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Abstract: Guilds (huiguan) started to appear from the 16th century onward in China’s metropolitan cities and
townships along the lower reaches of the Yangtze River and along the Grand Canal. This was closely related
to such development in the history of the world, especially the history of East Asia, as the exploration of new
oceanic routes, the discovery of the New World, and the rapid growth of global trades. The sudden increase in the
production of silver in Japan in the 1530s and the exploitation of the big silver mine, Potosi, in Central and South
America in the second half of the 16th century provided the international trade with a core medium, the silver.
Meanwhile, since silver functioned as a currency widely circulated in China, it triggered in China a commercial
revolution in the local, trans-regional and international levels. The significant expansion of global commerce and
trades across East Asia brought by silver led to a long-term social change in the East Asian societies. However, in
China at that time, no social environment and social capital emerged that matched such social change and active
commercial exchanges and protected not only the security of long-distance transformations of personnel, money,
goods, and information, but also the quality, efficiency, creditability and order of commercial activities. As a
result, the merchants started to systematize the commercial habits and proto-systems that has been developed
in the course of their own long-distance and long-term trades, and they used these new systems to secure their
benefits, manage risks, and reduce the cost of exchange. The establishment of guilds, the associations for fellow
countrymen, became a flexible practice by which they could expand their social networks with that of their
regional activities. The background of the guilds was the existence of large numbers of merchants who had
left their hometowns and travelled about to do business, and the formation of commercial networks centered
around merchants from the same regional origin. The Guild of Shexian County in Beijing was established during
the Ming and Qing dynasties when there was no developed systems of infrastructure, law, credit, security and
information exchange. It symbolized the merchants’ efforts at regularizing various types of market activities.
It served as a multi-functioned information center for Huizhou merchants in Northern China, a joint knot
of their social relations and commercial networks, and a place that provided creditability guarantee for those
doing business outside the hometown. It boosted various commercial trades, which based on inter-personal

relationships, promoted communication among merchants, and significantly expanded their social networks.
Keywords: guild, silver, commercial environment, commercial network, cost of exchange
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