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Zurich’s Guilds: How Trade Cartels Became a Constitution

In the early 14th century, the city of Zurich was governed by a council of knights and wealthy merchant families whose political authority rested on land ownership and proximity to the Fraumünster abbey—and the abbess of that abbey, by tradition a woman of high nobility, held the right to appoint the city’s mayor. This was not a minor ceremonial quirk. It meant that the political life of a functioning commercial city, whose prosperity was generated almost entirely by the labor of specialized craftsmen and artisans, was formally subordinated to a feudal religious institution that produced nothing tradeable.

The craftsmen made the leather, wove the cloth, baked the bread, forged the metal, and built the buildings. The abbess appointed the person who governed them all. By 1336, this arrangement had become institutionally untenable, and Zurich’s political history for the next four and a half centuries would be defined by the consequences of what happened when it broke.


The Revolution of 1336 and the Problem of Rent-Seeking Aristocrats

The instability of Zurich’s pre-1336 order followed a logic that Public Choice theorists would recognize immediately. The ruling oligarchy—the knights and the patriciate—held a monopoly on political coercion and used it to extract rents from the productive classes without providing the institutional representation or economic freedoms those classes needed to grow. The craftsmen paid taxes, supplied military service, and generated the commercial surplus that made Zurich worth governing. They had no seat at the table where decisions about their taxes, their courts, or their trade were made. This is not merely an injustice; it is an inefficiency, and inefficiencies of this scale tend to generate violent corrections.

Rudolf Brun provided the correction. A member of the old nobility himself—a city councillor since 1332—Brun was sufficiently embedded in the existing power structure to understand its vulnerabilities and sufficiently ambitious to exploit them. He assembled a coalition of discontented knights and artisan guild leaders, and on June 7, 1336, his forces overthrew the aristocratic council. The resulting First Sworn Charter, the Richtebrief, established a new constitutional settlement that was not a democracy in any modern sense but a power-sharing arrangement between the traditional elite and the newly empowered craft guilds.

The new Council of 26 split authority between 13 representatives of the Konstaffel—the organization of the old patriciate and knights—and 13 guild masters. The mayor, initially Brun himself for life, was no longer appointed by the abbess but elected from this new body. The Fraumünster lost its most significant political lever.

What Brun had actually built, as modern economists who study guilds have pointed out, was a “collusive elite.” The revolution did not open Zurich’s governance to broad participation. It incorporated the guild leadership into the apparatus of the state so that the political elite and guild masters could collaborate in capturing a larger share of the economic surplus—at the expense of non-members, rural populations, and foreign competitors. This is how most “revolutions” from below actually work: the insurgent class gains access to the rent-extraction machinery rather than dismantling it.



The Architecture of the Councils

The day-to-day operation of Zurich’s sovereignty was managed through a hierarchy of councils that integrated judicial, executive, and legislative functions into a single interlocking structure. Understanding the mechanics of this structure is necessary for understanding how the guild system actually functioned as a government, not just as a trade association.

At the apex of routine executive and judicial business sat the Little Council (Kleiner Rat), which met frequently—often weekly—to adjudicate disputes and manage city administration. Its composition was strictly balanced between the Konstaffel and the guild masters, a structural requirement intended to prevent any single faction from dominating the executive. When the Little Council exercised its judicial authority over capital crimes, it expanded into what contemporaries called the “Council of Blood” (Blutrath), the body that decided whether a man would be hanged.

As the city-state expanded its territory and trade networks over the following centuries, a larger legislative body became necessary. The Grand Council, or Council of Two Hundred (Rat der Zweihundert), became the supreme sovereign authority. It declared war and negotiated peace. It approved major expenditures and monetary policy. It appointed governors for the subject territories that Zurich gradually absorbed into its expanding canton. Critically, guild masters were not merely economic representatives in this body; they were ex-officio members of the government. Every piece of legislation—from market regulations to military ordinances—was evaluated for its impact on the “honor of the craft” and the economic stability of guild members. The guild and the state were not two separate things. They were the same thing, viewed from different angles.

One of the more counterintuitive features of Zurich’s institutional design was the use of “qualified lotteries” for certain high-level appointments. This mechanism, analyzed in detail by the economist Bruno Frey, involved randomly selecting senior officials from a pre-qualified pool of elite candidates rather than letting elections or patronage determine the outcome. The logic was what Frey calls “second-order rationality”: accepting unpredictability at the individual level to achieve stability at the systemic level. In neighboring Basel, the introduction of lotteries demonstrably reduced the advantage of established elite families, who had previously been five times more likely to gain council appointments than non-elites. The lottery also undermined factionalism: when the outcome of an appointment is determined by chance, the incentive to bribe or manipulate competitors in advance collapses, because there is no appointment to secure. And by ensuring that the pool of leaders was not drawn exclusively from the most aggressively political climbers, the lottery system introduced a diversity of temperament into governance that helped it survive crises that pure meritocracies often cannot.



The Guild as a Cartel

In economic terms, the Zurich guilds were state-sanctioned monopolies. Each guild held the exclusive legal privilege to practice a specific trade within the city and its surrounding territory. This exclusivity allowed members to charge prices that would have been undercut in a free market, earning what economists call “monopoly rents”—income above the competitive rate, sustained purely by legal prohibition on competition.

The mechanism for maintaining those rents was the control of labor supply, and the tool for that control was the tiered system of apprenticeship, journeymanship, and mastership. This is often described as a training system, which it was, but it was simultaneously a sophisticated instrument for restricting market entry.

Apprenticeship lasted seven to nine years. An apprentice received no wages—only board and lodging—in exchange for learning a craft. The skills being transmitted were what economists call “tacit knowledge”: things that cannot be written down or learned from a book but only acquired through years of direct practice under a master. This created an inherent moral hazard. The master had every incentive to extract as much labor as possible from his apprentice while transmitting as little knowledge as possible, since each fully trained apprentice was a future competitor. The guild’s institutional role was to police this relationship—to ensure that masters were actually teaching, not merely exploiting—though the enforcement was uneven.

Upon completing his training, a worker became a journeyman (Geselle) and was paid daily wages. He was also often required to travel—the “tramping” system—working in other cities before returning to compete for a master’s position at home. This requirement served a genuine educational function, broadening a craftsman’s exposure to different techniques and workshops. It also served the guild’s economic function of preventing the immediate saturation of the local labor market with newly trained workers.

The final barrier was the masterpiece. To open his own workshop, a journeyman had to produce a work of sufficient quality to be accepted by the existing masters of his guild. In theory, this was a qualitative standard ensuring craft excellence. In practice, it was a gatekeeping mechanism that the existing masters could calibrate to market conditions. During periods of economic contraction—when a new workshop would compete directly with established ones for a shrinking pool of customers—masters could set standards that were deliberately impossible to meet, effectively closing the guild to new entrants without formally changing any rules. The system was self-adjusting in a way that served the interests of incumbents at the expense of everyone else.

The guilds also exercised what economists call “monopsony” power on the input side of the market. A monopsony is a single buyer facing many sellers—the mirror image of a monopoly. If the weavers’ guild was the only entity legally permitted to purchase yarn from rural spinners, those spinners had no alternative buyer, which allowed the guild to suppress the price it paid well below what competitive markets would have produced. The surplus extracted from rural producers was transferred to urban masters in the form of cheaper inputs and higher margins. The guild system was not merely extracting rents from urban consumers; it was simultaneously squeezing the countryside.



Bread, Stability, and Who Actually Paid for It

No issue consumed the attention of Zurich’s governing councils more consistently than bread. Bread shortages were the most reliable trigger for urban unrest in medieval and early modern Europe, and the authorities of every city knew it. Zurich’s response was the Annona system: a formal apparatus for regulating grain purchases, controlling bakers’ margins, and stabilizing the price of a loaf regardless of seasonal harvest variation.

The underlying logic was a “pound for pound” rule: one pound of grain should yield approximately one pound of bread, and the price of bread should move in a predictable, linear relationship with the price of grain. The bakers’ guild received a fixed preparation fee—roughly half a sou per loaf at the prices prevailing in the 15th century—while the rest of the bread price flowed through to cover grain costs. When grain prices doubled, bread prices doubled proportionally, but the baker’s margin remained constant. The system protected the bakers from being squeezed when grain was expensive and prevented them from price-gouging when grain was cheap.

The stabilization worked. Urban Zurich had remarkably few bread riots compared to cities with less structured grain markets. But stability has costs, and the Annona system’s costs were exported to the people who could not vote on the guild councils: the rural population. The city-state maintained its bread price stability through aggressive intervention in regional grain markets—buying forward, controlling storage, and when necessary requisitioning grain from the countryside at administratively set prices. When the system was efficient, rural areas often experienced worse hunger than the cities, because famished peasants converged on urban charitable institutions for relief while the urban-controlled grain supply remained relatively stable. The Annona was a mechanism for transferring food security from the countryside to the city, and it worked by making the transfer politically invisible.



The Militia: When the Guild Register Was the Army Roll

Zurich in the 14th and 15th centuries had no professional standing army. What it had was a guild system, and every guild member was also a soldier. Guild halls doubled as armories. Guild masters doubled as military officers. When the city called its forces to arms—as it did during the Old Zurich War of 1440 to 1446—the army was reconstructed directly from the guild registers, organized by trade and residence.

Every member was required by law to own and maintain his own equipment: a polearm (halberd or pike) or crossbow, and the armor appropriate to his role in the city’s battle formation. Militia records from 1442 list over two thousand named individuals, each recorded with their occupation, residential district, and weapons. The chain of command that governed the workshop governed the battlefield. A master who directed his journeymen’s labor on Monday directed them in combat formation on Tuesday.

The physical defense of the city—its walls, moats, and fortified positions—was maintained through a system of collective obligation. The “irrigated grave system,” consisting of the Fröschengraben, Sihlgraben, and Schanzengraben canals, required periodic dredging to remove accumulated silt and maintain its effectiveness as a defensive barrier. This labor was performed by day workers or through mandatory service imposed on the citizenry. When urgency demanded faster construction, the guilds scraped together whatever materials were at hand. A bastion built in 1532 to secure the western town wall—the Oetenbachbollwerk, supervised by one Balthasar Keller—was constructed so hastily that builders repurposed a medieval gravestone as a loophole cornice, embedding the tombstone of Ulrich I von Regensberg into the firing position of a cannon embrasure. Archaeologists found it there in 1903, still in place.

Beyond warfare, the guilds managed the fire response that was essential in a city of wooden structures packed closely together. When a fire broke out, craft guild members formed bucket chains and operated pumps according to procedures encoded in the Brandordnung, a fire ordinance whose instructions were copied into the “brand rolls” and remained essentially unchanged for centuries. This was not a professional fire department. It was a decentralized mutual-aid system where the response was automatic, the roles were pre-assigned by guild affiliation, and the incentive to perform was the knowledge that your own workshop was equally flammable.



What Poverty Looked Like

An unskilled laborer in 14th and 15th century Zurich earned roughly two pence a day—approximately one pound sterling per year at English monetary equivalents, though exact comparisons are complicated. This was enough to sustain life, barely: historians of the period estimate that an unskilled wage in this era ran at about 1.3 to 2 times the bare subsistence minimum, meaning a worker who was healthy, consistently employed, and had no dependents could feed himself, clothe himself, and pay for rudimentary shelter, with little margin for anything else.

An apprentice earned none of that. He received board and lodging from his master in exchange for seven to nine years of labor, accumulating no savings, building no independent household, remaining in a state of juridical semi-dependence until his journeyman’s certificate was complete. If the master was generous, the apprentice ate adequately and learned a genuine skill. If the master was not, the apprentice had limited recourse, since the guild that was supposed to protect his training interests was controlled by the same class of masters.

For those who fell below even this threshold—the chronically sick, the elderly, the widowed, the permanently disabled—the primary recourse was the Bürgerspital, the Citizens’ Hospital. This was not a medical institution in any modern sense but a combined almshouse, hospice, and religious charity where paupers were evaluated for admission by presenting what were called “pauper petitions.” Those admitted lived in communal dormitories and were frequently required to provide care for one another, since the professional staff was minimal and the institution’s resources were stretched thin by the continuous demand.

By the mid-16th century, the Bürgerspital had developed the practice of autopsying the poor who died within its walls to determine the cause of death—a medical practice that predated similar systematic efforts in Northern Europe by a century. Whether this innovation was driven by genuine scientific curiosity, administrative record-keeping, or the simple abundance of available bodies is not entirely clear. The funding for the institution came primarily from guild endowments and donations from wealthy individuals who expected the “spiritual merit” of charity to count in their favor. The institution was simultaneously a genuine attempt to mitigate the worst outcomes of urban poverty and a mechanism for reinforcing the social hierarchy that produced that poverty.



Hans Waldmann: The Limits of the Guild Dictator

The most dramatic illustration of what the Zurich guild system could produce—and what it could not tolerate—was Hans Waldmann. Born into a modest family, trained as a tanner, and affiliated with the Widder guild (which covered butchers and cattle merchants), Waldmann rose through the guild hierarchy to become the city’s most powerful political figure in the late 15th century. His story is the fullest expression of what the guild revolution of 1336 had promised: that a man of craft, skill, and sufficient ruthlessness could climb from the workshop floor to effective sovereignty.

Waldmann was also a mercenary captain of genuine military talent, which gave him a power base independent of the normal guild political channels. When he consolidated control in Zurich, he pushed the constitutional balance decisively in favor of the guilds: the council composition was shifted from the 50/50 split inherited from Brun’s Richtebrief to a permanent two-thirds majority for the guildsmen, reducing the Konstaffel’s influence to a residual role.

But Waldmann’s consolidation went further than institutional reform. He governed with the instincts of a military commander rather than a polycentric urban consensus-builder, and he attempted to subordinate the rural districts and peripheral interests of the canton to the urban guild elite’s preferences in ways that crossed the tolerance threshold of the system’s other power holders. He was arrested by a coalition of rural subjects and conservative guild factions in 1489, condemned in a formal legal proceeding, and executed.

The episode illustrates something precise about how polycentric republics manage concentrated power. The Zurich system had no formal constitutional mechanism for removing a leader who had captured the executive and altered the council composition in his own favor. What it had was a distributed coalition of interests—rural districts, rival guilds, conservative factions—each of whom found Waldmann’s overreach incompatible with their own position. When those interests aligned sufficiently, the system corrected itself through extra-institutional means. The correction was not elegant. It was an arrest, a trial of questionable procedural integrity, and a beheading. But it worked, in the narrow sense that concentrated authority was broken before it could become hereditary.



The Reformation and the Insurgents Within

The 16th century brought Huldrych Zwingli and the Reformation, which resolved one of the system’s longest-standing anomalies: the political influence of the monasteries. The dissolution of the Fraumünster and Grossmünster—the ecclesiastical institutions that had originally held appointment power over the mayor—allowed the city council to seize their landholdings and eliminate the last formal ecclesiastical claim on civic governance. Zurich became what contemporaries called an “industrious puritanical city,” its religious life reorganized around the Reformed church, whose theology happened to align well with the guild ethos of work, discipline, and community obligation.

More consequentially for the long-run trajectory of the guild system, the Reformation made Zurich a refuge. Religious persecution in Italy, France, and the Spanish Netherlands drove skilled craftsmen—particularly from the silk and textile trades—to seek Protestant cities that would shelter them. Zurich received a significant influx of these refugees, who arrived with technical knowledge that the existing craft guilds did not possess and political circumstances that made them willing to operate outside those guilds’ established structures.

This created a structural problem for the monopoly system. The silk weavers from Lyon and the finishers from Milan were not going to spend seven years in an apprenticeship to gain admission to a guild whose existing members had no knowledge to transmit. They established proto-industrial operations that operated around the guild framework—producing for export markets that the local guilds had never developed, employing labor under arrangements that the guild regulations had not anticipated, and generating wealth that the guild system could not directly tax or control. These proto-industrialists did not overthrow the guilds. They simply grew around them, establishing a parallel economy that was more dynamic, more export-oriented, and ultimately more productive than the cartelized craft system. By the 18th century, the tension between these two economic structures—the old guild monopoly and the new putting-out system of textile production—had made the guild system an increasingly hollow institution: legally intact, politically entrenched, and economically irrelevant to the most important sectors of Zurich’s actual growth.



1798: The French End What the System Could Not Reform Itself Out Of

The guild system’s final collapse came from outside. By the late 18th century, Zurich’s Grand Council had ossified into something close to the aristocratic oligarchy that Brun had overthrown in 1336. A handful of established families dominated the Council for life. Entry into the governing elite had become heritable rather than competitive. The guild masters who sat on the councils were increasingly distant from the actual craftsmen whose interests the guilds nominally represented.

When French revolutionary forces invaded Switzerland in 1798 and imposed the Helvetic Republic, they introduced three legal principles that were fundamentally incompatible with the entire guild structure. Freedom of occupation ended the legal monopoly of the guilds over specific trades. Freedom of residence allowed rural artisans and foreign workers to settle in the city and compete freely. Equality before the law stripped the urban bourgeoisie of their privileged legal status relative to rural subjects and non-members.

Napoleon’s Act of Mediation in 1803 restored some elements of the old cantonal order, and there was a brief aristocratic restoration afterward. But the political power of the guilds as governing institutions was permanently broken. By 1816, a liberal democratic order had replaced the ancien régime. The guilds survived as private social associations—cultural organizations, mutual aid societies, participants in the annual Sechseläuten festival, where guild members in historical costume escort a burning effigy of winter through the streets of the old city. They preserved the rituals and the names but lost the coercive machinery that had made those rituals matter.



What the Guilds Built and What They Prevented

The Zurich guild system lasted from 1336 to 1798: four and a half centuries of a political order in which economic organization and political authority were deliberately fused. It is worth being precise about what that system achieved and what it cost.

On the positive side of the ledger: the guilds solved the transmission of complex skills across generations in a world without universities, technical schools, or written manuals for most trades. The apprenticeship system, for all its exploitative elements, moved tacit knowledge from one generation to the next with sufficient reliability to sustain craft production at a high level for centuries. The guild-based militia system provided Zurich with a defense capability that a city of its size would not have been able to fund through professional armies. The council structure, including the lottery mechanism, created a government stable enough to navigate the Reformation, survive the Waldmann crisis, and manage territorial expansion without collapsing into faction warfare. The Bürgerspital and the charitable endowments of the guilds provided a rudimentary social safety net for those who fell through the productive economy entirely.

On the negative side: the monopoly system raised prices for consumers, suppressed wages for rural producers, excluded women almost entirely from formal economic life, and created barriers to entry that prevented the most capable workers from competing on merit alone. The masterpiece requirement, as wielded during economic downturns, was a mechanism for protecting incumbents at the expense of the productive capacity of the whole. The Annona system stabilized urban bread prices by transferring food insecurity to the countryside. The guild’s “Christian brotherhood” ethos was a genuine community value and simultaneously a justification for excluding everyone who was not a member.

What the system ultimately could not do was reform itself. The very mechanisms that made the guilds stable—the rent-seeking coalitions, the barriers to entry, the interlocking of economic and political interest—also made them resistant to the kind of competitive pressure that would have forced adaptation. The proto-industrial silk economy grew around the guilds rather than through them because the guild structure made internal reform impossible. The French had to end it from outside, using military force, because the internal dynamics of a collusive elite never generate the incentive for voluntary self-dissolution.

Zurich’s subsequent emergence as a global financial and industrial center—the banks, the engineering firms, the chemical industry, the watch trade—was built partly on the institutional foundations the guilds laid: the habits of commercial discipline, the dense networks of craft knowledge, the political stability of a small republic with strong civic identity. It was also built, necessarily, on the destruction of the guild monopolies themselves. The city became what it became because of the guilds, and then again despite them.
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