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Abstract
In this paper, we argue that antecedents of modern corporate social responsibility (CSR) prior to the Industrial Revolution 
can be referred to as “proto-CSR” to describe a practice that influenced modern CSR, but which is different from its modern 
counterparts in form and structure. We develop our argument with the history of miners’ guilds in medieval Germany—
religious fraternities and secular mutual aid societies. Based on historical data collected by historians and archeologists, we 
reconstruct a long-term process of pragmatic experimentation with institutions of mutual aid that address social problems 
in the early mining industry, and thus before the rise of the modern state and the capitalist firm. Co-shaped by economic 
and political actors, these institutions of mutual aid have influenced the social responsibility programs of early industrial-
ists, modern social welfare legislation, and contemporary CSR. We conjecture that other elements of proto-CSR might have 
evolved according to similar trajectories.
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Introduction

Recent years have witnessed a surging academic interest in 
the history of corporate social responsibility (CSR) thought 
and practice (Carroll et al. 2012; Ciulla 2011). Some schol-
ars have studied how companies can be held responsible for 
some practices in history, developing a set of criteria for an 
evaluation of past harmdoing and discussing consequences 
for the legitimacy of current corporate practices (Schrempf-
Stirling et al. 2016). Others have focused on the design of 
the antecedents of modern CSR in various historical peri-
ods, including the 1800s and 1900s (Djelic and Etchanchu 
2017; Etchanchu and Djelic 2018; Husted 2015; Carroll 
et al. 2012) and the 1600s and 1700s (Pettigrew and Smith 

2017). This new literature has provided guidance for how to 
legitimately respond to past harmdoing (Schrempf-Stirling 
et al. 2016). Also, it has prompted thinking about the history 
of CSR as a social laboratory for learning (Husted 2015) 
or as an ideological response to the economic and political 
challenges of the zeitgeist (Djelic and Etchanchu 2017).

However, despite many important insights generated, 
current scholarship fails to examine the antecedents of 
CSR as a long-standing path of pragmatic experimenta-
tion (Wicks and Freeman 1998) with institutional solutions 
to social and environmental problems. So far, with only a 
few exceptions (Husted 2015; Pettigrew and Smith 2017), 
the literature has predominantly focused on the time of 
the Industrial Revolution in the nineteenth and twentieth 
century and, geographically, on the experience in the UK 
and the US. Located in societies with a clear separation 
between the economy and politics (cf. Carroll et al. 2012; 
Husted 2015), these studies ignore earlier periods before 
the modern era—and thus the possibility that the anteced-
ents of CSR might have emerged from a more fluid institu-
tional environment co-shaped by both economic and politi-
cal actors. All this suggests that current scholarship fails 
to capture the rich amalgam of institutional experiences 
that has influenced modern CSR. This failure means that 
modern CSR scholarship might be missing opportunities 
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for learning how to respond to contemporary challenges 
(Husted 2015).

The purpose of this paper is to argue that historical 
antecedents of CSR in periods prior to the Industrial 
Revolution can be understood as a process of pragmatic 
experimentation (Wicks and Freeman 1998) with institu-
tions that address societal and environmental challenges. 
This process involves activities and programs co-shaped 
by private, economic actors and political authorities that 
search for institutional innovations for disruptive change 
and their ensuing challenges. We use the term “proto-
CSR” to describe these practices.

We show that mutual aid in the medieval mining com-
munities is one such element of proto-CSR. We present a 
chronological narrative of social policies pursued by min-
ers’ guilds in Germany—Goslar (Harz, Lower Saxony), 
Schwaz (Alps, Tyrol) and elsewhere—reaching from medi-
eval to early modern times. First, in the thirteenth cen-
tury, self-employed mine-leasing entrepreneurs in Goslar 
established organizations and institutions of mutual aid 
to address the social challenges accruing from the pro-
duction-related grievances of pre-industrial mining. Sec-
ond, when deemed helpful but fragile, these innovative 
social policies were supported and gradually formalized by 
political authorities, sometimes ecclesiastical and some-
times secular, depending on variations in the political and 
cultural context. Third, we show that these social policies 
formed a pre-industrial scheme of social security that was 
constantly developed, changed, improved and applied in 
new contexts—such as when Goslarian miners migrated 
to Schwaz following the early fifteenth-century Tyrolian 
silver rush. Fourth, we show that the path of institutional 
innovation has influenced the social responsibility pro-
grams of leading industrialists and social welfare legisla-
tion in nineteenth century, in Germany (McCreary 1968), 
then in England (Hay 1977; Morgan 1996) and eventually 
in many other industrialized societies.

Against this backdrop, we hypothesize that both historical 
and contemporary CSR practices might have evolved from a 
similar kind of experimentation. We conjecture that business 
firms start experimenting with institutions to address pro-
duction-related social and environmental challenges until, at 
some point, a majority might use the tried-and-tested instru-
ments so broadly that regional and national governments 
find it easy to apply them universally. At this point, legisla-
tion will be met with less resistance since most firms find it 
easy—and in their interest—to adapt the already well-estab-
lished practices to the statutory requirements embedded in 
law. In this sense, the process of co-evolution—the back and 
forth between businesses and political authorities—might be 
one long-term mechanism that holds important lessons for 
what drives and prevents the transition from explicit CSR to 
implicit CSR (Matten and Moon 2008).

We develop our argument in five steps. In “Theorizing 
Historical Social Policies and CSR”, we summarize cur-
rent attempts to shed light on the history of CSR practice. 
“Research Design and Data” outlines our research design 
and data. “The History of Medieval Mutual Aid Societies in 
Germany” presents the history of Goslar’s medieval miners’ 
guilds and their social programs. Here, we also compare 
the Goslar experience to the miners’ social institutions in 
medieval Schwaz and elsewhere, and interpret the process 
as pragmatic experimentation with social institutions to 
address political-economic crises. In “Implications: Theo-
rizing “Proto-CSR” before the Industrial Revolution”, we 
reconstruct the logic of the German medieval mutual aid 
societies as proto-CSR. We conclude by discussing further 
implications for future scholarship.

Theorizing Historical Social Policies and CSR

While there has been much historical interest in manage-
ment studies during the last 15 years—described as the “his-
toric turn” by management historians (Clark and Rowlinson 
2004)—, scholarship in the history of CSR is of rather recent 
origin (Cuilla 2011). The general thrust of this emerging 
literature is to understand CSR as a historical phenomenon 
and to draw conclusions—either normative or practical—
from past events for present-day challenges. Historic CSR 
(Schrempf-Stirling et al. 2016) as well as the history of CSR 
practice (Carroll et al. 2012; Husted 2015; Pettigrew and 
Smith 2017) have both received some noteworthy attention 
in the literature (Parker 2014; Hielscher 2011; Pies et al. 
2009) and in major conferences in the field, with well-
attended symposia and workshops at the annual meetings 
of the Academy of Management, International Association 
for Business and Society, and the Society for Business Eth-
ics, among others. Still, however, these efforts are the tender 
shoots of a growing plant, the state of which prompts leading 
scholars in business and society to argue that the field has 
“suffered from an ahistorical perspective that reinvents the 
wheel with every new article” (Crane et al. 2015, p. 431).

The emerging scholarship shows two major research foci. 
First, scholars acknowledge that historical actions, policies 
or programs of companies can become a moral problem for 
the present-day operations of companies, for example, when 
certain practices are judged differently today than when 
these events took place in the past. Second, and the one 
which concerns us in this paper, some scholars are interested 
in the origins of CSR as presented in the historical record 
of business practices (for an early example, cf. McCreary 
1968). In this literature, scholars argue that history can teach 
important lessons for how firms have responded to unique 
challenges in the past, e.g. to the sweeping social change 
that came with the industrialization (cf. Husted 2015). In 
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this sense, the history of CSR practice is a “fervid labora-
tory of social innovation” that “provides a source for pos-
sible solutions, paths to be avoided, and fodder for future 
research,” i.e., valuable knowledge potentially relevant for 
today’s challenges (Husted 2015, pp. 137–138). In this spirit, 
scholars have looked into the history of the nineteenth-cen-
tury industrial pioneers in Britain (Parker 2014; Ashworth 
1951; Pollard 1964) and Germany (McCreary 1968), and 
the social policies of the British trading companies of the 
eighteenth and seventeenth centuries (Pettigrew and Brock 
2017; Wagner 2017).

Other scholars suggest that the history of CSR is a 
response of business firms to the “ideological frames” that 
have shaped the business and society relationships of par-
ticular historical episodes (Djelic and Etchanchu 2017, p. 
1). Comparing nineteenth-century industrial paternalism 
and twentieth-century managerial trusteeship with modern 
CSR, Djelic and Etchanchu (2017, p. 1) argue that globali-
zation “is not the driver of the political role of the firm, but 
a moderating phenomenon contributing significantly to the 
dynamics of this shift.”

There can be no doubt that the intellectual frames, ideas, 
and worldviews—in short: the “semantics” (Luhmann 1980; 
Pies et al. 2009)—shape how individual and collective actors 
perceive and interpret the world around them and their 
interactions in it. However, it is equally true that there is a 
continuity and structural similarity of certain responses to 
societal challenges—Luhmann’s (1980) “social structure—
at times when semantics do vary a great deal. For example, 
we know that a cornerstone of today’s CSR activities—the 
provision of health-related services such as occupational 
security, health care, and old-age insurance—was devel-
oped and refined by the industrial patriarchs in the Prussian 
Rhine and Ruhr valleys, one of Germany’s industrial hubs 
during the nineteenth-century industrialization (Kastl and 
Moore 2010; McCreary 1968). From Germany, such corpo-
rate programs then found their way to England (Hay 1977; 
Morgan, 1996), later to the United States and then many 
other countries. However, McCreary (1968) tells us that the 
basic structures of these social security and health insurance 
programs were not invented by the industrial patriarchs but 
by earlier antecedent practices in mining reaching back to 
the Middle Ages.

Despite the many skillful analyses, scholarship into the 
history of CSR practice fails to examine these antecedents 
of CSR as a long-standing path of pragmatic experimenta-
tion (Wicks and Freeman 1998) with institutional solutions 
to social problems. So far, most research has focused on the 
Industrial Revolution in the nineteenth and twentieth century 
(cf., Carroll et al. 2012; Husted 2015) and on the start of the 
modern era in the eighteenth or seventeenth centuries (cf., 
Pettigrew and Smith 2017). Earlier cases are seldom men-
tioned (McCreary 1968), and not analyzed in more detail. 

Most cases are geographically located in the UK or the US 
(Husted 2015). At these times and places, however, CSR 
is situated in societies with a clear separation between the 
economy and politics. Studies thus ignore that the anteced-
ents of CSR might have emerged from earlier, pre-modern 
eras, when the institutional environment was much more 
fluid—co-shaped by both economic and political actors as 
economic history tells us (North et al. 2009). As a result, 
CSR practices have looked very different from their more 
recent counterparts.

Research Design and Data

To understand the pre-modern antecedents of CSR, we 
studied social practices of businesses that have influenced 
one aspect of modern CSR programs: social policies for 
employees and local communities. In doing so, we take 
up McCreary’s (1968) idea and studied the origins and 
the development of social policies in the German miners’ 
guilds and communities of Goslar (Harz, Lower Saxony) 
and Schwaz (Alps, Tyrol) from medieval to (early) modern 
times. Together with the Ore Mountains (Saxony and Bohe-
mia), the Harz region and the Tyrolian Alps were the major 
centers of medieval mining, where mining methods and 
institutions were most advanced and refined (Lynch 2002). 
In this study, where we present a chronological narrative 
of mutual aid societies in medieval mining, we concentrate 
on the last two, because research has traced the first initia-
tive of professional social insurance to Goslar, and historical 
records are solid for Schwaz but poorer for the mutual aid 
societies in Freiberg (Ore Mountains) (Bingener 2012).

Our chronology uses secondary data as accumulated by 
historical and archeological research. Since the eighteenth 
century, the data have been collected and intensively debated 
by a specialized literature on mining history and published 
in edited volumes and anthologies. Here, we focus on the 
latest research, including, e.g., Bartels and Slotta (2012) for 
the economic and legal background of medieval mining in 
Central Europe and Bartels et al. (2007) for medieval min-
ing in the Harz region. A recent comprehensive history of 
Germany’s miners’ guilds and social insurance is provided 
in Bartels (2012). Our historical narrative is largely based 
on the studies collected there, in particular, the individual 
and collective work of Christoph Bartels, Michael Fessner, 
Lothar Klappauf and Friedrich A. Linke, which is consid-
ered the state of the art of Germany’s mining history in the 
Early and High Middle Ages. Further insights also draw on 
personal correspondence during a 3-h interview with Chris-
toph Bartels in June 2017. To ensure further validity and 
objectivity (Stutz and Sachs 2018), we have complemented 
this information with other secondary data collected by other 
researchers (Kraschewski 2012; Stöllner 2012).
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Investigating the origins of mutual care in Germany’s 
mining industry leads us into distant periods of history for 
which, in general, only little data are available. Of course, 
this is one reason why we use a chronological narrative1, 
not a case study method. For example, historical research 
simply does not know where the first hospital for miners was 
built in Goslar, Germany, and little is known about how the 
institutions of mutual aid were applied there and organized 
in detail. However, there is more evidence about the min-
ers’ hospital in Schwaz (Tyrol) built in the early fifteenth 
century, and likely modeled after its predecessor in Goslar, 
whose basic elements and organizing principles survived 
until the 1770s. Often, as in this case, historians and arche-
ologists then resort to comparative clues, logical conclusions 
and suggestive evidence. We follow this approach in good 
faith that this is good practice in all sciences wherever data 
are only scarcely available, and that potential misinterpre-
tations will be identified and corrected by future academic 
refutations (cf. Baumol 1990).

The History of Medieval Mutual Aid Societies 
in Germany

In this section, we first (“The History of Mutual Aid Socie-
ties in Goslar (Harz)”) document the history of mutual aid 
societies in the mining industry in Goslar (Harz) between 
1200 and 1552 C.E. We then interpret this history as prag-
matic experimentation with institutional solutions to disrup-
tive political-economic change (“The Religious Fraternities 
of Miners in Goslar (1200–1527)”). In so doing, we also 
incorporate the evidence from other mining districts, includ-
ing Schwaz (Tyrol), and show that Goslar’s experience was 
no outlier but a model for handling social challenges in 
medieval mining and metallurgy.

The History of Mutual Aid Societies in Goslar (Harz)

Historical research suggests that the first religious organiza-
tion of mutual care among miners was founded in Goslar in 
the early 1200s or before (Bingener 2012). During this early 
period of economic growth, flourishing European commerce 
and trade revitalized mining operations and metallurgy, 
also in Goslar and the Harz region (Bartels et al. 2007, pp. 
77–78). Earlier, after the Carolingian conquests, a perma-
nent settlement of full-time miners, the mining community, 

was established at the foot of the Rammelsberg mountain 
near Goslar (“Bergdorf”) (Bartels and Klappauf 2012, p. 
140).2 At this time, pit-owning miners and entrepreneurs 
operated the mines, not dependent mine workers (Bartels 
and Slotta 2012; Bartels et al. 2007; Bingener 2012; Bin-
gener et al. 2012).

The Religious Fraternities of Miners in Goslar (1200–1527)

The religious “Fraternity of Miners of St. Johannis in Gos-
lar” (Bingener 2012, pp. 14–17) is the first organization 
for mutual care and social insurance documented in his-
tory. A charter of Bishop Johann of Hildesheim confirmed 
the fraternity in 1260, but it probably came into existence 
much earlier. The charter affords the privilege of the bish-
op’s personal protection and states that the brotherhood, 
“in the spirit of God’s love, serves the poor and the needy 
which, through the work in the aforementioned mountain 
[the Rammelsberg], are haunted by bodily afflictions and 
hardship.”3 The charter documents its explicit social pur-
pose, which reflects the need to address the miner’s working 
conditions in the mountain and their health consequences. 
These included injury and fatality caused by rock fall (the 
Rammelsberg records document a major mine disaster in 
1360 with over a hundred casualties), chronic rheumatism 
stemming from humidity and coldness, and a reduced life 
expectancy through smoke and sulfur gases, which were 
emitted from the fires used to exploit the ores (Bingener 
2012, pp. 26–27).

The first fraternity of miners in Goslar shows three 
essential elements (Lauf 2004; Bingener 2012). First, the 
Fraternity of St. Johannis provided aid to injured, disabled 
and elderly brothers and their surviving dependents, includ-
ing widows and children. Support was granted either in the 
form of alms (paid in money or in kind) to be repaid upon 
recovery or, in severe cases, hospital care provided by the 
fraternity’s hospital, a small house adjacent to the St. Johan-
nis church. Later, in the fifteenth century, aid also paid for 
doctors’ bills (Lauf 2004, pp. 124–125; Bingener 2012, pp. 
18–19). Like all other charity provided by the fraternity, hos-
pital care also served a religious purpose; providing shelter 
and food was as important as access to the sacraments of the 
Church to forgive sins.4

1  Note that our approach is distinct from a typical narrative approach 
to qualitative research. For Czarniawska (2004), for example, a narra-
tive is a postmodern method, which aims to unveil gender and power 
relations embedded in the use of language. In our case, we resort to 
a chronological narrative only because the available data prevents an 
in-depth case study.

2  The miners’ origins remain in the dark. Only folk legends provide 
some clues. In Goslar, the old miners’ quarter is still called “Frank-
endorf” (Franconian village), and a folk legend gives an account of 
“Gundel-Karl”, a Franconian miner who allegedly came to Goslar 
from today’s France (Bartels and Klappauf 2012, pp. 127–128).
3  Source: Bishop Johann’s 1260 charter, reprinted in Bartels and 
Klappauf (2012, pp. 176–177). Translation by the authors.
4  In the medieval worldview, curing the sick was seen to be the 
responsibility of God, and healing was God’s decision. A place close 
to the church was thus crucial to provide the needy with plentiful 
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Second, the fraternity provided these social services 
as mutual aid; fellow miners supported their brothers in 
need. The brotherhood used donations, endowments and 
(endowed) rents to fund these activities. Funding is one rea-
son why the 1260 charter grants the fraternity the privilege 
of a 40-day indulgence package (“Ablass”) for donations and 
endowments made to the benefit of the church of St. Johan-
nis and the fraternity’s hospital. Also, historians believe that 
the fraternity of 1260 had introduced admission fees and 
membership contributions. There is no hard evidence for 
proof, but similar financing schemes of most other fraterni-
ties in Goslar at the same time provide suggestive clues. In 
1409, a document explicitly speaks of a weekly contribution 
(a so-called “solidus”) to the fraternity’s fund (Lauf 2004, p. 
126; Bingener 2012, p. 23).

Third, the fraternity was a self-governed religious organi-
zation under the supervision (or “protection”) of the local 
bishop. The charter of 1260 counts montani (the miners) as 
members, but not the silvani (the smelters); it is thus prob-
able that the fraternity only included miners as brothers. 
These members elected a self-governing body of elders who 
were accountable to all members (probably on an annual 
basis). Again, there is only scant evidence before 1409, but 
this governance scheme corresponds with the general prac-
tice of religious fraternities at the time (Lauf 2004, p. 124).

In 1473, during the recovery of mining after the eco-
nomic crisis of 1360–1400 (Bartels et al. 2007), a second 
mutual aid society was documented in Goslar, the Frater-
nity of St. Barbara. Its charter contains similar provisions as 
the one of St. Johannis. In contrast to the 1260 charter, the 
Fraternity of St. Barbara counts both miners and the mine 
owners (“Gewerkschaft der vier Schichten”) as members 
and not only miners, which reflects the growing number of 
dependent mine workers in Goslar. Also, the city council of 
Goslar, at the time the effective owner and operator of the 
Rammelsberg mines, ruled in 1476 that the mine workers 
had to pay half a penny weekly into the brotherhood’s fund 
(“Büchsenkasse”). This is the first time that Goslar’s histori-
cal records document a compulsory financial contribution to 
the brotherhood’s fund (Bartels 2012; Kraschewski 2012, 
pp. 302–304).

The Turmoil After the Reformation: Dissolution of Religious 
Fraternities and the Public Alms Box (1527–1532)

In the course of the Reformation in the sixteenth century, 
rulers and authorities in the Holy Roman Empire (of the 
German Nation) who adopted the Lutheran confession began 

to dissolve many religious organizations, including monas-
teries that had operated poor houses and hospitals. When the 
poor started to migrate in droves into the towns for help, cit-
ies such as Augsburg in 1522 or Regensburg and Magdeburg 
in 1524 introduced poor laws to systematize the variegated 
and dispersed care for the poor. Although motivated by char-
ity, cities also tried to reduce disincentives to work for the 
poor, thereby keeping foreign beggars at bay (Frerich and 
Frey 1993, pp. 7–8).

Lutheran Goslar dissolved the fraternities of the miners in 
1529 (Bingener 2012, p. 17), appropriated the miners’ fund 
and used it to create a public alms box dedicated to provide 
charity for the city’s beggars and the poor (the “Gemeine 
Kasten”, cf. Bingener 2009). Although sick and poor miners 
could resort to the alms box for help, the charity granted was 
much less generous than the aid received earlier through the 
abolished fraternities. The turmoil following the reforma-
tion deprived the miners of a centuries-old community-based 
system of mutual care, including the hospital of St. Johannis. 
Goslar had it put down during a military campaign against 
the Duke of Brunswick-Wolfenbuettel in 1527 (Bartels et al. 
2007).

The alms box was poorly attuned to the miners’ needs and 
soon met with their criticism. In 1532, Goslar’s miners ral-
lied in St. Mary’s churchyard to discuss potential solutions 
and expressed their will “to establish and maintain a new 
regime” (“Ordnung”) of mutual care to assist the crippled 
and sick (Bingener 2012, p. 22). These claims reflected the 
long-standing experience of the fraternities in determining, 
collecting, and safekeeping financial contributions, and in 
granting needed assistance. Each miner should pay half a 
penny per week into a new fund. When the miners’ repre-
sentatives discussed these proposals with the city council, 
many of whose members were mine owners, the council 
approved a miners’ fund and provided a substitute hospital 
within the town walls. After a second gathering in 1532, the 
mine-owning councilmen granted additional subsidies to the 
miners’ fund by way of allowing the miners to appropriate 
all the stone fragments that dropped out of transport wagons 
to the benefit of the miners’ fund (Bingener 2012, p. 22).5

In 1536, the elected elders gave an account of the rev-
enues and expenses of the fund during another miners’ meet-
ing (Kraschewski 1989, p. 289). The ensuing discussions 
led to further amendments to the fund’s rules. Regarding 
costs, the miners discussed a proposal to reimburse medical 
bills for the treatment of injured miners. It was also decided 
to double each mine worker’s contribution to the fund to 
one penny per week. Also, the mine workers collectively 
authorized the mine owners to refuse those miners in arrears 
the tallow needed to light the miner’s lamp, which meant 

5  Cf., also, Dapprich (1979, p. 31) and Thielmann (1960, pp. 16–17).
opportunities to achieve God’s mercy. Cf. Frerich and Frey (1993, pp. 
5–6).

Footnote 4 (continued)
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effectively barring those miners from work in the Rammels-
berg mines. Miners who were non-compliant with the social 
fund’s rules ran the risk of losing their jobs (Bingener 2012, 
p. 23).

The Miners’ Guild of Goslar (“Knappschaft”): The Mining 
Regulation of 1538

The mining regulation of 1538 marks the provisional end-
point of political upheaval and turmoil following the Ref-
ormation. It met with the miners’ demands, consistently 
expressed since 1529, to establish an organization of mutual 
aid and care that compensated for the loss of the religious 
brotherhoods, including the social fund. The city council of 
Goslar established a regulatory framework for a new min-
ers’ guild—the “Knappschaft”—that included all miners 
working in the Rammelsberg mines. This regulation, the 
“Ordnunge und Regiment der Berchgesellen Anno 1538”, 
is the first regulation to determine social benefits for a spe-
cific group of professionals in history. It incorporates the 
tried-and-tested rules established over centuries, including 
compulsory membership, membership fees, and sanctions 
for rule violations. In 1552, when the Duke of Brunswick-
Wolffenbuettel became the single mine owner of the Ram-
melsberg and the Harz region, he granted the miners the 
same rights as the 1538 town regulation (“Riechenberger 
Vertrag”, cf. Bingener 2012, pp. 24–27).

First, related to financial management, the regulation 
introduced a series of rules to avoid the embezzlement of the 
guild’s funds. Every year, the miners elected a governance 
body, a board of elders, to collectively manage the guild’s 
finances and benefits. The workers elected two elders from 
the group of managers, whereas the managers elected two 
representatives from the group of workers. Together, the four 
elders were supposed to ensure a just allocation of social 
benefits to the poor and sick miners, of which they had to 
give an account by the end of the year. During the annual 
meetings, the miners were required to refrain from any “dis-
cord, strife, or dispute.” Miners who violated the peace rule 
were fined and banned from work. Although they were not 
members of the guild, the mine owners, represented by the 
bailiff (“Bergvogt”), had to supervise the financial report 
given by the elders in front of the miners during the annual 
meeting (Bingener 2012, pp. 24–26).

Second, related to social benefits, the regulation con-
tained various forms of welfare benefits for miners due 
to mining accidents, including financial benefits, hospital 
care, the payment of medical bills and loans to individu-
als. The rules governing each type of social benefit varied 
and the elders had to apply them in every single case they 
examined. The most basic rule, however, was that of indirect 
reciprocity. Miners in need could receive financial assistance 
only if they had proven to have consistently paid their dues. 

When back to work, miners who had received financial 
support, e.g., for medical bills, and insolvent miners who 
were granted a temporary loan from the guild’s fund were 
required to donate to the needy in addition to repaying their 
loans. The elders also admitted sick and disabled miners to 
the hospital, typically until the next annual meeting. Hospi-
tal patients had to follow strict rules of behavior, and their 
possessions had to be donated to the poor in case of death 
(Bingener 2012, pp. 24–26).

Finally, the 1538 regulation also contains rules for right 
and good behavior for members of the miners’ guild. The 
miners’ guild law, in the spirit and tradition of the religious 
brotherhoods, required every miner to attend worship ser-
vices every Sunday and to practice good manners both dur-
ing service time and on other occasions (Bingener 2012, p. 
26).

Goslar’s Mutual Aid Societies: The Logic 
of Pragmatic Experimentation with Institutional 
Solutions to Political‑Economic Crises

The chronology of mutual aid in Goslar’s mining commu-
nity between 1200 and 1552 reveals two structural elements. 
First, we witness the mining community experiment with 
new institutional solutions to social problems. When prob-
lems arise, the community develops possible explanations, 
tests solutions, and learns from experience. As circum-
stances change and implemented solutions lose their use-
fulness, we see a multitude of actors—miners, mine owners, 
bishop, city council—responding by reforming institutions 
to better meet the needs of the miners. Second, we observe 
institutional change in ‘waves.’ Radical institutional innova-
tion after a crisis alternates with a period of relative stability 
and minor adaptation.

The sequential occurrence of these elements is well cap-
tured when we reinterpret Wicks and Freeman’s (1998) idea 
of pragmatic experimentation within the broader framework 
of institutional change referred to as a “punctuated equilib-
rium” (Gersick 1991; Krasner 1984). Wicks and Freeman’s 
(1998, pp. 124–130) notion of experimentation refers to the 
“search for novel and innovative approaches” of organiza-
tions “to help people lead better lives”, while pragmatism 
points us toward the idea that experimentation provides the 
way to find the most “useful” alternatives for resolving social 
and moral problems.6 The punctuated-equilibrium model 

6  Wicks and Freeman (1998, pp. 130) write: “Pragmatists put as 
much emphasis on usefulness as they do on novelty, such that a con-
cern with the practical must shape and channel the spirit of experi-
mentation. Thus, different kinds of evidence and research, including 
empirical studies, can be helpful in grasping the implications of alter-
native ways of thinking and acting in the world, and serve as a useful 
source of evidence to complement other insights.”
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of institutional change borrows from evolutionary theory 
(Mahoney and Thelen 2010, p. 7) and argues that a crisis or 
disruption, either caused from outside or inside the system, 
provides a window of opportunity for disruptive change in 
institutions and organizations. After that, equilibrium con-
ditions allow for piecemeal changes and small adaptations 
within established institutions (Krasner 1984, pp. 241–243).

Reinterpreted within the punctuated-equilibrium model 
of institutional change, Goslar’s medieval history of mutual 
aid can be understood as a history of institutional change in 
response to a series of crises that cause the mining commu-
nity to innovate—or experiment pragmatically with (Wicks 
and Freeman 1998)—organizational and institutional solu-
tions of mutual care. Pragmatic experimentation refers to 
the phase of disruptive institutional innovation after a polit-
ical-economic crisis and the phase of minor adaptations to 
these institutions when the mining community improves its 
rules and rule enforcements. To capture this process, we 
spotlight the response to two major crises (Table 1), and 
we use concepts commonly employed in economic institu-
tionalism: organizations as groups, institutions as rules of 
the game, and rule enforcement as monitoring, auditing and 
sanctioning (Dorobantu et al. 2017; Greif 2006; Hielscher 
et al. 2012; North 1990; North et al. 2009; Ostrom 2010; 
Pies et al. 2009).

Crisis 1: Lack of Mutual Care in Mining Communities (ca. 
1200)

Miners faced new social challenges when they migrated to 
settle with their families in the medieval mining districts. 
In some sense, this is a disruptive crisis of mutual care. To 
see this, it is useful to compare the situation of full-time 
miners with other professions at the time. Mining in medi-
eval stone quarries and coal mines was usually a part-time 
occupation of manorial tenants who were sent out for sea-
sonal mining campaigns by their landlords, usually between 
sowing and harvest. In cases of injuries and illness, those 
miners could rely on the customary social institutions of 
the feudal manor, including the mutual assistance provided 
by the extended family and the care and support granted by 
the local lord.7 And so could the citizen of medieval towns. 
When cities started to grow in the eleventh century, full-
time artisans, mongers, and merchants who migrated to the 
burgeoning towns established crafts and merchants’ guilds 
that developed a system of care in analogy to the manorial 
model of mutual support. For instance, by employing fellows 
and apprentices, a guild master integrated them as family 
members and provided professional guidance and training as 
well as shelter, food, and support in cases of illness (Kieser 

1989). Full-time miners, however, fell through the cracks of 
the existing framework of social care when mining expanded 
in the Early Middle Ages.

The miners in Goslar responded to this critical challenge 
by establishing a social organization dedicated to taking 
care of their sick, injured, indebted, and elderly miners, 
including their families and the invalid widows, which was 
later confirmed by the bishop’s charter as a religious frater-
nity.8 This innovation is modeled from other forms of social 
organization at the time—fraternities and craft guilds (Lauf 
2004). Their services reflect the miners’ common interests 
of mutual care. The miners coordinated these services with a 
set of emerging institutions. Funding was based on a rule of 
regular contributions, and voluntary donations were encour-
aged by the bishop granting a generous indulgence pack-
age. Also, aid was conceived of as a type of loan covering 
additional costs for food and shelter, tied to the promise of 
repayment after recovery.

Rules were also set in place to determine the need of 
brothers; eligibility for aid was typically decided collectively 
or by the priest of the brotherhood, who also administered 
the hospital. Many of these rules were self-enforced by the 
miners and their brotherhood. But the bishop’s charter and 
the “duty of operation” rule incorporated in the mining law 
also shows a considerable amount of rule enforcement by 
third parties that nurtured a vital self-interest in flourish-
ing mining operations and prosperous and well-functioning 
social organizations.9

First, the 1260 charter reflects the need for a newly estab-
lished organization to be integrated into a patron-client net-
work, and thus being protected by a member of the ruling 
elite (North et al. 2009, pp. 18–20). However, it should not 
come as a surprise that the first documented mutual aid soci-
ety among professionals took shape as a religious brother-
hood, and received protection from an ecclesiastical author-
ity. Already in the ninth century, the church had started to 
take care of the poor, the sick and the disabled in the poor-
houses and hospitals of monasteries. The church’s role was 
motivated by a scholastic notion of mercy and salvation and 
focused on providing shelter and food (cf. Frerich and Frey 
1993, pp. 5–6).

Second, when the German lords attracted full-time miners 
to the thriving mining districts, they tied the above-described 

7  Personal correspondence with C. Bartels.

8  One cannot say how “immediate” the miners’ response was; we 
lack evidence before the 1200s. It seems likely, however, that it took a 
considerable amount of time until the miners’ organized in mutual aid 
societies (Lauff 2004).
9  Economic institutionalism differentiates between two types of rule 
enforcement. Individuals can self-enforce rules by agreement, or they 
can take advantage of more powerful, hierarchically superior organ-
izations that enforce these rules as third parties (Greif 2006; North 
et al. 2009, p. 16).
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privileges to a “duty of operation” rule (“Betriebszwang”). 
Pits left unworked or abandoned for a certain period fell 
back to the owner for further leasing; miners incapable of 
working were excluded from the mining community and, 
therefore, lost their privileges (Bartels and Slotta 2012; Bar-
tels et al. 2007). What was intended to keep the mines oper-
ating—and the stream of income flowing for the landowners 
and lords—also caused distress for the mining community 
and the lords. Since miners could not be easily replaced—
mining required specific knowledge and the knowledge was 
scarce in medieval times—taking care of the injured and 
sick miners was a call of prudence not only for the miners 
but also for the landowning lords to nurture and retain a 
productive workforce. Thus, the self-interests of the miners 
and the bishop coincided in supporting the brotherhoods 
of mutual aid. According to Bartels (personal communica-
tion), the diocese’s churches, monasteries, and parishes were 
major clients of Rammelsberg copper and lead. Avoiding 
production bottlenecks of one of the regional church’s larg-
est supplier of precious metals was a prudent investment.

The development of both brotherhoods also underlines 
the need to adapt rules and institutions to altered circum-
stances and needs. The historical record suggests that fund-
ing of the first brotherhood, starting in 1260, was exclusively 
based on voluntary contributions and donations; the 40-day 
indulgence package as a way to encourage wealthy mem-
bers of the mining community to make larger donations and 
endowments, including estates and manors, is the only hard 
evidence we have. However, the compulsory fee of 1476 
illustrates the difficulties of sustaining regular funding for 
mutual aid based on voluntary contributions. The interesting 
fact that the miners effectively lobbied for a city regulation 
suggests that the earlier system of voluntary donations and 
contributions was insufficient to secure the desired level of 
mutual aid for a larger and dependent workforce (Bingener 
2012, p. 21). In 1476, it seems that the centralized ownership 
and management of the Rammelsberg mines—organized by 
the proto-capitalist joint-stock company (Gewerkschaft der 
vier Schichten)—allowed Goslar’s city council to profes-
sionalize the rules of funding, including a common fund for 
all miners and compulsory contributions. What appears to 
be a very long time, however, was interrupted by almost a 
century of decline and a production halt between 1300 and 
1400. The city’s regulation of 1476 came into effect exactly 
when a second boom began at the Rammelsberg, and another 
brotherhood was documented in Goslar.

Crisis 2: Lack of Mutual Care After the Reformation (ca. 
1530)

The decisions of the Goslar city council in the course of 
the Reformation—abolishment of religious fraternities, 
destruction of the church and the miners’ hospital, and Ta
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appropriation of the miners’ mutual aid fund—plunged the 
community of miners into a new crisis. Again, the mining 
community was deprived of a cooperative system of mutual 
aid and had to resort to minor charity provided through the 
public alms box.

The miners’ response to the distributive change after the 
Reformation until 1538 reiterates in miniature the trajectory 
of institutional change after the first crisis. Initially, the min-
ers engaged in self-organization, establishing a new miners’ 
fund, some services of mutual aid, and rules of voluntary 
funding that,  two years later, were replaced by a rule of 
compulsory fees. Also, the miners flanked these efforts with 
political activism, in some ways resembling the lobbying of 
the 1470s, putting forward demands to establish a durable 
social organization of mutual aid that would re-install the 
services provided by the fraternities and the rule of compul-
sory contributions and sanctions in case of rule violations.

In 1538, when the city of Goslar issued a miners’ guild 
regulation with detailed institutions, mutual care in mining 
entered a new stage with fully-fledged third-party enforce-
ment. While retaining tried-and-tested rules and provisions, 
they also included rule innovations (a bailiff supervises 
the year-end approval of finances and leadership). All this 
suggests that these institutions of mutual aid imposed and 
enforced by third parties—in particular the rule of compul-
sory funding and the sanctioning of its violations—can be 
seen as a point of culmination of a long-standing history of 
experimentation with organizational and institutional solu-
tions to a pressing social problem, including adaptation to 
intermittent changes.

Goslar’s Mutual Aid Societies in Context: The Mutual 
Aid Societies in Schwaz (Tyrol) and Elsewhere

Historical research suggests that the social institutions of 
Goslar’s mining community influenced comparable social 
organizations in other mining districts (Kraschewski 2012, 
pp. 204–306; Bartels and Klappauf 2012, p. 122). So, to the 
extent that social institutions differ from solutions in other 
mining districts, what other structural elements are different?

First, institutions of mutual aid seem to have existed in 
all larger mining communities but the organizational forms 
differed. For example, it is striking that religious fraternities 
are not documented in towns and settlements exclusively 
dedicated to mining—such as Altenberg (Siegerland, West-
phalia), Biberach (Black Forest, Baden), or the Zschopautal 
(Ore Mountains, Saxony) (Lauff 2004). In single-purpose 
mining settlements such as these, social functions were per-
formed by the mining town authorities. Larger, multi-pur-
pose towns hosted a variety of crafts, trades, and merchants 
that formed their own fraternities for economic, social, cul-
tural and political purposes (Kieser 1989). In these settings, 
there was a need to form fraternities not only for charity 

reasons but also to differentiate the miners from the status 
groups organized in other crafts and guilds (Lauf 2004, pp. 
121–122).

Second, the structure of mine ownership seems to be 
associated with different types of rule enforcements—more 
decentralized self-enforcement and more centralized third-
party enforcement. Examples include the early religious 
fraternities of miners in Freiberg (Saxony) of which only 
little data survived. In the thirteenth century, a silver rush 
prompted Goslarian miners to migrate to the mining districts 
in the Ore Mountains of Saxony and Bohemia, and Freiberg 
was founded as a town exclusively to host the incoming min-
ing community. Freiberg grew and quickly became a multi-
purpose town with specialized crafts, trades and mining 
fraternities.10 But the miners faced a legal situation where 
mine ownership was in the hands of one political author-
ity—the Duke of Saxony—not many as in Goslar (Bartels 
et al. 2007, pp. 76–101). The owner used his authority to 
centralize oversight, and the ducal mining judge exerted an 
authoritarian regime in the mining community—the elders, 
for example, were appointed by the Duke of Saxony not the 
miners. This strong third-party influence came with costs 
and benefits. In contrast to Goslar, for example, Freiberg’s 
later historical records are rife not only with political ten-
sions between the mining community and the ducal mining 
office but also with the mining office’s efforts to improve 
funding rules and forestall the embezzlement funds at the 
hand of miners (Bingener 2012, pp. 45–51).

The institutional solutions in Schwaz (Tyrol), another 
important medieval mining district in Central Europe for 
which good data exist (cf. Bingener 2012, pp. 30–41), con-
firm the role of ownership structure in rule-enforcement and 
highlight the role of size in monitoring, auditing, and sanc-
tioning rule implementation (cf. Table 2).

The silver rush in Schwaz (starting in 1420 with the 
rediscovery of silver and copper ore) echoes the crises in 
twelfth-century Goslar. When flocks of miners flooded the 
tiny market place of Schwaz in the fifteenth century, many 
of them from Goslar, the local Duke of Tyrol was quick to 
establish mining privileges (lended to a joint-stock com-
pany in 1427), a mining judge (1434), and the mining law 
(1449). The newly-formed mining community was equally 
swift in setting up the institutions of mutual care as they 
were known from Goslar, including a religious fraternity 
(“Gemeine Gesellschaft des Bergwerks zu Schwaz”, 1443) 
and a fraternity house (a hospital called “Bruderhaus”, 
founded soon after). Similarly, the hospital was dedicated 

10  Freiberg preserved a unique arrangement of hospital care from 
when it was a single-purpose town. The religious fraternities relin-
quished establishing their own hospital and, instead, funded a sec-
tion in the town’s hospital dedicated exclusively to miners (Bingener 
2012, pp. 64–78).
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to the miners, but founded by the mine owners and the mine 
workers and not by self-employed mine-owning entrepre-
neurs, who had already disappeared from European mining 
by this time. Social and pastoral care was, similar to Goslar, 
funded by compulsory fees for miners, mine-owner contribu-
tions (“alms ore”), indulgence packages for donations, and 
lease income from mortgages the fraternity owned. The pro-
nounced third-party enforcement of rules—joint-stock com-
pany and the ducal mining office in cooperation with self-
governing miners—highlights that size sometimes requires 
central solutions. When medieval Schwaz flourished, it 
soon employed 7,500 miners and unskilled laborers (Hye 
2005, pp. 84–87), whereas medieval Goslar never exceeded 
a workforce of 1000 (Bartels et al. 2007, p. 93).

The crisis of the sixteenth-century Reformation prompted 
the Duke of Tyrol to commission the Franciscan monks to 
increase their efforts to push back against the growing influ-
ence of Protestant ministers. This “Counterreformation” also 
included some important, mundane efforts to improve the 
funding of the miners’ mutual aid organizations. The Fran-
ciscans and mine owners responded to the political demands 
of miners for better social services and increased the funding 
for the fraternity house in 1530, another interesting similar-
ity to sixteenth century Goslar. During its golden age of 
mining, the fraternity grew in numbers and endowment.11 
By this time, the fraternity also reformed the rules of mutual 
aid. Although the hospital still granted the generous ser-
vice of take-away alms for injured miners, this practice was 
abandoned and replaced by in-house hospital support in the 
early 1500s after miners continued to default on these loans. 
These rule reforms underline the increased need to moni-
tor and audit social benefits when the numbers of miners 
increase in the community.

The depletion of copper deposits and the silver price 
collapse (after the discovery of large silver deposits in the 
Americas) marks the last crisis in Schwaz’s mining trajec-
tory, one which finds no analogy for the time line studied in 
Goslar (whose deposits were depleted only in the twentieth 
century). In Goslar, the still large mining workforce opposed 
the dissolution of fraternities in favor of the public alms 
box during the Reformation, whereas the diminished min-
ing community of Catholic Schwaz embraced it in 1770. 
Whereas in Schwaz, the remaining 1500 miners received 
social, health and old-age care from public town sources, 
sixteenth-century Goslar marks the foundation of the first 
secular mutual aid society for professional insurance that 
survived to this present day as a public national corporation 

in Germany (“Knappschaft”), independent of Goslar’s city 
government of course.

Finally, the histories of Schwaz and Freiberg emphasize 
the role of accumulated institutional know-how to sustain 
mutual aid. Migrating miners, who exported knowledge 
and institutional experience to other locations, seem to have 
allowed other mining communities to build upon tried-and-
tested practices, avoid mistakes, and accelerate the rate of 
innovation of institutional solutions that sustain mutual aid.

Theorizing “Proto‑CSR” Before the Industrial 
Revolution

How can we make sense of the process of experimentation 
with institutional solutions to social problems, and how does 
it relate to modern CSR? We believe that these questions and 
some tentative answers are of interest to scholars devoted to 
the study of CSR.

Theorizing the Process of Experimentation 
with Social Institutions

What drives the process of experimentation with social insti-
tutions is a fascinating question. Here, we provide some food 
for thought to spark future theorizing.

Collective Action in Clubs

The challenge of mutual aid among the mining communi-
ties can be reconstructed as a problem of collective action, 
caused by a misalignment of private and public interests 
(Ostrom 2000): a miner benefits from the collectively-
provided public good of mutual aid, but he is even better 
off omitting the payment of fees or the repayment of loans. 
Since free-riding—receiving public benefits without private 
costs—is attractive for every miner, institutions (the ‘rules 
of the game’) of mutual aid are required to fund benefits, 
and sustain hospital and pastoral care. In a sense, the min-
ing communities are akin to clubs that enforce these funding 
rules through monitoring, audits and sanctions (cf., Prakash 
and Potoski 2007). This is indeed part of what we observe 
in the institutional history of the miner communities in Gos-
lar and Schwaz. Paying fees and repaying loans are club 
standards under a permanent threat of erosion. To maintain 
these standards, new rules are consistently tested, including 
monitoring (e.g., in-house care instead of take-away alms 
in Schwaz), auditing (e.g., bookkeeping to detect embez-
zlement in Freiberg), and sanctioning (e.g., banning non-
contributors from work in Goslar).11  In the sixteenth century, the fraternity house in Schwaz became 

so affluent that it could purchase farms and employ horses, carts, and 
drivers for transportation, a cook to prepare food, servants and maid-
ens to care for the sick, and, finally, a master to co-manage the hospi-
tal with two elected miners.
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Enforcement Costs in Clubs

The mining communities’ ability to sustain mutual aid cru-
cially depends the functionality of rules that address free-
riding and organize collective action. First, when rules are 
dysfunctional—their incentive effects are poorly under-
stood—the costs of self-enforcement in small clubs (small 
fraternities) are lower than those of larger clubs (entire com-
munities). Mistakes affect fewer people when they occur in 
smaller groups, and defects can more easily be remedied 
by personal interaction. Funding rules are functional when 
their incentive effects on free-riding are well understood. In 
this case, the benefits of larger clubs exceed those of smaller 
ones. A functional rule can do more good when applied to 
many people instead of a few. What distinguishes the two 
situations of low and high rule functionality is the process of 
social innovation that accumulates institutional knowledge 
through experimentation. We conjecture that the cost func-
tions of small and large clubs depend in different ways on the 
quantity and quality of accumulated enforcement know-how 
in monitoring, auditing, and sanctioning, the ability to pass 
this knowledge across generations, and the organizational 
capacity of potential clubs.

These two aspects—the problem of collective action and 
the enforcement costs of rules to overcome free-riding—con-
tribute to explaining the observed differences in pragmatic 
experimentation across various mining communities. First, 
thirteenth-century Goslar is a hotbed for experimentation for 
good reason. Mine ownership is dispersed, and many early 
miners hold privileges and work their claims as independent 
entrepreneurs. This encourages small-club solutions that rely 
on informal, bottom-up community regulation of mutual aid. 
Second, a larger workforce (community size) and concen-
trated ownership (organizational capacity) favors top-down 
solutions in large clubs if functional rules adequate for large 
groups—formal monitoring, audits, and sanctions—can be 
designed based on accumulated institutional know-how. If 
this is a correct, the miners would have been primarily inter-
ested in functional rules that secure mutual aid benefits, with 
functionality provided either by more direct participation 
or less (cf. Hielscher et al. 2014). Circumstantial evidence 
supports this interpretation. First, in 1476, Goslar’s miners 
lobbied for a centralized, less participatory city regulation 
to implement a compulsory funding scheme when most of 
them had become wageworkers of a larger mining company, 
mine ownership was more concentrated, and institutional 
know-how acquired. Second, concentrated mine ownership 
in fourteenth-century Freiberg and fifteenth-century Schwaz 
benefited from earlier experimentation in Goslar, so that 
mining communities found it easier to set up and accept 
functional institutions of mutual aid in large clubs dominated 
by political authorities.

Proto‑CSR: Antecedent Social Practices 
that Influenced Modern CSR

How does all this pragmatic experimentation relate to mod-
ern CSR? Prima facie not much.

First, the feudalist system based on privileges, personal 
ties, and patron-client networks surely set the medieval 
guilds apart from what emerged during the ascent of capi-
talism in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. How-
ever, the birth of social insurance falls into a period often 
referred to as “medieval capitalism” (Greif 2006; North and 
Thomas 1973). Between 1100 and 1300, the craftsmen and 
merchants of the towns, the miners of the mining districts, 
and the Cistercian monasteries enjoyed unprecedented levels 
of economic freedom, including the freedom of movement, 
freedom from tariffs, self-governance, jurisdiction, and rela-
tively low taxes (Baumol 1990).

Second, medieval capitalism was dominated by multi-
purpose organizations, for example, rural manors (North 
and Thomas 1973), urban crafts and the merchants’ guilds 
(Kieser 1989) or mining communities (Bartels 2012). 
Resembling extended family structures, these organizations 
combined economic (production), social (care, assistance 
for co-workers, widows, and orphans), cultural (education), 
religious (salvation) and political (self-governance or rent 
creation) purposes (Kieser 1989, pp. 550–551). The capital-
ist firm, in contrast, is exclusively tied to the single purpose 
of creating value (Kieser 1989; Friedman 1962).

Still, the continuity between medieval and modern solu-
tions is striking. First, there is an important topical continu-
ity between the practice of mutual care in medieval mining 
communities and modern CSR that relates to occupational 
health, care, and old-age insurance among the poor (Berman 
2014; Doane and Abasta-Vilaplana 2005). This was a cen-
tral concern of the Goslar mining community’s institutions 
of mutual care; it is also omnipresent in CSR practices as 
evidenced by the extensive health care, old-age and casualty 
provisions of the nineteenth-century industrial patriarchs in 
Germany, England, France, and the United States (Ashworth 
1951; McCreary 1968). Health and retirement programs are 
also a cornerstone of modern CSR, as paid health care ben-
efits by many US companies show (Matten and Moon 2008, 
p. 412). Finally, health care also features prominently in 
international CSR standards, including ISO 26000, Social 
Accountability 8000, the ILO Code of Practice on HIV/
AIDS and the World of Work, Responsible Care, and the 
Gender Equality Principles (cf. Leipziger 2016).12

12  ISO 26000 includes a section dedicated to “health and safety at 
work” in its CSR core subject “Labour practices” (ISO 20000, Clause 
6.4). An application of ISO 26000 in the Middle East and Northern 
Africa (MENA) shows that health and safety is a priority for com-
panies in the MENA region. CSR programs sometimes even entail 
a “health clinic to support the local community”, as a hotel resort 
reports for Egypt (SR MENA 2016, p. 22).
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Second, a less well-known historical continuity relates to 
the nineteenth-century industrialists in the Ruhr and Rhine 
Valleys, Germany. Alfred Krupp, for example, is remem-
bered as a pioneer of “industrial responsibility” (McCreary 
1968) and among the first to have invented and developed 
a social welfare program, including an extensive health 
insurance plan, for an industrial workforce at a time of rapid 
development in one of Germany’s centers of industrializa-
tion. Less well-known is the fact that the “idea for such pro-
grams was not original with Krupp”, as McCreary (1968, p. 
28) puts it, but that the eighteenth century regulations of the 
miners’ guilds predated his programs and heavily influenced 
them.13 A similar continuity is historically documented for 
the introduction of a federal social welfare program in Ger-
many by the end of the nineteenth century. The Bismarckian 
reform of the 1880s was influenced by the century-long his-
tory of social insurance in many industries, but particularly 
by Krupp’s social welfare program of the nineteenth century 
(cf., e.g., McCreary 1968 or Bartels 2012).14 As a result, a 
line of continuity can be drawn starting in the Early Middle 
Ages, covering the Industrial Revolution and modern-day 
social legislation.

Third, there is continuity in moral aspirations. Many 
modern theoretical CSR notions emphasize the idea that 
pragmatic experimentation in organizations can “help people 
lead better lives” (Wicks and Freeman 1998: 124)—an idea 
that can be applied to CSR. Other approaches highlight the 
need for organizations to avoid doing harm and rectifying 
harm when it occurs (Campbell 2007). Both medieval social 
policy and contemporary CSR share a common focus on sat-
isfying the basic human needs of those involved (in Goslar: 
the miners) or affected (in Goslar: the miners’ widows and 
orphans) by capitalist or proto-capitalist production.

These continuities are the reason why we suggest the term 
proto-CSR to describe these practices which unfold in a pro-
cess of pragmatic experimentation over centuries. Proto-
CSR captures the idea of a pre-modern practice that influ-
enced industrial and modern forms of CSR.15 It postulates 

that the relationship between these two practices, modern 
CSR and proto-CSR, features continuity and difference.

Conclusion

Our chronological narrative and the interpretation of medi-
eval miners’ guilds social policies as proto-CSR has implica-
tions for CSR scholarship, but also presents certain limita-
tions, which can provide fodder for future research.

Implications

First, our study implies that a social practice of multiple-pur-
pose economic organizations in the pre-modern era—such 
as medieval miners’ guilds or crafts and trade guilds (cf., 
Kieser 1989)—qualifies as proto-CSR. Many practices stud-
ied in the history of CSR research fall into this category of 
proto-CSR (e.g., Good et al. 2018; Husted 2015), including 
the social activities of the British East India Company and 
the Hudson Bay Company (Wagner 2017). The concept of 
proto-CSR is consonant with the view that the social policies 
of late nineteenth-century UK industrialists (Parker 2014) 
or twentieth-century American corporations are examples 
of modern CSR (Carroll et al. 2012; Djelic and Etchanchu 
2017).

Second, our chronological narrative differentiates and 
complements studies of the history of CSR practice focused 
on the twentieth or nineteenth centuries (Carroll et  al. 
2012; Djelic and Etchanchu 2017) and the eighteenth or 
seventeenth centuries (Husted 2015; Pettigrew and Smith 
2017). Our study highlights the nature of proto-CSR as a 
co-evolution of ideas and institutions (cf. Pies et al. 2009). 
Of course, the first efforts of miners to create an organiza-
tion of mutual care was built upon and promoted by the 
religious idea of Christian charity and fraternal love; it is no 
coincidence that the first mutual aid societies were modeled 
as Christian brotherhoods. Gradually refined and improved, 
the institutions of mutual aid appear to be rather robust when 
morphing from Christian brotherhoods into secular miners’ 
guilds (in Goslar).

Third, and maybe the biggest implication, the history of 
Goslar’s medieval mining community shows that much of 
proto-CSR is experimental, a search for novel solutions to 
social problems that involves a trial-and-error process and a 
sense of reasonable pragmatism (Wicks and Freeman 1998). 
From this, we conjecture that it might well be the case that, 
for example in the nineteenth century, business firms have 
started to experiment with institutions to address produc-
tion-related social challenges until, at some point, a majority 
might have used the tried-and-tested instruments so broadly 
that governments find it easy to apply them universally. At 
this point, government implements regulation because firms 

13  As McCreary (1968) remarks, these regulations, known as Knapp-
schaftskassen in German, actually have antecedents in the 13th cen-
tury.
14  McCreary (1968, pp. 29–30) puts it this way: “Although there is 
no direct evidence for the influence of Krupp on the Bismarckian 
national program (so often asserted by the company’s official histo-
rians), there is sufficient circumstantial evidence to lend the assertion 
a degree of probability.” The circumstantial evidence includes the 
close ties between the Krupp family and the Hohenzollern rulers, and 
between Alfred Krupp and Bismarck.
15  According to Merriam Webster’s dictionary, proto means “first 
in time” or “beginning: giving rise to” (https​://www.merri​am-webst​
er.com/dicti​onary​/proto​). Both meanings capture our idea of proto-
CSR as a pre-modern antecedent that influenced, but is different 
from, modern forms of CSR.

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/proto
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/proto
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find it in their interest to adapt their already existing prac-
tices to the statutory requirements embedded in law. We are 
not the first to propose this idea. For example, Reckendrees 
(2014) tells a similar story for old-age insurance and mini-
mum wages. In the mid-nineteenth century, he argues, many 
early industrialists in the Western Prussian Rhine district 
(Aachen) collectively lobbied for minimum wage laws and 
old-age insurance long before Bismarck enacted national 
social reforms. At the time, in the 1860s, the Prussian gov-
ernment rejected the proposal, but many elements were 
taken up and incorporated into German national law in 1881.

We hypothesize that much of this innovative and prag-
matic ‘muddling through’ and adjustment of institutions has 
somehow been lost to current research. Today, modern CSR 
largely confined to the straightjacket of reporting, manage-
ment systems and other global guidelines. Standardization 
surely has its merits. Its weakness surfaces when CSR pro-
grams are translated into global emerging markets whose 
fluid institutional environment resemble more the pre-
modern economy than modern political-economic contexts 
(North et al. 2009; Dorobantu et al. 2017). Often, when firms 
in developing markets adopt the global CSR agenda, they 
are implementing CSR programs word-for-word without 
changes. Often, this strategy fails to translate the same func-
tionality (Jamali et al. 2017), because it lacks openness to 
learning and experimenting how these institutions can to be 
adjusted to fit indigenous cultural contexts and be effective. 
If proto-CSR would have been dealt with in a similar manner 
in medieval Goslar and other places, adopters could not have 
taken advantage of these experiences and modified them to 
their circumstances. This includes social welfare programs 
of industrialists and the social reforms of nineteenth-century 
legislators. We should consider that emerging markets might 
need the same freedom—and more Western tolerance for 
it—to develop effective institutions of CSR.

Limitations

Our selection of Goslar and Schwaz as the primary sites 
for research have some implications for the robustness and 
conclusiveness of the results obtained. The quality of data 
improves over the centuries documented, with the last period 
allowing for more robust results. At the origins of the min-
ers’ guilds organizations of mutual care in Goslar, Germany, 
i.e., in the twelfth century C.E., the data and documents 
are few and fragmented. Insights are mostly derived from 
archeological excavations. The data improves when it comes 
to thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, and are abundant in 
the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, both in Goslar and 
Schwaz. In this period, we can rely on multiple historical 
documents collected in town archives (Goslar) and mining 
organizations (Schwaz).

Our historical narrative, therefore, triangulates the availa-
ble data with that mutual aid societies in other Central Euro-
pean mining districts, in particular, with the miners’ guild 
in Schwaz, for which more evidence exists. This approach 
allows broader insights into the institutions of mutual social 
assistance in the general context of medieval mining (Stutz 
and Sachs 2018). Nevertheless, this focus on a particular 
region, although illustrative, is not entirely generalizable. 
Other mining regions have not shown such institutional cre-
ativity, hence further comparative and historical research 
would be vital in order to understand under what conditions 
pragmatic experimentation flourishes or not.

In addition to the specific region, we have limited our 
focus to a specific set of proto-CSR practices related to min-
ing and social insurance. Certainly, further research needs to 
be developed related to other aspects of CSR, such as envi-
ronmental responsibility. Interestingly, the mining industry 
also gave birth to the practice of sustainable forestry (Car-
lowitz 1713). The links between early forms of environmen-
tal responsibility and current environmental practice may 
help to consolidate the ideas developed in this paper about 
proto-CSR and experimental pragmatism.

In summary, we have argued that scholarship interested in 
the historical antecedents of modern CSR should focus their 
attention also on the pre-modern era. Looking over several 
centuries, our chronological narrative highlights the patterns 
of pragmatic experimentation and co-evolution which can 
easily be missed when using a fine-grained analysis. How-
ever, we are acutely aware that our approach is also suscepti-
ble to misunderstandings. We thus conclude in the hope that 
future studies will be able to identify and correct potential 
misinterpretations stemming from the method used here.
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