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The Conference “Garzoni, Apprenticeships, Work, Society in Early Modern Venice” took place in 

Venice on 4 and 5 November and was organised by Prof Sapienza and Prof Bellavitis of Cà Foscari 

University. The aim of the conference was to share the preliminary results of an investigation on 

the diffusion of apprenticeships in Venice from the XVI to the XVIII century, for which over 

50,000 agreements concluded with apprentices were examined. The event thus presented the 

opportunity to look at the way apprenticeships were regulated in pre-industrial society, the 

objectives of these working schemes and the tools put in place to achieve these objectives. Among 

the speakers were Patrick Wallis, Professor of Economic History at the LSE and Bert De Munck, 

Professor of Social and Urban History at Antwerp University, who are leading figures in this field.  

A number of questions were made to both of them.  

 

a) Apprenticeships are still seen as a tool favouring young people’s access to employment, 

although there are many differences with pre-industrial society. One issue that is highly debated, 

particularly in the USA, is the identification of the authorities regulating this working scheme. 

Should it be the government? So-called intermediate bodies? The industrial relations actors? 

Companies? The way apprenticeships are regulated also brings about changes in their structure 

and objectives. How was apprenticeships regulated in the pre-industrial context? 

 

P. Wallis: Sometimes people link pre-industrial apprenticeships 

(only) to the corporative system – made up by masters in a given 

trade – which were tasked with regulating the market and 

competition. There is no doubt that apprenticeships were a useful 

instrument for controlling and limiting access to certain trades and 

corporations, in that many years’ experience was necessary as an 

apprentice and a shop worker to become a master. However, 

documentary evidence across Europe shows that the situation was 

far complex than that. While it is true that corporations had 

regulatory functions, it is likewise true that apprenticeships were 

widespread also where corporations were not established. This 

working scheme was frequently governed by private bodies or other institutions, with corporation 

statutes providing general rules in order to regulate different apprenticeship contracts. It was thus a 

highly flexible form of employment, which could be adapted to diverse social and productive 

contexts, so it was not merely a working scheme used by corporations for market regulation. This 

holds true if one considers that, following the Industrial Revolution, apprenticeships started to be 

used in companies, even though corporations were repealed and disappeared in many European 

countries.   
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B. De Munck: The relevance of corporative systems is different 

in each national context. For example, guilds in the UK are 

distinct from those in Germany, which in turn have nothing to do 

with those in Italy, and so on. But virtually everywhere, there was 

a tension between apprenticeship as a form of acquiring skills and 

technical knowledge – based on an oral or written contract – and 

apprenticeship as a system to acquire and attribute a certain status, 

whether by guilds or otherwise. Apprenticeships are, thus, not a 

mere contract, and this aspect cannot be understood if one 

considers only the legal or the economic perspective. 

Apprenticeships were an instrument through which bodies having 

influence on local and national politics, e.g. corporations, exerted 

their power, in an attempt to safeguard their economic and social privileges. Yet apprenticeships 

were not only used within the corporative system, as they were also implemented as a private 

contract concluded between the parties. Apprenticeships were regulated in different ways because 

it had different objectives and involved institutions other than corporations when intended to meet 

local needs.  

 

Apprenticeships today are seen as a second-best solution to tackle school dropout or to promote 

professional skill development in the traditional education system. In Italy, this working scheme is 

still little known and used as a way to reduce labour costs rather than for educational purposes. 

Which goals did apprenticeships pursue in pre-industrial society? 

 

P. Wallis: The pre-industrial scenario was marked by highly unstable markets, so apprenticeships 

were used to establish links and share skills. More importantly, apprenticeships were intended to 

teach a trade. This means to gain knowledge and social recognition, two dimensions that were 

closely intertwined. Apprentices’ high mobility and the flexibility of this working scheme also 

enabled knowledge sharing, giving workers the ability to face technical changes and govern them.  

 

B. De Munck: Learning is everywhere; it is invisible. It becomes only visible once regulated. 

Apprenticeships in pre-industrial society brought together leaning, work and power. Its main goal 

was to provide young people with skills which today are defined ‘vocational’, while giving them a 

social status. The Industrial Revolution drew a separation line between the economic and the social 

dimension of this form of employment. Before, through apprenticeships people gained access to 

society while learning a trade. Those on apprenticeship contracts promoted by corporations were 

the same that subsequently controlled the market, hence the reference to power made before. This 

relation collapsed during and after the Industrial Revolution: those concluding apprenticeships 

were simply specialised workers. 

 

Recently, many scholars have attempted to investigate apprenticeships through the lens of 

Economic History. Why? What is the contribution that this subject can provide on this topic? 

 

P. Wallis: Having access to digitalised databases, such as the one created for the Venice project, 

presents the opportunity to investigate the phenomenon starting from considerable documentary 

evidence, to which specific economic categories are applied in order to understand pre-industrial 

society and apprenticeship regulation concretely. It is frequently the case that examining the past 

comes with abstract reasoning, without knowing how things worked in reality. Although sources 

are rare, accessing online databases and working with other scholars enables one to have a better 

picture of apprenticeships at the time.  



 

B. De Munck: The interesting thing about the contribution of economic history to apprenticeship 

and human capital formation is that economic historians have started looking at the broader 

institutional context.  They now look at apprenticeships in a systematic way, examining for 

example how institutions worked at different levels. But I think there is a need to re-integrate also 

cultural and socio-political aspects, and to examine long term transformations with respect to how 

these are entangled with the economic dimension. I am thinking about the links between power, 

knowledge, and work, which is crucial for appreciating the purpose and the meaning of 

apprenticeship, and to better frame today’s conceptions about it.  

 

Are there any links between the pre-industrial and the current context? What is the role 

apprenticeships could play in today’s society?  

 

P. Wallis: Yes, there are links between the two periods. Today, the idea of ‘a workshop’, e.g. 

small-sized companies, seems to gain new momentum over large-sized ones, the latter featuring a 

clear distinction between workers, skills and roles. Small companies are now competitive thanks to 

new technology and innovative forms of work organisation. Rather than top-down management, it 

is cooperation among workers with different skills that generates critical thinking and competitive 

production. It is against this backdrop that apprenticeships could be a tool to favour knowledge 

sharing, also between generations.   

 

B. De Munck: From the Enlightenment we have inherited a clear separation between theory and 

practice, between thought and action. Yet these categories fail to describe the activities performed 

in workshops during the pre-industrial period. The same problem can be seen with the 

contraposition between soft and technical skills, which overlooks the richness of workshop activity. 

Like in the past, today it has become increasingly important to consider knowledge anthropology, 

e.g. how people learn. Understanding apprenticeships in pre-industrial society is useful to examine 

not so much “education” and “skills”, which sometimes are treated as abstract concepts, but to 

understand the connection between knowledge and the social and cultural context, e.g., between 

knowledge formation and cooperation. In addition to that, it is important to go beyond the idea that 

intellectual or abstract knowledge is by definition superior to hands-on knowledge and to re-

appreciate craftsmanship.   
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