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Leadership and the Social Agendas
of the Seventeenth-Century English
Trading Corporation

William A. Pettigrew and Aske Laursen Brock

The study of business leaders and commercial leadership has been a far
greater preoccupation for management scholars than for historians of
business.! Few historians who have been interested in leadership have
noted it as a field in business history prior to the twentieth century.?
Historians of seventeenth-century corporations have concentrated less
on the leadership of those bodies and more on their civic, participatory
cultures.? Philip Stern has recently warned convincingly against reading
the modern business corporation into its early modern progenitor.* One
connection between the early modern and modern period nonetheless
suggests itself—the social dimension of business. The recent expecta-
tion that twenty-first-century multinationals ought to operate in socially
responsible ways offers the most concrete way to connect and compare
the modern multinational with its distant ancestor. While modern cor-
porations seek to market themselves with reference to their awareness
of the non-financial needs of the societies within which they operate,
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the early modern corporation was an instinctively and inherently social
entity.” This chapter examines how the leadership cultures, practices and
personnel of the early modern trading corporations were designed to
ensure that their financial goals remained embedded within a socially
responsible framework.

The chapter analyses the significance of the trading corporations’
social obligations (at home and abroad) to the seventeenth-century
English understanding of what constituted good corporate leadership.
It explores the theories and practice of socially determined leadership
styles as well as the prosopography of corporate leaders in this period.
It discusses leadership at the individual level and the conciliar level. The
chapter stresses that leadership in early modern trading corporations
was principally about forging positive relationships with constituencies
typically characterised as external to the corporation: the labour force,
the state, suppliers, the needy and the public. Leaders spent much of
their time forming relationships outside the membership of the com-
pany and were chosen because of their experience as leaders within their
broader communities and within society at large. Leadership was soci-
etal and therefore helped to ensure that trading corporations upheld
their social obligations. Social and commercial concerns operated sym-
biotically, however. Satisfying social obligations often helped to cement
commercial relationships. Through engagement in corporate projects
such as “the Stock for putting Poor French protestants to work”, direc-
tors of multinational companies were instrumental in improving soci-
ety while aiding sociability that facilitated strategic network-building.
Understanding corporate leadership offers a distinctive and important
lens on the social imperatives of the early modern company. Who, how
and why people led trading corporations over the seventeenth century
reveals the cultural alignment and (at times) tensions at the heart of
early modern corporate activity between individual or oligarchic finan-
cial gain and social utility.

Leadership, for seventeenth-century trading companies, combined
Ralph Stogdill's modern definition of “the process of influencing the
activities of an organised group in its efforts toward goal setting and goal
achievement” with the early modern expectation that leaders had a respon-
sibility to live up to societal expectations associated with high office.®
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In seventeenth-century England, the goal and the expectation were fused
into the broad and elastic notion of the “national interest”. The national
interest was the inversion of the individual interest—a concept emerging
in the seventeenth century and seen as likely, if left unregulated, to dis-
solve the bonds of society. The national interest was therefore a route to
social and political stability.” Corporations were to ensure that the econ-
omy served national, public, social interests rather than exclusively the
individual, mercantile or oligarchic interests contained within their mem-
bership. Corporations often mentioned the national interest when justi-
fying their monopoly (and other) privileges. Corporate monopolies were
understood to serve social agendas. They upheld the interest of the people
by keeping prices on consumer goods low and wages high, and by max-
imising employment. They prevented the ravaging of natural resources by
developing state apparatus such as the naval marine without depleting the
nation’s resources of forests.® Trading corporations supported community
infrastructure by continuing the philanthropic work of their guild prede-
cessors. Corporate leadership was therefore bound to the deep-seated cul-
tural expectation that commerce ought to serve the public good. In the
seventeenth century, almost every aspect of social welfare was managed by
corporate bodies: parish vestries, charitable trusts, civic corporations and
companies of merchants.” The overlapping networks constituted by these
bodies created and disseminated a collective corporate culture, by which
the leaders of companies were obliged and influenced. During the seven-
teenth century, merchants (alongside other professionals) set up their own
organisations to combat competition and business failure. Leadership of
corporations was as much a matter of promoting the broader social good
as it was a matter of generating returns for investors.'?

A key additional characteristic of successful leaders in seventeenth-
century English trading corporations (as in modern corporates) was the
ability to adapt to internal and external changes.!! The seventeenth cen-
tury was a period of profound commercial and constitutional change.
Spearheaded by trading corporations, England made an impressive
push to expand its international trading networks in the Atlantic and
in South Asia. The seventeenth century also saw protracted and bloody
disagreement about the workings of the English constitution, which
culminated in the Civil Wars and then the constitutional settlement
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known as the Glorious Revolution. These two changes created huge
opportunities for business, but also introduced uncertainty as regu-
latory frameworks altered. Corporate leaders had to uphold the long-
established culture of public service at the same time as negotiating a
rapidly and constantly changing business environment. New leadership
styles emerged during this period, but these faced challenges from state
regulation as the cultural expectation for commerce to serve the public
good became diluted by conspicuous commercial gain and new theories
that suggested how individual interests ought to be liberated to further
the national good.!?

Executive leadership within a corporation was paradoxical. Corporations
existed to uphold a pervasive civic culture that denied the notion of the
individual leader.!® Through a legal process, corporations gave individual
legal personality to groups of individuals. This incorporation process was
meant, however, to sustain the collective into a convenient legal person,
rather than celebrating individual action over the collective good. Indeed,
the state instituted corporations in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries
to prevent social corruption through greed in a rapidly commercialising
society.'* The process of incorporation conferred governmental functions
upon commercial ambitions that could be, if left unmanaged, socially
enervating. The governmental functions within corporations—most
importantly the leadership roles themselves—were designed to ensure that
corporations operated to uphold this civic and socially responsible culture.

Although this culture was mostly national in focus, trading corpora-
tions also helped to develop the view that their operations ought not to
undermine the societies they interacted with overseas. Trading corpora-
tions were meant to uphold the national interest. But as transnational
entities they had to negotiate a double standard. Initially conceptu-
alised as bodies that could ensure trade would be conducted solely in
the interest of the English nation, over the course of the seventeenth
century, as experience of non-European trading environments increased
and theories of international trade became more sophisticated, corpo-
rations began to disabuse earlier mercantilist precepts that suggested
a natural tension between one nation’s commercial gain and another’s
loss. Corporations increasingly understood that international commer-
cial success was often a function of facilitating mutual commercial gains
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across national and cultural lines. This insight socialised and interna-
tionalised the national interest in the short term as English corporations
began to celebrate the ways in which their operations would outlive
their European competitors because English trade benefited non-
Europeans as well as the English national interest.!

The social purpose of the seventeenth-century English trading cor-
poration was typically spelt out in its charter. The first charter of the
East India Company (1600) outlined the company’s purpose as being
“for the Honour of this our Realm of England, as for the Increase of
our Navigation, and Advancement of Trade of Merchandize...for the
Benefit of our Common Wealth”.1® Trading companies were expected
to take on social responsibilities, and the language of improvement
can be found, for instance, in the pamphlets written for the Virginia
Company, founded in 1606. Robert Johnson, a prominent member
of the Company, argued in 1609 that the Company would be “for the
singular good and benefite that wil vndoubtedly arise to this whole
Nation”.!” Similar language can be found in seventeenth-century pam-
phlets defending the East India Company’s monopoly.!8

For many writers of the early seventeenth century, it was the job of
sound governance to prevent trade from undermining the common-
wealth. State regulation, often in the form of corporate organisation,
was understood to provide this governance. In 1622, the Jacobean pam-
phleteer and merchant Gerald Malynes explained:

Some Merchants doe deale all for Commodities, others for Monyes, and
other some altogether for Exchanges or all three, or that which yeeldeth
them most gaine: and commonly without consideration had of the good
of the Commonwealth, which is the cause that Princes and Gouernours
are to sit at the sterne of the course of Trade and Commerce.!’

Prevailing interpretations of the best characteristics for corporate lead-
ers derived from depictions of merchants themselves and the public role
they ought to play. The mixture of commercial and governmental ambi-
tions that corporations embodied began to offer a recipe for the socially
responsible merchant. In 1641, the East India Company director Lewes
Roberts argued that the English public would be effectively supported
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if “States-Merchants” had a large role to play in the management of
the economy as well as the prosecution of war and the negotiation of
peace.?’ Again, trade was not to be left to operate without governance
(or properly functioning leadership).

Throughout the seventeenth century, corporate governance reflected
broader constitutional debates about the best way to combine executive
and conciliar mechanisms. These intensified in the corporate setting,
because corporate governance emphasised the need for deliberation and
collective decision-making. In all cases, the collective will of the corpo-
ration’s court remained supreme. It is highly instructive that the notion
of the individual company director was resisted in the English setting
throughout much of the seventeenth century and was associated with
the more unilateral style of corporate governance that the English saw
in the Dutch companies.?! Corporate constitutions nonetheless always
included an executive figure—usually a governor, though in some
cases in the second half of the century, including the Royal African
Company, the governor was a figurehead and the deputy governor
assumed executive power.

At the beginning of the seventeenth century, the governor was under-
stood to be a servant of the board of directors. An East India Company
minute of 1607 records that the board (or Court of Committees) was
to have the “direction of the voyages”, while the executive branch (the
governor and deputy governor) were to oversee the board’s relationship
with the shareholders (the General Court) and the making and imple-
mentation of the society’s laws.?? The governor also had the important
responsibility of informing shareholders about the annual dividend and
paying suppliers.”> Company minutes are also full of gubernatorial ini-
tiatives to “relieve poverty” in the hope that good works would cultivate
“prayers for the good and prosperity of the Company’s voyages”.?* Final
authority to perform such works, however, rested with the board.

In the 1621 printed edition of the East India Company’s by-laws,
the specifics of the governor’s role were clearly outlined. The governor
was supposed to summon and host Court of Committee meetings,
supervise the corporate oath and ensure good order in all meetings. He
(and it was always a he) was to be the implementer of the will of the
Court of Committees, rather than the originator of commercial strategy.
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The governor, however, was to have an important influence in develop-
ing the corporation’s public profile and ensuring that it enjoyed good
relations with outside bodies. He was entrusted with the strategic task
of digesting intelligence from overseas agents of the company and to
lead the board in scrutinising all information. The most important role
for the governor was “attending his Majesty”. The governor was a cru-
cial point of contact between the company and the state privileges that
defined it. Such privileges could be sustained and enlarged with the
help of a diplomatically savvy governor.?> The governor’s responsibili-
ties therefore ranged across the development and enforcement of inter-
nal regulations, the performance of critical financial roles to do with
suppliers and shareholders, and—most important—the “interposition”
between corporate and state interests.” Any reader of the early mod-
ern corporation’s minute books can’t help but be impressed by the dedi-
cation corporate leaders clearly felt to the task in hand. In May 1641,
the governor of the East India Company and the Court of Committees
travelled across London to their dockyard facility at Blackwall to col-
lectively “inspect the defective sluice there”. Such inspections would also
have served the purpose of helping the company leadership maintain
their social profile in a community that supplied much of the company’s
workforce.?’

Which people became governors and why? The governor
almost always had previous experience of service on the Court of
Committees.?® The East India Company appears to have appointed
Nathaniel Herne as governor in 1674 because of his exemplary attend-
ance as a director.”’ An additional key factor that appears to have
influenced which board members became governors was the extent of
policy experience outside the corporation. Of the sixty-six governors of
the East India, Levant, Virginia, Hudson’s Bay and Massachusetts Bay
companies (or deputy governors of the Royal African Company) and of
the Bank of England across the seventeenth century, 45% had served
as a member of Parliament, 41% had enjoyed civic office—most often
within the City of London Corporation—and 15% boasted experience
of commercial contexts overseas. For the much larger community of
directors, just 19% had been members of Parliament, 9% had served
in civic office, and 10% had lived overseas. Clearly, the extent of service
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within the broader community and—to a lesser extent—their under-
standing of international commercial contexts influenced their ability to
serve in an executive capacity.’® Executive leadership was expected from
those who had the social contacts beyond the company—especially
within the City of London and Parliament—and with experience and
contacts in international settings.?!

Wealth and success as directors may very likely also have influenced
who became governors. Governors were expected to be rich. This expec-
tation was based not on any importance attached to the commercial
skill of a merchant, but on the belief that wealthier officials would be
less likely to compromise the public good. Governors received mod-
est annual gratuities. At times, they could be substantial but were often
rejected. The founding governor of the East India Company, Thomas
Smith, was offered a gratuity of £500 for “procuring the first and sec-
ond patents [charters]”, but he refused to take his oath of office until
the sum had been reduced to £250.% Office was not meant to pro-
vide wealth. Leadership, therefore, was best offered by those who were
already wealthy. As John Smith, promoter of the Virginia Company,
explained in 1624:

There are some merchants and others, I am confidently perswaded, doe
take more care and paines, nay, and at their continuall great charge, than
they could be hired for the love of money, so honestly regarding the gen-
eral good of this great worke, they would hold it worse than sacrilege to
wrong it by a shilling, or extort upon the common souldier a penny.??

Smith’s words came after a lengthy debate within the Virginia
Company. The two factions fighting over power, one led by the afore-
mentioned Thomas Smith and the other by the gentleman Edwin
Sandys, disagreed over directors’ salaries among other things. Sandys
and his supporters wanted large salaries to take care of a central part
of the tobacco trade, which a number of the stockholders found unac-
ceptable.54 John Smith’s comment should be seen in that light. In 1635,
the draper William Scott made the point about the need for gover-
nors to be rich and therefore more watchful of the public benefit more

explicitly:
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[Governors] ought to be rich for these reasons. Wealth is a pledge of their
care of the Commonwealth: it is likely, he that hath done well for himself,
will know how to do well for the public good...[it] being gotten, their
minds may with more diligence intend the public affairs’ ... In Ruling,
there must be power and command, which a poor man cannot have, all
the world despises him...to have a poor governor is a great plague.?®

However, as the historian Richard Grassby summarised, the purchasing
of company stock and service on corporate boards provided significant
opportunities to exercise patronage and power, and offered substantial
returns on investments.>

The best way to analyse the changing significance of social priorities
for seventeenth-century corporate leaders is through the careers of a
sample of East India Company governors over the course of the century.
Each of the following case studies demonstrates the development of dif-
ferent leadership priorities.

Sir Thomas Smith, the founder governor of the East India Company,
was at the same time governor of the Muscovy, Levant and Virginia
companies. His career offers a striking early example of corporate inter-
lock and of the ways in which experience of different corporate settings
transferred across the different companies.’” Smith developed specialist
skills as a corporate governor and was often invited to serve or to con-
tinue to serve at the insistence of the King.?® He proved a particularly
effective interlocutor with the monarch and used bribery and persuasion
to expand the provisions of the company’s charter.’® He clearly defined
his role as an external-facing official and styled himself as a servant of
the Court of Committees, rejecting compensation from the company
on several occasions. He was the quintessential Jacobean corporate mag-
nate who led companies to satisfy the national interest and used a good
profile with the state to develop each company’s trade.

Gubernatorial service posed some challenges for Smith, however.
As governor, he literally housed the company, using his own home at
Philpot Lane in the City of London to host the Court of Committees
meetings in ways that underscored the early modern corporation’s eli-
sion of public/private distinctions. The social obligations to which
the East India Company was subject meant that his house was often
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besieged by outside stakeholders who wished to influence company
practice or have grievances redressed. In July 1615, a group of mariners’
wives arrived in Philpot Lane clamouring for payment of their hus-
bands’ wages. The minute books of the Court of Committees noted that
Smith was “so troubled with their clamours and petitions as that he can-
not have that freedom in his house which is needful for preservation of
his health”.4% In July 1621, fatigued by his own efforts and success as
governor, Smith pleaded ill health in an attempt to dodge the habitual
reappointment each year and “begged the Company would spare him,
that they should see he could as well obey as command”.4!

While Smith may have resented the ways in which his corporate
office placed him at the mercy of the society around him, he was consci-
entious about understanding and cultivating the far-flung societies that
the East India Company relied upon for its trade. Smith took his inter-
national intelligence very seriously, and others understood the extent of
his international expertise. His tomb records how “he got intelligence”
from “all the famous rivers, lands, and seas betwixt this place and our
Antipodes”.*? He was acutely conscious of the need for corporate serv-
ants to behave responsibly overseas and create a good impression on
the non-European societies within which they operated. Smith worked
hard to develop a corporate culture for the early East India Company
and especially to instil the corporatist, socially minded culture of the
City of London in those travelling overseas on the company’s behalf. In
February 1614, he called the soon-to-depart officials into his parlour at
Philpot Lane to brief them on the corporate values they should uphold
overseas, exhorting

them to discharge their trusts conscientiously, to avoid private trade, and
acquaints them with the Company’s care to furnish them with things
needful for their spiritual comfort and the health of their bodies...also
books of divinity for the soul, and history to instruct the mind...tells
them of the offensive behaviour of some of the Company’s factors in the
East Indies, and admonishes them ‘to be the more respective and shun all
sin and evil behaviour, that the heathen may take no advantage to blas-
pheme our religion by the abuses and ungodly behaviour of our men’...
‘they are also advised to be careful to dispatch their bonds, are informed
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that many have counterfeit ballast rubies, which will disgrace the nation
and bring the Company into discredit’... by making the people hate us
and destest us before we be settled amongst them’

Smith clearly worried about the social, moral profile of the company’s
employees overseas and saw this profile as something that could better
facilitate durable trading relationships.

In the late 1630s and early 1640s, the assured dividends and inti-
mate relations with the Crown that Smith had sustained as governor
were a distant memory. The governorship of Sir Christopher Clitheroe
demonstrates an alternative style of leadership during a period of pro-
found financial crisis. Facing near bankruptcy and the onset of political
turmoil, the investors not serving as directors began to flex their mus-
cles through the General Court (the seventeenth-century equivalent of
the annual general meeting) and to decentre the company’s decision-
making. The power of the governor was questioned. A proposal to
limit the term of the governor, who was portrayed as a potentially “per-
petuall dictator”, gathered speed.** But this proposal (which had also
been made earlier in the 1630s) was understood to have discouraged
investment,

The 1670s and 1680s were, by contrast, decades of success for the
company, when its import trade accounted for about 14% of the
nation’s total.“® In this context, the governor was able to use personal
experience to craft corporate strategy directly (rather than in response
to external threats). These conditions of commercial buoyancy helped to
strengthen the power of individual leadership. Sir John Banks became
governor in the 1670s and then again in the 1680s. Banks used his
experience as a money lender to the Crown to reorient the corporate
strategy of the East India Company. Banks had pioneered the finan-
cial technique of advancing loans to the King as a way of settling cus-
toms obligations and then used the company’s capital in a similar
fashion as a go-between with the treasury.’ These loans became a sig-
nificant new source of funds for the company and helped sustain inti-
mate relations with the King. Over time they would come to reorient
the role of chartered companies within public life as state financiers, a
process that culminated with the foundation of the Bank of England.
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The financial successes of the East India Company helped the company
to argue that its main contribution to the public was state finance. This
enlarged public role as national financier appears to have been the per-
sonal vision of Governor Sir John Banks.

The corporation’s overall strategy and social profile, however, were
determined more by the board as a whole and were the collective pre-
serve of the directors rather than the executive responsibility of the
governor. Networks of directors as well as individual directors were as
important to corporate strategy as governors; their collective involve-
ment in social projects is impressive. The directors of trading cor-
porations, like other social leaders, wished to contribute to social
improvement. Improvement for the directors meant more than improv-
ing corporate forms, overseas plantations or maximising profits. The
term “improvement” covers bettering English infrastructure and social
amelioration through the development of new personal styles and man-
ners. By linking the world together and integrating their business into
it, merchants were of the opinion that they improved the world: “They
applied what they learned in the economic sphere to the conduct of life
in the social sphere, and vice versa”.® The directors were in a similar sit-
uation; they used their knowledge of civic governance to conduct trade
and allowed their economic sense to affect their involvement in civic
governance. For the directors—although they did not use the expression
themselves—improvement referred to improving the commonwealth
and being active agents in the “national incorporation”. This activity
was ritualised. In the Muscovy and Levant companies, it was common
that new freemen donated to the poor box before they could become
members of the company.>® But socially responsible initiatives also pro-
vided ways to expand and fortify social networks and legitimise partici-
pation in economic enterprises.’!

Merchants were at the forefront of philanthropy in the City of London
throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. The company direc-
tors were with little variation drawn from the top tiers of merchant soci-
ety in London and were among the major contributors to the different
charities in London. The long-time Levant and East India director Sir
George Smith donated £50 to the governors of Christ Church to take

care of poor children in his 1667 will. However, his trading partner and
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Table 2.1 Social structure of charitable benefactions in London (amended),
1480-16602

Number of Social status Per cent of all Percentofall Amountin£

donors donations donors

9 Crown 6.29 0.12 118,766

607 Nobility & 6.21 8.22 117,149
Gentry

168 Yeomen & 2.15 2.27 5198
Husbandmen

180 Clergy 7.35 2.44 138,224

438 Great 48.04 5.93 907,623
merchants

2239 Lesser 8.49 30.29 160,260
merchants

788 Burghers 2.64 10.66 49,809

518 Artisans 0.16 7.01 3030

490 Professional 6.59 6.63 124,524

867 Unknown 8.81 11.73 166,409

aW. K. Jordan, The Charities of London, 1480-1660: The Aspirations and the
Achievements of the Urban Society (London: George Allen & Unwin, 1960), 48.

fellow East India director William Ryder was even more generous. He
donated £50 to the poor of Wembury in Devon, £20 to the poor of the
Trinity Corporation, £80 to the poor of Stepney Parish in London, £20
to the poor of St Andrew Undershaft and finally £50 to the “Free Schoole
of Poplar erected by the Hon:ble East India Companie”.>? In total, he
gave £220 to different charitable corporations. The directors were often
generous donators.

As Table 2.1 shows, merchant elites (consisting of merchants who
became the masters of their livery companies, served as lord mayor or
sheriffs of London or left a fortune of £4000 or more in their will)
were particularly active. During the period in question, their dona-
tions to charitable institutions and schools for the poor constituted
48.04% of the total amount gifted.>® Forty per cent of the amount
gifted by merchants went to poor relief and most frequently in the
form of endowments.”* The charitable donations above were from the
wills of individuals and not from the companies themselves. However,
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a number of the wills specified that money should be donated either
to the livery companies or to the trading companies, which in turn
should put it to use for various charities such as schools and poor
relief. Merchants were actively engaged in improving the human
capital of society. W. K. Jordan, who examined the charitable nature
of England expressed in donations in wills, found that merchants of
London supported educational schemes across the country in 27.55%
of the instances they donated, in particular grammar schools, which
received £178,132 (or 19.63%) of the total amount donated by mer-
chants.”> Company directors were prominent within this group of elite
merchants. For instance, Thomas Kerridge, a former factor in India
and East India Company director, donated £100 to the company to
“be by them employed for and towards the relief of the poor of their
almshouses at Popler Blackwall”.’® Similarly, the Levant and East
India director William Vincent donated generously to the housekeep-
ers in the Northampton parish where he was born, to the poor in St
Martin Outwich in London, to the children at Christ's Hospital, to
the sick at St Bartholomew’s and to the Grocers to pay for a young
man’s entry into the company.’” Through their own investments and
the charitable donations of former employees, the early modern com-
panies frequently provided support for the poor when and where the
state could not. The creation of new companies with the specific pur-
pose of improving society was an alternative to the companies’ and
their directors’ charitable giving and active engagement in corporate
sociability. Such companies brought the commercial and civic elite
together, forming networks that came to shape the future English state
and political economy.

Just as directors participated in charitable acts, so the idea of the cor-
poration as a vehicle for philanthropic and socially minded acts was
realised through directorial agency. Formed in early 1681 by sixty-eight
individuals, the adventurers in the Stock raised for setting the Poor
French Protestants to work at Ipswich in the linen manufacture was one
such company.®® The purpose of the company, as its name stated, was
to provide work for the Protestants who fled France following religious
persecution. The adventurers (led by an unknown number of trustees/
directors) purchased flax, hemp and looms for the workers, and rented
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a house in which the poor French could work.>® In August the same
year, the Royal African Company decided to donate £10 to the French
Protestants.®’ The Stock for Poor French Protestants was not a hugely
profitable company, but in all likelihood that was never the purpose.
When the treasurer, Thomas Papillon, stepped down in 1684, he trans-
ferred £173 3s in cash to the new treasurer as well as an unspecified
amount of cloth, which the company was supposed to sell.! Even the
meagre amount of £173 was an increase of 686% on the result from the
previous year. The year before, in 1683, however, the treasurer still held
eighty-six pieces of half Holland cloth and ninety-five pieces of coarse
linen, which undoubtedly made the stock more valuable.®?

Trading company directors were prevalent as investors in this initia-
tive to provide work for the French Protestants. During the five years
in which the stock was functional, twenty-four (38.7%) of the investors
were active as directors or governors of the overseas trading companies.
Another seven of the investors either had been or would become direc-
tors. These individuals were on the fringes of the director community in
the period, but were still an integral part of the larger commercial com-
munity. Some of the directors who invested had a direct interest in the
scheme, being descendants of French Protestants, but that was not the
case for all of them. The stock had the backing of an impressive selec-
tion of the most important London merchants. Besides the twenty-
four company directors, the adventurers counted the governor of the
East India Company and a former governor, the governor of the Levant
Company, a former treasurer of the Levant Company, six 1681 MPs, the
Lord Mayor of London and seven previous Lord Mayors, nine aldermen,
four members of the Royal Society, the Bishop of London, the Dean of
Canterbury (who was also the future Archbishop) and the Dean of St
Paul’s.® The stock was a veritable who's who of influential people who,
through the means of a trading corporation, worked to improve society.

The stock functioned as a social company and created connections
between influential individuals who were only tangentially connected. It
brought a number of directors together with other important members
of the upper echelons of society. Besides forming ties among the elites
of English society, the stock also—to some extent—cemented a com-
mercial community that was fracturing over its organisation and market
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Table 2.2 Distribution of investors in the Stock for Poor French Protestants in
trading companies

East India Levant company Royal African Muscovy
company company company
1681 13 2 3 2
1682 13 1 2 1
1683 10 2 1 1
Total 36 5 6 4

shares.®* The Levant Company and the East India Company, which
previously enjoyed a large overlapping directorate, publically disagreed
about the nature of the East India trade. The Levant Company felt it
was being squeezed out of the silk trade due to cheaper silk from India,
and as a result, Levant merchants lobbied to break down the East India
monopoly. The East India Company defended its monopoly by claim-
ing that a joint stock, rather than a regulated company, would be better
for the English nation.®® The Stock for Poor French Protestants, formed
at the height of the conflict, poured oil on troubled waters by bring-
ing adversaries together in a charitable company. Though the major-
ity of the director-participants were from the East India Company, the
stock had members from all the other companies. The strategic goal of
investing in the stock, beyond the improvement of society, may also
have been to tie the community closer together and stem the destructive
debate between the companies (Table 2.2).

The Stock for Poor French Protestants therefore served three differ-
ent purposes. First, it was successful in addressing the issue it set out to
alleviate, namely providing work for the French Protestants. It helped
improve the society of which it was a part. Second, the company cre-
ated a platform for the creation and strengthening of new ties between
important people in London. Through participation in the stock, the
elites of London came to invest together and share an interest. The par-
ticipation in this charitable corporate joint venture provided an oppor-
tunity to create ties with directors who held knowledge of markets and
mechanisms the parent company did not have at the time.®® Third, at
a time when the director community and the commercial corporate
sphere were fracturing over different commercial approaches, the stock
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provided a temporary space for networking across commercial differ-
ences. The same can be said for political difference in society: the stock
brought together political adversaries for the good of society.

The example of the Stock for Poor French Protestants underlines
the importance of corporate sociability to seventeenth-century English
notions of collective corporate leadership. The directors held an indi-
vidual social responsibility, as illustrated by their charitable donations,
investments in charities and involvement in intellectual societies—but
the responsibility frequently manifested itself within the collective,
corporate form. They donated to corporations, they formed corpora-
tions, and they governed corporations for both private and public good.
Improvement was a strategic decision serving the public good and the
private interest of the companies and their adventurers, as well as the
individual ends of the directors. In a fashion that would be formative
of later companies, socially minded enterprise provided a means to help
build local relationships of trust and consolidate the local merchant
community, at the same time as doing good for those beyond that com-
munity. Corporations formed for dual charitable and commercial ends
became commonplace in the eighteenth century.®’

By the 1670s and 1680s, directors of corporations began to promote
strong and concentrated (rather than deliberative) leadership. They did
so not by seeking executive office as governors, but by consolidating
huge shareholdings to engross power within the boardroom. Apologists
for an increasingly powerful and less deliberative East India Company
management whose stock was increasingly engrossed by a small cabal of
directors, led by Sir Josiah Child, suggested that strong corporate lead-
ership had been implied by the company’s founders. They declared that
there had always been a strong man in both the English and the Dutch
East India Company. In the opinion of the company, a strong man was
necessary to run business. Using Machiavelli, the company argued that
“The state of Florence when it was a Commonwealth never prospered,
but when some one Citizen arrived at Reputation enough to moderate
the Councils of the Commonwealth”.°8 Overall, the guild-like fellow-
ship model of corporate sociability appears to have been substituted
during the 1680s for a more hierarchical model that allowed particu-
lar investors to engross power within the seventeenth-century company
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boardroom.®® Such centralisation of corporate power did not, of course,
necessarily produce less socially responsible outlooks. Child himself
had, in a similar period, written a pamphlet called “Proposals for the
Relief and Employment of the Poor” and had argued that corporations
were best placed to solve social problems because they were “the best
Administrators of what is left to Charitable Uses”.”® A corporation such
as the one proposed by Child would channel funds into different social
projects, alleviate an actual problem in society and create a platform
where experienced leaders could create common ties. Child’s scheme
did not become a reality in his time, but a part of the proposal—
erecting petty banks and providing so-called Lombard credit for the
poor—was at the heart of the Charitable Corporation for the Relief of
the Industrious Poor chartered in 1707.”! Though corporations and cor-
porate sociability were changing rapidly, the charitable companies and
directors made it into the eighteenth century.

The assaults on traditional modes of corporate leadership were
depicted during public and state scrutiny as antithetical to public inter-
est at home and abroad and were censured. Such self-serving engross-
ment of capital and power within the East India Company’s Court of
Committees was blamed for some disastrous corporate decision-making
as well as some nefarious practices (including insider trading and the
bribery of parliamentary officials) and led, ultimately, to the state’s deci-
sion to reform the corporate governance of the East India Company
(and others) during what amounted to a compliance revolution in the
1690s.”2 Under the leadership of Child and then the large-scale bullion
merchant Sir Thomas Cooke, directors (including governors) concen-
trated their stock holdings and therefore their control over company
strategy. In 1689, the company declared war on the Mughal Emperor
and suffered a major defeat, thereby bringing into question the future of
its trading relationships in its most promising markets. Cooke and oth-
ers profited hugely from selling their own bullion to the company and
authorised huge bribes to parliamentary officials (most notoriously the
Speaker of the House of Commons, who received £50,000) in exchange
for agreeing to favour the company’s hopes of receiving a new charter.
Parliament duly stepped in and restored Jacobean governance motifs to
prevent the re-emergence of corporate titans like Child by preventing
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individual directors from acquiring huge shareholdings.”> Overmighty
corporate leadership was blamed for socially irresponsible activity at
home and abroad, and the English state—through Parliament—altered
governance arrangements.”4 Even though directors like Child were
careful to indicate how their more centralised form of leadership made
corporations more dynamic in upholding their traditional social roles,
regulators levelled the charge of social irresponsibility against these aber-
rant and pernicious leadership structures.

This chapter’s examination of social responsibility as a determinant for
successful corporate leadership shows that the founding century of cor-
porate leadership in overseas trading companies is a rise and fall narra-
tive in which state regulation to uphold the public utility of corporations
would substitute for long-established cultures that expected corporations
to behave in socially responsible ways. At the beginning of the seven-
teenth century, deeply entrenched cultures required mercantile prioritisa-
tion of public and social concerns to alleviate the compunction felt about
individual gain. The corporation and its governance arrangements—and
therefore leadership styles—upheld this culture. By the end of the cen-
tury, more centralised corporate governance regimes had been reformed
with the help of state intervention on the understanding that overmighty
leadership posed an inherent challenge to the public good. Corporate
autonomy could be relied upon to express society’s suspicion of individ-
ual interest until a more ambitious state at the end of the century sub-
stituted for that culture. Throughout the period, and beyond, the social
functions of the corporations remained and expanded as non-profit cor-
porates (such as the Stock for Poor French Protestants) were formed for
charitable and social as well as commercial ends and also helped to struc-
ture cross-corporate mercantile communities who used social and philan-
thropic activity to augment their oligarchic status.
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