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Urban Development and Guilds in Handicrafts and Commerce in
Foshan Town in the Qing Dynasty

Keesoo Park

Abstract: Foshan Town was flourishing as an industrial one in the middle of the Ming Dynasty because of
ironware handicraft. Thanks to its immensely facilitated land and water communication, Foshan
distinguished itself as a center for inter-provincial and international trades, even surpassing Guangzhou,
the capital of Guangdong Province. This paper inspects guilds and firms of handicraftsmen and
merchants in Foshan in the Qing Dynasty from various aspects and argues that leading handicrafts and
commerce helped to bring about urban development and establishment of many guilds and firms that
shared some common characteristics: A), there was hardly an institution called “Gongsuo (company)” as
often seen in other places; B), guilds emerged in Foshan at the turn of the Ming and the Qing dynasties
and firms were mainly established in the reigns of the Emperor Daoguan and the Emperor Guangxu in
the late Qing Dynasty when various guilds were fully developed; C), guilds of handicrafts and commerce
went ups and downs along with the social changes in the late Qing Dynasty. After the Opium War, many
industrial and commercial guilds declined due to pouring Western ironware, other hardware and cotton
goods, but some guilds competed with Western products technologically and some commercial guilds
even got developed with increasing exports in the late Qing Dynasty. One of the social changes in
Foshan was that social status of handicraftsmen and merchants went up gradually because of industrial
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and commercial prosperity.
Keywords: Foshan Town; Urban Development; Handicraft Guild; Handicraft Firm; Commercial Guild;

Commercial Firm
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