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The origin of the enlightenment: trading and merchant communities

The Hansa 

League

Map Source: https://www.historyextra.com/period/medieval/a-medieval-

european-union-why-the-hanseatic-league-still-matters/

• The Oldest and most  complete complex merchant 

organization of the Middle-Ages

• Several north German towns signed treaties of mutual 

protection forming the hanseatic league: an association of 

northern German merchants

• Established trading posts abroad. The main ones were  

Novgorod, Bergen, London and Bruges.

• Each of these cities had a tribunal, a bank, a legal 

personality and strict regulations for all the merchants.

• Bruges was the most important of the four trading posts

• Between 1300 to 1630, the hanseatic league without a 

military and a formal legal binding; was able to implement 

decisions using persuasion, arbitration, sanctions, exclusion 

of cities unable to comply the regulations, negotiation, 

diplomacy, cessation of trade, members blockade, etc.
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• Between 1350 to 1700s, Venice was characterized by  

the nature of its position in between the west and the

east.

• The role of the merchants of Venice was strictly the one 

of a broker, in the hands of the local patricians: the 

urban aristocracy of Venice who held the political power.

• This mercantile sublimation with the patricians allowed a

mercantile supremacy accepted by all the society, even 

before this occurred in other agrarian feuds inside 

continental Europe.

The origin of the enlightenment: trading and merchant communities

The Patricians of 

Venice

Source Map: https://history-maps.com/story/Republic-of-Venice
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• Between 1350 to 1450 merchants in Toulouse dealt with long 

distance limited kinds of goods: salt, spices, dry goods, silk, 

woolen clothes from England, the Netherlands and Normandy.

• From 1463 to 1560, Toulouse went into the Pastel era, a tint 

extracted from a plant named woad. This deep blue-dye was 

appreciated for fabrics that sustained several individuals' 

wealth growth.

• Luxury items from long distance traders passing by Toulouse

escaped the local regulation. The merchant drapers, mercers

and silk traders remained out of restraints of any guild, 

including woad trade.

• The privileged status of those merchants, who were of foreign 

origin: Spanish or Portuguese, helped them to design an 

interesting model of commercial relations for exports of woad.

• Meanwhile the local artisans struggled in their survival.

The origin of the enlightenment: trading and merchant communities

Toulouse French

Merchants

Map source: https://frenchmoments.eu/toulouse-history/
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• Antwerp is the classic example of the development of 

foreign merchant communities. 

• Located in The Netherlands now Belgique.

• Foreigners settled  as autonomous groups with their

own privileges and rivalries.

• In Antwerp these group of foreign merchants (called 

nations) were treated very favorably. As an islet of 

economic liberty.

• By the 16th century, Antwerp´s prosperity increased. The 

Bourse offered financial speculations; a new merchant 

class  composed mainly of Italians.

• Foreign merchants  occupied a place in the guilds, with

the tacit approval of the territorial monarch, and the 

consent of the foreign country of origin monarch.

The origin of the enlightenment: trading and merchant communities

Antwerp Foreign 

Merchants

Map Source: https://sanderusmaps.com/our-catalogue/antique-

maps/europe/belgium-cities/spectacular-antique-bird-s-eye-view-plan-of-

antwerp-by-georg-braun-and-frans-hogenberg-after-georg-hoefnagel-27075
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• Lyons strategic location offered the opportunities to the 

Saone River merchants, which then attracted the foreign 

merchants and merchant bankers from Italy.

• By 1571 Lyons was dominated by the presence of the 

bankers and Florentine, Milan, Lucchesi , and Genoese 

merchants.

• These families were the first of permanence that used the 

term “dynasty”, playing the roles of great seigneurs and 

nobles too.

• The foreign merchants restrained from becoming citizens

of Lyons, to avoid being subjects of the king of France, by

keeping strong loyalties to their home country of Italy and 

to their unique powerful noble and aristocratic clients in 

the region.

• The internal solidarity between all these foreign group of 

merchants kept them buoyant or resilient.

The origin of the enlightenment: trading and merchant communities

Lyons Merchant

Community

Map Source: 

https://lyonmap360.com/lyon-old-map
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• The Jewish were significant in Europe. Many of them under the 

condition of Marranos or converted Jews. Particularly in northern 

Europe these were violently persecuted  and forced to be baptized.

• As of 1492, Jews were expelled from Spain, and many joined the 

Portuguese New Christians. 

• The New Christians or crypto jews were called businessmen, traders 

and merchants who settled down all over the trade ports, following 

the routes of the merchant activity connecting the seaports of the 

Portuguese jew communities.

• The commercial and financial networks of the Portuguese crypto 

jews was tight to protect themselves in between (after such 

persecution). It was essential for the survival of their hidden 

religious practices, secretly accomplished.

• Livorno attracted these Jewish merchants who  gained solid 

commercial links because of their knowledge of advanced 

commercial toolkits: bills of Exchange, double entry book-keeping, 

financial brokerage documents, etc.

The origin of the enlightenment: trading and merchant communities

Livorno Jews 

Merchants

Map Source: https://www.worldhistory.org/image/9759/late-

medieval-land--maritime-trade-routes/

Livorno



27-Jan-23Copyright 2016-2022 by Eleonora Escalante Strategy 11

From the Enlightenment to Business Models
Going with the Ocean Strategy Race 2023

• We have visited several examples of merchant communities that were 

trading in Europe between 1350 to 1750.

• Our aim is to show you the origin of what later were the merchant empires 

coming from the largest kingdoms in Europe. These kingdoms were racing 

fully in colonial territories in America and some parts of Asia.

• These merchant communities (previous to the Enlightenment) are the 

foundation of the merchant universe that we see currently represented in 

multinational corporations and the trading of products and services coming 

out of China.

• With the discovery of the new world, the focus of trading shifted from the 

Mediterranean basin, to America. Each of the merchant empires took the 

culture and the business model of the precedent merchant communities

• Merchant communities functioned on the foundation of solidarity and 

protection interests. Regardless that they also created monopolies of the 

exports and imports, or even caused collusion to rise prices according to 

the supply and demand.

• Merchant communities facilitated the development of the new banking 

commercial techniques. 

The origin of the enlightenment: trading and merchant communities

The common characteristics of 

merchant communities

• When the hegemonic trading of the private 

merchant empires took the world economy, the 

merchant communities disappeared. 

• Slavery was seen as a labor necessity to yield 

crops, particularly in Spanish, Portuguese and 

French territories in America.  The first ones to 

realize that the slaves were humans were the 

Dutch. By coincidence, the Dutch also opened the 

door to the first enlightenment representatives in

Europe later on.
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We will publish next Friday 4th of February of 2023. 

The following topic is “Who moved the ways of the Enlightenment, part A”. 

Photo Source. www.theoceanrace.com
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