
Sheilagh Ogilvie’s compendious history “The European Guilds” serves two distinct
purposes. As an economic analysis of one of the most important institutions in
medieval and early modern Europe, covering almost a millennium of European history,
her book succeeds brilliantly. Only when she tries to draw broader conclusions about
how institutions affect growth and prosperity does it fail to convince.

Guilds were associations of craftsmen, merchants or even unskilled workers that
sought to standardize the occupation from which they made their livings. Such
organizations were known in ancient Greece and in cities across the Roman Empire,
and similar ones existed elsewhere, including Japan, India and China. Historians, alas,
require records, and European guilds began leaving written traces only in the 11th
century. Ms. Ogilvie has sought to catalogue every one of those traces, building two
databases that form the foundation of her book. One collects 5,333 observations to
which numbers can be attached (for example, the proportion of masters’ sons among a
guild’s new members). The other catalogs 12,051 reports that a guild engaged in a
particular activity (such as lobbying a municipal government) at a particular place and
time. Her research draws from guild documents, municipal records, royal decrees and
other contemporaneous sources from 23 countries stretching from Ireland to Bulgaria.
The geographic breadth and temporal length of her coverage make “The European
Guilds” unique.

In a series of well-organized chapters, Ms. Ogilvie proceeds to challenge much of the
existing historical literature. Some historians, for example, have contended that guilds
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protected
consumers by
ensuring
product

quality and setting maximum prices. She
will have none of it. Guilds, she says,
manipulated labor markets in order to
control their members’ output and
protect their profits, limiting workers’
pay (106 instances), making it hard for
workers to change employers (221

instances) or regulating the number of workers, (454 instances). She identifies 96
cases in which guilds directly fixed output prices, and many more in which they kept
new products out of the market. “For guilds,” she writes, “the size of the pie was finite,
and the point of politics was to get a bigger piece of it for guild masters.”

Many scholars have argued that guilds played a vital role in creating a skilled
workforce. Guilds cultivated this image, leaving the impression that each would-be
goldsmith or brick mason served a lengthy apprenticeship under the close supervision
of a master, culminating in the completion of a masterwork. Ms. Ogilvie shows that
such learning was the exception rather than the rule. There were flower-sellers’ guilds
and sack-carriers’ guilds that had few skills to teach. Hundreds of guilds waived
apprenticeship requirements for a master’s son, a son-in-law, or anyone willing to pay
a fee. So many apprentices ran off that guilds were forced to shorten the terms of
service: The average apprenticeship lasted 4.6 years before about 1500, but only 3.5
years after.

Far from creating a better workforce, Ms. Ogilvie argues, guilds created a less flexible
one. “Guilds in most European societies were based on the principle that a man would
learn a single craft or trade, practice it throughout his life, and never change
occupations,” she writes. Women, descendants of serfs, Jews, the wrong sorts of
Christians, and members of other out-of-favor groups were denied training altogether
in order to forestall competition. Much potential human capital went to waste.

The book’s indictment of guilds is powerful. But Ms. Ogilvie is on thinner ice when she
asserts that guilds suppressed innovation and retarded economic growth. Guilds
emerged in agrarian societies in which rulers, backed by small coteries of landowners
and churchmen, held near total-control of their fiefdoms. We cannot know how these
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societies would have developed had there been no guilds. But one of guilds’ functions
was to force rulers, nobles and bishops to share the wealth—not with everyone, to be
sure, but with urban dwellers whose control of certain trades or crafts enabled them to
command a place at the table.

Many of the ills Ms. Ogilvie attributes to guilds are equally attributable to
governments. She notes, for example, that guilds sought to damp competition by
restricting imports. Governments frequently did the same, for their own reasons,
particularly once mercantilist thinking took root across Europe in the 17th century.
Similarly, she reports that guilds of Venetian glassmakers and German metal workers
sought to stop journeymen from going abroad so as to keep foreigners from learning
technical secrets. But so did the British Parliament, which passed a law in 1719, when
British guilds were in terminal decline, to prevent “Artificers in the Manufacturies”
from leaving the country. There is no reason to think a guild-free Europe would have
been more enthusiastic about the free flow of goods and ideas.

Ms. Ogilvie contends that “European societies with relatively weak guilds saw
comparatively rapid growth from the late medieval period onward.” Her argument,
though, is highly selective. If guilds were indeed a decisive factor in economic
performance, places with weak guilds, such as Romania, Finland and Ireland, should
have prospered while German towns atrophied. They did not. And over a period of 800
years, any city or country will have episodes of above-trend growth and episodes of
comparative stagnation. Selecting anecdotal examples and attributing them to strong
or weak guilds is unpersuasive.

At certain points, the remarkable achievement of Ms. Ogilvie’s research seems to be
undermined by ideology. Historically, strong labor organizations have caused economic
damage at some times and places, but in other situations have contributed
meaningfully to prosperity. Some regulations have inhibited innovation; others have
encouraged it. In short, the question of how institutions affect prosperity depends
greatly on the details. Ms. Ogilvie concludes with a blanket condemnation: “Guilds
were not the solution to market and state failures that stifled economic growth. Rather,
guilds were part of the problem.” There must have been many exceptions to that rule.

—Mr. Levinson’s most recent book is “An Extraordinary Time: The End of the Postwar
Boom and the Return of the Ordinary Economy.”

Appeared in the June 22, 2019, print edition as 'Of Standards And Strangleholds.'
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