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Three decisions that shaped a city
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In the four decades that followed the Council, Basel took three decisions 
that defined its future. In 1460, it  opened a university, the first on the 
territory of present-day Switzerland. In 1471, it obtained from the Emperor 
the privilege of holding annual fairs, which it has held without interruption 
to this day. And in 1501, it joined the Swiss Confederation, turning away 
from the Empire and the Upper Rhine cities with which it had shared its 
history towards an alliance of rural and urban cantons that had just proved 
its military strength in the Burgundian and Swabian Wars.

Each of these decisions has a financial dimension. The university required 
the city to finance an institution whose returns were intellectual and long-
term. The fair privilege was an attempt to establish Basel as a centre of 
trade and payments, at a time when the fairs of Geneva were declining and 
those of Lyon were rising. The accession to the Confederation changed the 
political  and  economic  framework  in  which  the  city  operated.  It  also 
imposed on Basel an obligation of neutrality that is one of the historical 
roots of the Swiss neutrality on which the modern financial centre has built 
its  reputation.  This  chapter  examines  the  three  decisions  and  their 
consequences.
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