the
Napoleonic conquest, that the prefecture began to track down missing workers.
Some weavers were jailed; many more were returned to work by the police author-
ities.84 The chief of police even started to settle arrangements to stagger the debts
owed to the masters with money deposited monthly by the debtors to the prefecture
office.85 The involvement of police authorities in punishing breaches of contract
represents a persistent and significant infringement of the legal logic that distin-
guishes civil from penal law.86 Furthermore, the manufacturers go as far as to suggest
that the scope of labour discipline should no longer be limited to the workshop but
may embrace the whole town. Any weaver caught in places like taverns should be
brought back to his master:

[I]t would also be good for the universal benefit of the workers themselves if the
police could keep an eye on them and, if they find them idle and wandering on
weekdays outside of mealtimes, they [should] send them back to their respective
jobs. They [should also] frequently visit the taverns and inns, and if they see
workers drinking and gambling outside the aforementioned hours, they [should]

81Renata Ago, “Enforcing Agreements: Notaries and Courts in Early Modern Rome”, Continuity and
Change, 14 (1999), pp. 191–206; Laurence Fontaine, L’économie morale. Pauvreté, crédit et confiance
dans l’Europe préindustrielle (Paris, 2008); Anne Montenach, Espaces et pratiques du commerce alimentaire
à Lyon au XVIIe siècle. L’économie du quotidien (Grenoble, 2009); Pierre Gervais, “Crédit et filières mar-
chandes au XVIIIe siècle”, Annales. Histoire, Sciences Sociales, 67 (2012), pp. 1011–1048; Anaïs Albert, La
vie à crédit. La consommation des classes populaires à Paris (années 1880–1920) (Paris, 2021).

82Craig Muldrew, The Economy of Obligation: The Culture of Credit and Social Relations in Early Modern
England (London, 1998).

83Martino Sacchi Landriani, “Rethinking the Livret d’ouvriers: Time, Space and ‘Free’ Labor in
Nineteenth-Century France”, Labor History, 60 (2019), pp. 854–864. For the Lombard case specifically,
see Simona Mori, “Dal benservito al libretto di scorta. Mobilità del lavoro e pubbliche discipline nella
Lombardia preunitaria”, in Livio Antonielli (ed.), La polizia del lavoro. Il definirsi di un ambito di controllo
(Catanzaro, 2011), pp. 81–116.

84See the series for the years 1803 and 1805 conserved in SACo, Camera di commercio, c. 21.
85Report No. 5196 from the Prefect of Police of the Olona Department to the Police Delegate of Larius

Department, 8 April 1805, SACo, Camera di commercio, c. 21.
86Thorsten Keiser, “Between Status and Contract? Coercion in Contractual Labour Relationships in

Germany from the 16th to the 20th century”, Rechtsgeschichte-Legal History, 21 (2013), pp. 33–36.
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chase them away from there and send each one to his job, threatening the most
reluctant with prison.87

Such punishment was characterized as being inflicted for the worker’s own benefit.
“Working the whole week, they would spend less and earn a lot more”, thanks
to which “gradually we would remove that innate [sic!] rooted indolence which
unfortunately rules them”.88

Weavers or Idlers?

The French domination was not only a period of police reform but ushered in a time
of deep crisis for the Lombard silk fabrics industry. In addition to the loss of the cru-
cial Viennese market, Northern Italy suffered from a shift in French economic policy
to turn the region into a simple supplier of cheap raw silk for Lyon. By 1800, in
Como, there was only a third of the number of active looms that had existed on
the eve of the French invasion in 1795.89 Faced with unemployment, some weavers
set off for Veneto while others went to Northern Europe. However, the Chamber
of Commerce of Como declared that among the workers who remained in town,
there were “some who would be well suited to work [but] they prefer to go to begging
in [the] town and in the countryside […] and, rather than conform with their pro-
fession, decide to become peddlers or boatmen”.90 The master weavers hunted work-
ers for their workshops, especially for auxiliary tasks, “but with no success because
those people replied that they would work when they are paid as in the past”.91

During the summer of 1810, the parishes of Como were asked to classify the poor;
all beggars who wanted to keep asking for alms had to present themselves to the
municipal authorities.92 In November, the Chamber of Commerce pointed out
again that “today there would be work to occupy some of those who remain idle,
and who, because of the decrease in the price of work, prefer either to take up another
craft or to become vagabonds by begging”.93 A month later, in December 1810, the
interior minister decided to “repress the idleness and vagrancy of silk workers” and
asked the police commissioner to imprison the workers circulating in the town.94

87Draft of the Observations by Guaita and Comini about the New Disciplinary Regulation for the
Workers, n.d. [1808], SACo, Prefettura, c. 912. The suggestion came from the owner of the main woollen
firm of Como and was adopted by Chamber of Commerce in 1812; see Draft of the Letter from the
Chamber of Commerce to Larius Prefect, 8 May 1812, SACo, Camera di commercio, c. 82.

88Minister of Interior to the Prefect of the Larius Department, 4 November 1812, SACo, Camera di com-
mercio, 82. Strikethrough in the original.

89Chamber of Commerce of Como to the Regia direzione provinciale di finanza, 21 February 1800,
SACo, Camera di commercio, c. 23.

90Report of Commissioner Giovanni Valentini, [n.d., but 1800], SACo, Camera di commercio, 26.
91Ibid. Emphasis added.
92The statistics sent out after this vast survey confirm the miserable state of the silk workers. In Larius

Department, the poor “capable of working” numbered 269 (158 of them, textile workers); see Giancarlo
Galli, “Forestieri, inabili, miserabili del mestier della seta. La mendicità nel comasco durante il periodo ri-
voluzionario e napoleonico (1796–1814)”, Periodico della società storica comense, 47 (1980), pp. 39–71.

93Chamber of Commerce of Como to Larius Prefect, 16 November 1810, SACo, Prefettura, 912.
94Interior Minister to the Gendermeria Commander, Police Commissioner and Como’s Podestà,

5 December 1810, SACo, Prefettura, 912.
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However, this drastic measure failed to dissuade the weavers. Less than a year later, in
November 1811, the Chamber of Commerce once again complained about silk work-
ers who, invited to return to their looms, refused because “the ordinary and common
wage does not give them enough to live on”.95

Because the Lombard cloth manufacturers managed to reduce wages to cope with
the economic crisis, becoming a silk weaver was no longer an advantageous option for
the urban worker. As many workers weaved only in times of high demand for cloth,
during crises, they could return to their former profession, find a new one, or start to
beg.96 Because this form of voluntary inactivity played off when wages fell below sub-
sistence levels, the political authorities had to deal with another form of disguised
wage negotiation through the modulation of working time.

Conclusion

Through the preceding analysis of the constraints imposed on work in a significant
and growing industry, I have highlighted the gap between the principles of liberty
enunciated by the Lombard state reformers like Verri and Beccaria and the pragmatic
appeal of constraints imposed on workers’ right to ensure the regularity of their pro-
duction. Different conceptions of legal responsibility are relevant to investigate how
the formal unity of civil law hides the “tutelage of a society to be fortified in its
new hierarchies and its new proprietary certitudes”.97 In Lombardy, the discussion
between the political authorities and the merchant-manufacturers continued for sev-
eral decades, forcing the constant affirmation of the distance between the officially
applied “free labour” regime and the demands to force workers to perform their
tasks. In particular, the lack of property and presumed good faith on the part of work-
ers were central elements to explain why manufacturers never claimed that a contrac-
tual relationship in a proper civil law regime was possible.

Despite the pressure to reinforce punishment, the debt relation, taking the form of
salary advances, stood as the most effective means to try to discipline the workers. In
this regard, there was no significant disruption compared with the guild regime, but a
dynamic assessment of weaver behaviour suggests a more active role played by work-
ers. For instance, if we consider the state of the international cloth market, we observe
that the debts were not only undergone by workers but sometimes obtained as a form
of disguised pay raise. A similar approach can help make sense of practices like Saint
Monday as a form of struggle to keep wages high or to frame begging by weavers as a
decision not to accept low pay under a given amount.

95As cited in Galli, “Forestieri, inabili, miserabili”, p. 63.
96Pluri-activity was so widespread in silk manufactures that the authorities started to distinguish by a

special certificate the “real weavers by profession” from the rest of the workers; see Avellino, “Des fabri-
cants, des ouvriers ou des oisifs?”. A 1792 list of silk workshops and weavers compiled by the Chamber
of Commerce of Como is full of annotations beside the names of the workers like “now he does tailoring”,
“now he is a sexton”, “he does hairdressing too”, “butcher”, “now he is a fisherman”, and so on; see Dello
stato attuale delle manifatture di stoffe di seta, telari battenti e lavoranti …, SAMi, Commercio, p.a., 238.

97Giovanni Cazzetta, “Danno ingiusto e ‘governo’ della società fra distinzioni e unità valoriale del sis-
tema”, in Alessandro Somma et al. (eds), Dialoghi con Guido Alpa (Rome, 2018), p. 66.
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Concerning institutions, by looking beneath the fiction of a contract between
equals, it becomes clear that, after the guilds’ abolition, the wage relationship’s inher-
ently asymmetric nature was not compensated by political authorities but reinforced
by police measures, particularly concerning the mobility of workers.
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