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ABSTRACT 

Stakeholder relations that are available through networks of various sorts are one benefit from 

social capital. According to the stakeholder approach to organizations, those relationships that 

contain most of the important attributes—such as power, legitimacy, frequency of contact, and 

urgency—hypothetically dominate the business environment. This has caused modern corporations 

to view chiefly the dominant stakeholders as important. This study tests the importance of these 

attributes in early modern international trade; in other words, which attributes played a major role 

in the relations between Finnish tradesmen and their foreign contacts? The archives of two major 

Finnish trading houses from 1781−1852 provide sources to study these stakeholder relations. The 

results of the study seem to confirm the importance of legitimacy and power in stakeholder 

relations, but they particularly emphasize the significance of frequency and urgency. Furthermore, 

dealings repeated over time between the parties created a resource dependency, and, thus, further 

underlining frequency and power as important stakeholder attributes. 

 

Keywords: Social Capital; Stakeholder relations; Early Modern Business 
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Introduction  

 

The stakeholder approach to organizations hypothesizes that those relationships that maximize 

certain important attributes—power, legitimacy, frequency of contact, and urgency—dominate the 

business environment.1 Modern corporations, according to this approach, tend to emphasize the 

importance of dominant stakeholders. It is unclear, however, whether these four attributes were 

significant and what their importance was in different periods of time – such as the early modern 

era, addressed in this paper. If social capital is understood as resources embedded in social 

networks,2 then positive stakeholder relations are highly beneficial for business: they offer 

reputational benefits, build trust, lower transaction costs and smooth collaboration.3   

 

This study analyzes the social capital embedded in stakeholder relations through the relational 

attributes of power, legitimacy, frequency, and urgency. We ask which of these attributes 

contributed most to creating social capital in early modern international trade in general, and we 

specifically test which of them played the strongest role in the relations between Finnish tradesmen 

and their foreign contacts. The aim of the article is bi-directional. First, we aim to understand early 

modern international trade better by looking at the era through the concepts of social capital and 

stakeholder attributes. These concepts thus help us to create history, to build an historical narrative. 

At the same time, our objective is also to exploit history, that is, to develop these concepts further 

with the evidence from our empirical work. Unlike the emphasis of social capital theorists who 

analyze later times on the contents of relationships and trust, our study of the early modern era 

highlights the importance of frequency and repetition as among the primary factors in building such 

relationships and trust.4 The importance of frequency could also contribute to theorizing about 

social capital dynamics today. 

 

In early modern international trade, social relations formed the basis of almost every business 

transaction. Exchanges generally took place between relative equals, which emphasised the 

important role of trust, reputation, and expectations of reciprocity. Even in international trade, 

where the transacting parties did not necessarily know each other personally, trust developed 

through repeated dealings, long-term business partnerships and the use of intermediaries. Authors 

like Greif (1989) and North (1981, 1990), have emphasised the personal nature and socially 

embedded reciprocity of the pre-industrial economy, in contrast to the relative impersonality and 

market-driven exchange that emerged in the early nineteenth century.5 However, there were some 
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features of impersonality even in eighteenth-century transactions, and, of course, characteristics of 

non-market exchange still remain in our contemporary economy.6 

 

As international trade expanded during the period from the mid-eighteenth to the mid-nineteenth 

century, the expansion of the number of business contacts increased impersonality in trade, as 

economies of specialisation gave birth to new groups of intermediaries such as trade brokers, 

shipping agencies and bankers, many of them operating at a distance from each other. In particular, 

the Finnish export trade, and concomitantly the shipping business, emerged in the eighteenth 

century with tar and timber as the main export items. In 1870 Finnish export commodities required 

around one hundred times more transport capacity than in 1760, with [move superscript to end of 

sentence, please] British, German, Dutch, and Swedish businessmen the most important trading 

contacts. 7 

 

The concept of social capital offers a useful tool even when applied retrospectively for the analysis 

of early modern trade practices.8 As Jon Stobart (2005) and many other scholars of past and present 

business practices have stressed, reputation and regard – key elements of social capital – can 

develop through business networks.9 Together with honour and reputation, these entrepreneurial 

networks, reinforced by kinship, cannot be underestimated in analysing early modern trade.10 Early 

modern business correspondence offers a good case to study the importance of social capital. 

Unlike more contemporary business practises, this correspondence records all communication 

between the business contacts in international trade, as no oral communication was possible over 

large distances.11 Furthermore, this correspondence is quite well preserved in the cases we study in 

this article, covering the years from the 1780s up to the 1850s.  

 

 

In the following, we will first clarify our use of the concepts “social capital” and “stakeholder” then 

describe our sources and cases. In the analytical section, we will first conduct a quantitative analysis 

in order to reveal the importance of different stakeholder attributes, and thereafter analyse the 

different attributes by means of some illustrative examples. The concluding remarks and discussion 

will emphasise two questions. First, has this study broadened our understanding of early modern 

business practises? And, second, is there anything conceptually novel to be found in our inquiry? 
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Stakeholder relations as social capital 

 

Social capital is not like human capital, which resides in individuals; rather it is an asset that abides 

in their social relations. Social capital is one of the benefits available through social networks as it 

enables and rewards people who collaborate while they work to build trust, maintain norms and 

encourage reciprocity. Our thinking is closely related to Bourdieu’s (1997) conception of social 

capital as “the actual or potential resources which are linked to possession of a durable network of 

[…] relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition […] which provides each of its members 

with the backing of the collectively-owned capital, a “credential” which entitles them to credit, in 

the various senses of the word”.12 To function, social capital requires a social structure, such as a 

group joined together by a common interest.13 Social capital facilitates cooperation, and it becomes 

productive through communication. Social capital can flourish with ongoing interaction, in 

Bourdieu’s words, “a continuous series of exchanges in which recognition is endlessly affirmed and 

reaffirmed”.14 In fact, should communication fail or end, social capital erodes.15 

 

The idea of stakeholder relations as a form of social capital springs from realizing the importance of 

access to information and cooperation that stakeholders possess. These relations can lower the costs 

of information and assistance, thereby contributing to a decrease in transaction costs. Stakeholders 

who are willing to collaborate vastly increase their collective chances of success. The concept of 

stakeholder has emerged in economics and the social sciences during the last few decades, 

originally born as a counterpart to the classical economic notions of shareholder value and profit 

maximization. It recognizes those groups whose value is not measured through profits, but who 

variously affect or are affected by the organization.16 Stakeholders include not only shareholders but 

also employees, customers, suppliers, lenders and often even society at large.17 They provide inputs 

or resources for a business, and they expect something in return, at least a partial satisfaction of 

their own needs. They hold the power both to harm and to benefit the business.18 

 

There are different ways of categorizing stakeholders.19 Mitchell, Agle and Wood (1997) distinguish 

three attributes according to which stakeholders can be classified from the point of view of a 

business: power, legitimacy and urgency.20 The existence or lack of these attributes and their 

combinations, they claim, shape the importance and role of each stakeholder in relation to the 

business. Luoma-aho (2005) has argued for an additional attribute: frequency of contact.21 Together 

these four attributes form the theoretical skeleton for this study, against which we investigate the 
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stakeholder relations apparent in early modern international trade. Figure 1 illustrates these four 

attributes.  

 

       

Figure 1. Stakeholder attributes 

 

For Mitchell, Agle & Wood (1997), power is the ability to bring about desired outcomes, to force 

others to behave as one wishes, whereas legitimacy refers to the degree to which the actions of an 

entity are generalized as desirable, proper, or appropriate. Urgency is simply the degree to which 

stakeholder demands require instant action from the business. Frequency refers to the continuity of 

the relationship and describes the number of contacts within an interval of time between the 

business and its stakeholders. Frequency is related to stakeholder loyalty and involvement, as only 

through repeated interactions is it possible to build trust and expectations, and create a lasting 

reputation.22 We analyze stakeholders in terms of these four attributes and their degree of presence. 

As an example, legitimacy and power together create authority. Stakeholders characterized by all 

four attributes we call definitive stakeholders, whom firms regard as holding more importance than 

those groups possessing only one or two of the attributes. Traditionally businesses have especially 

[?] focused on those stakeholders who possess power, as do stockholders and creditors, for their 

role and input for the business have been obvious. 

 

Sources and cases 

 

How can the role played by social capital in early modern business be studied? Business archives 

can offer empirical evidence for stakeholder relations in international trade and shipping, as 

basically all related communication was handled through letters. Therefore, in this study, we have 

analysed extant early modern trading house correspondence and ledgers. In fact, our sources 
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manifest social capital, for the correspondence itself reveals “social networks of high trust”,23 and 

the contents of the letters demonstrate the importance of that trust.  

 

Table 1. Letters analysed in this study 

Years Falander 1781-1812 Franzén 1823-1852 Together 
Number of all letters sent  5,250 5,422 10,672
Number of individual contacts in letters 854 719 1,573 
Letters sent per contact 6.1 7.5 6.8
Cross-cut sample years 1781, 1795, 1805, 1810 1825, 1835, 1845, 1852 .. 
Number of letters (sent sample years) 647 878 1,525 
Number of letters received (sample years) 400 638 1,038 
Number of contacts (sample years) 222 287 509 
Av. Number of sent letters/contact (sample) 2.9 3.0 3.0 
Av. Number of letters received /contact (sample) 1.8 2.2 2.0 
Percentage of all letters sent in sample years 12.3 16.2 14.3 
Percentage of all contacts in sample years 26.0 39.9 32.4 

Sources: OPAS and VPAF, Correspondence. 

 

As sources we utilise the archives of two major Finnish trading houses (Falander and Franzén) from 

1781 to 1852, which altogether hold copies of over 10,000 letters sent to about 1600 different 

business contacts (Table 1). In addition to this correspondence, we use the account books of these 

trading houses to assess the importance of the contacts in terms of the value of trade. Some other 

trading house archives provide a comparative perspective. 

 

There are, however, limitations to using the business letters as sources. First of all, only the copies 

of sent letters have been preserved perfectly, not those received. However, in these sent letters there 

are usually careful references to the letters the tradesmen have received from some but not all of 

their business contacts. Second, as the number of letters is large, the detailed analysis of all of them 

is practically impossible. Therefore, we have selected four cross-cut sample years, containing 

altogether 1,525 sent letters and 509 individual contacts from both sources for a deeper analysis. 

That amounts to 14.3 per cent of all letters and almost one third of the contacts, which in turn is 

evidence of the concentration of business contacts (see Table 1 for details). 

 

The businesses of Abraham Falander (1746-1815, later ennobled and granted the name 

Wasastjerna) and Zacharias Franzén (1787-1852, owner of the J. Lang & Co. trading house) serve 

as our primary cases. At the time, they both were among the most important merchants in Finland in 

terms of the value of their businesses, concentrating on retail and wholesale trade, exports and 

imports and on shipping.24 Thus both Franzén and Falander were engaged in international business, 
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where trade depended on long-distance contacts, and trust between stakeholders was especially 

important.  

 

 

Identifying stakeholder attributes 

 

We use frequency to assess the number of letters sent. In each cross-cut sample year, the annual 

average number of letters sent to all business contacts, including customers, agents and bankers, 

constitutes a basis for comparison. Each contact can possess several stakeholder attributes – even all 

of them – or none. There could be, of course, several ways of determining each stakeholder 

attribute. Due to the nature of the sources, we have created some rather rough estimates to make 

these judgements. Namely, if the number of sent letters to contacts is over the average, then we 

regard frequency as one of a contact’s stakeholder attribute. Power, in turn, we calculate in terms of 

the value of trade, which we glean from the ledgers. We then compare the total value of business of 

each contact with the average value of business with all contacts for each year; if this value of 

named contact is above the average, then we judge that power is an important attribute for the 

stakeholder.25 The dates of the letters indicate urgency. The sent letters practically always stated 

which letters (if any) the Finnish merchant had received from his business contact, and also the 

dates of these letters. By comparing the days between the foreign business contact’s date and the 

date when letter was sent from Finland, we can calculate the “urgency” of the business contact, 

namely, how urgently businessmen sought to answer these letters. This time lag we then compare to 

the average difference between these dates in each particular town. If the response was quicker than 

the average, then we can conclude that urgency was an important stakeholder attribute of that 

contact. Lastly, legitimacy was an attribute that some third party conferred. We identify relevant 

third parties here either as the state, which could be involved, for example by nominating a local 

tradesman as honorary consul26, or other Finnish businessmen who might legitimise the stakeholder 

through their familiarity with him/them. A lack of other traders’ correspondence makes legitimacy a 

somewhat vague attribute, and therefore, the research results on this dimension should be 

considered as tentative.  

 

Table 2. Percentage of different stakeholder attributes in Falander’s and Franzen’s contacts 

(sample years, N=509 contacts) 

 Falander Franzén Together 
Frequency  31.1 23.7 26.9 
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Power  14.9 14.3 14.5 
Urgency 30.6 37.3 34.4 
Legitimacy 9.9 17.4 14.4
All 4 attributes 3.2 3.8 3.5
3 attributes 6.8 8.7 7.9 
2 attributes 12.2 7.3 9.4 
1 attribute 29.3 36.6 33.4 
No attributes 48.6 43.6 45.8 

Note: frequency = number of letters sent to the contact is above the average; power = the value of trade with the contact 
is above the average; urgency = time in days between the date of the received letter to the date of the sent letter is below 
average in comparison to other letters sent to the same place; legitimacy = the contact is mentioned in other traders’ 
correspondence and/or the contact is a local consul. 
Sources: OPAS and VPAF, Correspondence and ledgers. 
 

There are not many definitive stakeholders, i.e. those possessing all four stakeholder attributes 

(Table 2): altogether 18 stakeholders (3.5% of 509) can be regarded as definitive. Those contacts 

with most of the stakeholder attributes were specialised trade brokers and bankers who had the most 

frequent contacts with Finnish businessmen, and the value of their business was obviously high as 

most of the transactions were handled through them. 

 

The importance of brokers and bankers is no surprise; Falander sent around half of the letters to 

them. Only seldom were there direct communications with “ultimate” customers, for example, 

letters to persons who bought export cargoes carried on Finnish ships. Instead trade brokers handled 

most of the transactions in international trade as middlemen between the ultimate producer and the 

customer. These middlemen handled information within the networks of international trade. They 

usually did not handle the products physically but gave advice on where they should be delivered.27 

In most cases, Finnish tradesmen never met these vital contacts in person. Thus, according to the 

thinking of Granovetter (1973), they were close to what has been described as “weak ties”; not 

strong, but essential for business.28  

 

In the case of Falander, there were only seven contacts out of 222 during the sample years that 

possessed all of the stakeholder attributes. These definitive stakeholders included his most 

important business contacts in Sweden, Denmark, the Netherlands, and in Spain. Of these, only two 

contacts possessed all four attributes in two of the sample years, the Hasselgren trading house in 

Amsterdam and the business of Anders Rosendahl in Stockholm. Both of these contacts were 

trading houses that specialised in ship-broking and banking, and most of Falander’s bills of 

exchange were handled through them. The owner of the Hasselgren trading house, Conrad 

Hasselgren, was also the local Swedish honorary consul in Amsterdam. In 1785, for example, the 

Hasselgren firm handled over fifty-five per cent of the value of Falander’s foreign trade.29  
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In the case of Franzén, eleven contacts out of 287 possessed all four stakeholder attributes during all 

the four sample years, including his important business contacts in Finland, Sweden, Russia, 

Denmark, and Britain. Of these, four possessed all attributes in two sample years. These four most 

important contacts were the Sterky trading house in St. Petersburg (four attributes in 1845 and 

1852), the Holm shipping agency in Elsinore, Denmark (1835 and 1852), the Coninck trading house 

in Copenhagen (1835 and 1852) and the Sutthoff trading house in Stockholm (1825 and 1835).  

 

As can be seen from Table 2, frequency and urgency were the most common stakeholder attributes, 

as in both cases roughly one third of the contacts possessed urgency and one fourth frequency. One 

out of seven contacts had power or legitimacy as a stakeholder attribute. An interesting finding in 

Table 2 is the fact that almost half of the contacts did not possess any of the stakeholder attributes. 

These were occasional contacts to whom letters were sent only once or twice. The business carried 

out with them was also insignificant in terms of value. Most often these were domestic contacts, but 

there were also occasional foreign businessmen to whom letters were sent in order to open business 

relations – unsuccessfully. Clearly, both Falander and Franzén put a lot of effort and energy into 

these occasional contacts, though most of the business was handled through a fairly limited number 

of actors with several stakeholder attributes. 

 

In the following, some illustrative examples offer a more detailed analysis of the different 

stakeholder attributes. We will also define these attributes further in order to analyse some of their 

characteristics that did not show up in the quantitative analysis above. Based on our experience, we 

believe that our cases and, thus, also the ways these attributes show up were rather typical at the 

time. 

 

 

Frequency 

 

Frequency refers to the continuity of a relationship and refers to the amount and reoccurrence of 

exchanges or contacts with the stakeholders.30 Frequency can refer to the number of personal 

meetings, as well as to the number of times the contact comes up on other occasions and in social 

networks. Frequency can be a product of both personal and mediated contact and interaction. In 

Table 2, altogether 133 contacts were considered as “frequency-enforced”, that is around one 

quarter of all the contacts. These most frequent contacts were usually also the ones whose trade held 
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the most value. This is no surprise: it is natural that letters were sent to those who were also 

important in terms of the value of business.  

 

Besides the number of contacts, frequency as a stakeholder attribute also implies long-term 

involvement with historical trajectories in which trust develops from reputational experiences.31 

This can be seen in the longevity of key business contacts; certain agencies abroad served Finnish 

trading houses for decades.32 All transacting parties bring their own histories and experiences into 

the stakeholder networks, and hence these networks became more than the mere sum of their 

participants. Though these parties did not necessarily know each other personally, they learned 

more about each other in time through repeated dealings, and thus transactions gained more 

personal characteristics. This kind of personalised trade lowered the uncertainties and costs of 

transaction. 

 

An example of a long-term business contact in Finnish foreign trade and shipping of this era was 

the Sterky trading house in St. Petersburg. Sterky was among the definitive stakeholders in 

Franzén’s business, as in two sample years (1845 and 1852) it evinced all four stakeholder 

attributes, and in 1835 two attributes (power and legitimacy). Franzén had his first contacts with 

Sterky in 1827, when this Russian trading house handled some money transfers for him.33 In each of 

the following couple of years, Franzén sent only one letter to Sterky, whereas in 1830 he sent 

altogether 13 letters there. In the period from 1827 to 1852, Franzén sent 208 letters to the Sterky 

trading house, constituting four per cent of all letters he sent during the whole period analysed 

(1823-1852).34 

 

In this analysis, frequency is a product of the number of annual contacts, together with the longevity 

of the contacts. The early modern businessmen studied here clearly preferred longevity and 

concentration in business contacts with certain trading houses abroad; that is, frequency was clearly 

among the most important stakeholder attributes in trade at the time. Frequent contacts, then as 

now, went a long way toward advancing social capital and its benefits. 

 

Power 

 

Power as a stakeholder attribute refers to the stakeholders’ ability to influence the business; it is a 

matter of control and dependence.35 Power is the ability to bring about desired outcomes. Thus the 

attribute of stakeholders’ power can be also viewed from the resource dependency perspective.36 We 
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calculated power as a stakeholder attribute in Table 2 by assessing the value of businesses with 

different stakeholders. The value of business, however, does not necessarily reveal the whole 

importance of the stakeholder, as some stakeholders also possessed an important intangible asset in 

trade, namely, information. Thus, power as a stakeholder attribute relates not only to the value of 

business but also to the place of the stakeholder in an information-sharing network.  

 

The Finnish principals depended on the information and other services provided by their foreign 

agencies. At the same time, however, the specialised agencies also depended on their principals 

because their whole business activity was based on the commissions from the transactions provided 

by the principals. The possibility for the agent to monitor and check up on his principal—or vice 

versa—depended on power. According to theories of social exchange, the inter-organizational 

power of an actor depends on his ability and opportunities to control vital resources.37 

 

In Table 2, altogether 74 out of 509 contacts possessed measurable power as a stakeholder attribute; 

that is, the value of trade with these contacts exceeded the average in each cross cutting sample 

year. The share of “power-enforced” stakeholders was roughly the same in both cases, around 14 to 

15 per cent. These were the actors in international trade that also transferred information in the form 

of bills of exchange as trading houses involved in brokerage and banking activities. 

 

Power as a stakeholder attribute through resource dependence can be clearly seen when foreign 

business associates were in financial difficulties; such crises also sometimes harmed the business of 

Finnish trading houses. An illustration of destroyed trust is the bankruptcy of Daniel Sutthoff & Co. 

in December 1842. The Sutthoff trading house in Stockholm was one of the definitive stakeholders 

in Zacharias Franzén’s trade; the number of letters he sent to Sutthoff’s house was the largest in the 

period 1821−1852, totalling 395 letters (7.3 per cent of all letters sent). The Sutthoff crash came as 

a surprise to Franzén. In a letter after the bankruptcy to a contact of the Sutthoff trading house, 

Anders Wener, Franzén clearly gave vent to his outrage at the business failure. He elaborated on 

how he had deeply trusted in their “truthfulness and solidity” for over twenty years. The account 

books reveal, though, that Franzén was already suspicious of Sutthoff’s viability before the 

bankruptcy: the value of trade through Sutthoff had declined already since 1841. Furthermore, up 

until the crash, no more bills of exchange from abroad were transferred through Suthoff.38  

 

There are also examples where foreign agents secured the interests of their Finnish principals in 

times of crises, demonstrating the power of stakeholders. This occurred, for example, in the case of 
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Rew, Prescott & Co in London after the death of one of the contacts of the company, H. J. Prescott, 

in 1856. The most notable Finnish ship- owner at the time, Peter Malm Jr had invested capital 

significantly through this London house. Therefore, Peter Malm sent his son Otto August Malm to 

London to attend to his interests. However, Rew, Prescott & Co. had already secured the interests of 

its important principal in Finland by transferring Malm’s investments to another, more solid 

London-based firm. After Rew’s company survived its crisis, Malm felt even greater confidence in 

his old business associate. Therefore, it is no wonder that Rew’s company remained one of the most 

important contacts in Malm’s trading house up to the 1890s.39  

 

Both of these cases were rather typical at the time, showing how difficult it was for a principal to 

monitor his overseas agents. They also show how trustfulness was sometimes achieved and 

sometimes lost through repeated dealings. 

 

Legitimacy 

 

Legitimacy refers to general acceptance and good standing.40 It is related to legal and approved 

matters or relations to rights and titles, often established through contracts, exchanges or 

agreements.41 The importance of legitimacy often becomes apparent only upon a threat of losing it. 

Legitimacy is also related to responsibilities, whether moral or legal, toward others in society. Thus 

legitimacy is something that is especially close to the most common definition of “social capital,” 

confering  “generalised trust”, enforced by society as a whole or by third parties. In this study, third 

parties included other Finnish businessmen, personal intermediaries, and the state. In Table 2 the 

number of these “legitimacy-enforced” contacts was 72, that is around 14 per cent of all cases. 

Legitimacy and power together create the authority of the stakeholder. Altogether only around eight 

per cent of all contacts possessed authority in this sense. 

 

The business society at large could act as a third party to judge the legitimacy of stakeholders and 

thereby help to enforce the credibility of their interactions.42 This can be seen in the way foreign 

agencies recommended each other and from the fact that Finnish businessmen tended to use the 

same agencies abroad. Foreign agencies frequently listed their world-wide networks of contacts or 

their “friends” in their correspondence, demonstrating their own and their associates’ legitimacy to 

their Finnish principals. This can be detected in the circular letters overseas agencies sent to Finnish 

trading houses to promote their trade. For example, Fredholm & Ekström from Marseilles declared 

in an 1856 circular that twenty out of fifty Nordic ships that put into Marseilles used their services. 
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Moller & Co. boasted that they had cleared nineteen out of 34 Finnish ships that had docked in the 

port of Lisbon in 1840.43 Finnish tradesmen also recommended their agencies to each other. 

Abraham Falander, for example, recommended the Lautier trading house and its agent Gladberg to 

other Finnish businessmen in neighbouring towns.44 

 

Personal intermediaries also served as third parties to ensure the legitimacy of the overseas 

agencies. Shipmasters played an especially important role in evaluating the reliability of overseas 

contacts and in concluding agreements with them. Foreign agencies also considered shipmasters to 

be the “first-grade agents” of the Finnish trading houses. For example, in the late 1820s Peter Malm 

Jr fumed when he noted that the shipmaster R. W. Backman had, against his directions, taken out 

insurance for his ship “The Enterprise” with the Clay trading house in Hull, England. Malm blamed 

Clay’s house for this error because he did not want to have the ship insured. In his response, Clay 

referred to the important role played by the shipmaster: ”… it may be that Backman has no 

authority from you to take out insurance – but just take a look at our position and then say if we had 

any authority to refuse to take such orders as we received from him, the captain being always 

considered the authoritative agent and representative of the owner… ”.45 Usually, however, it was 

the task of the shipmaster to evaluate the legitimacy of the agencies rather than vice versa, as the 

shipmasters were the ones to make many decisions in practice as they had no possibility orders 

immediately from their principals due to the slow speed of information.  

 

The state, too, could act as a third party to enforce the legitimacy of the overseas agencies. The 

commercial services provided by the Nordic states during the seventeenth and the eighteenth 

centuries were especially important for mercantile activities. The establishment of honorary 

consular services represented the state’s attempt to externalise the transaction costs of its own 

nation’s merchants. These honorary consuls were in most cases local businessmen who did not get 

any fixed salary from the states they represented. However, they could use their consular 

assignment as a competitive advantage in their business relations. The consular service on the one 

hand helped ships in foreign ports, and on the other hand also provided a tool for information 

gathering.46  

 

Consular services were particularly important in distant areas where businessmen had not yet 

acquired any business contacts. During the years under Swedish rule (up to 1809), Swedish 

consulate networks, especially in the Mediterranean area, were important to Finnish export 

businesses. The important role played by the consuls in business is clearly apparent in Falander’s 
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trade. Between 1785 and 1815, about one-third of Falander’s transactions, representing more than a 

quarter of the value of his foreign trade, was carried out through consuls, who accounted for twenty-

seven per cent of all foreigners with whom Falander had trading relationships at the beginning of 

the nineteenth century. Even in 1815, after Finland was annexed to Russia, seventeen per cent of 

Falander’s transactions, amounting to almost one-third of the value of his trade, went through 

agents that were at the same time Swedish honorary consuls.47  

 

Legitimacy as a stakeholder attribute is, therefore, here understood as something gained through 

third-party engagement. In the early modern context, these third parties comprised the business 

society as a whole, personal intermediaries in trade and the state as a provider of consular and other 

services.  

 

Urgency 

 

Urgency relates to the emphasis and force placed on the stakeholders’ claims. It is manifest when 

stakeholders require immediate attention or other issues are time-sensitive. It refers to the ability to 

obtain and hold attention.48 We identify urgency by the pace or haste of taking action. Although we 

ascribe urgency to different actions that may not involve similar periods of time, we always identify 

it according to those issues on which our subjects placed the utmost importance. In Table 2, we 

identified altogether 175 contacts during the sample years as “urgency-enforced”. Our analysis 

shows that Finnish principals tried to answer to the letters they received as soon as possible. 

Urgency was, however, a somewhat relative concept in early modern trade as business was 

dependent on rather slow information flows through the postal services. Though the speed of 

information did accelerate, the communication in international business was anything but fast.49 

Even so, our analysis suggests that our subjects regarded urgency as the most important stakeholder 

attribute.50 Indeed, there are examples where Finnish businessmen expressed concern about the slow 

speed of correspondence: Joachim Donner, for example, stated in his letter to Torlades & Co. in 

Lisbon that he not had received a letter dated by Torlades in January 1813 until November of that 

year.51 

 

We did not include shipmasters in the calculations for Table 2, as the letters addressed to them were 

sent to various harbours all over the world. However, shipmasters were certainly among the 

contacts that possessed urgency as a stakeholder attribute. As stated before, they were the 

shipowners’ “first-grade” agencies abroad, intermediaries they had to trust. Therefore, shipowners 
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waited impatiently for any news from their masters. Some shipowners, like Fredrik Sovelius Junior, 

even blamed the shipmasters for neglecting to send information to them. Captain A. Cannelin, for 

example, got a number of acrimonious letters in 1852 in which Sovelius accused him of not having 

sent enough letters to him, thus depriving him of vital information. Sovelius even demanded that in 

the future Cannelin should send to him at least three letters from each port the ship visited during its 

voyages.52 

 

The shipowners did not always know where their ships were to sail. Therefore, they tried to reach 

their masters by sending letters to the most important ports for which orders had been placed – like 

Falmouth in Britain or Elsinore in the Danish Sound. Joachim Donner, for example, tried his best to 

reach his shipmaster C. F. Tuderus in 1818. The captain was arriving in the Baltic Sea from 

Portugal with a full cargo of salt onboard the ship “Alexander I”. Just before the ship departed from 

Portugal in April, the captain received orders that the cargo should be taken to Riga. In May Donner 

wrote to a local business agent in Elsinore to deliver a letter to the shipmaster when he arrived 

instructing the cargo to be transported instead to Reval (Tallin). Soon after this message, Donner 

found out that the price of salt in Reval was falling, and new orders were sent that the cargo should 

instead be delivered to some Finnish harbour. These orders, however, never reached the captain, as 

the ship passed through the Danish Sound on the very same day the latest instructions were written 

in the home port. Therefore, according to the last orders that the master had received, the ship sailed 

directly to Reval, and the cargo was sold without profit.53 

 

To sum up, urgency was a vital stakeholder attribute even in early modern international trade, 

though the possibilities to deliver messages rapidly were constrained by the low speed of 

communications. Indeed, as Brown and Duguid (1999) have stressed, the speed of communication 

surpassed the speed of human travel only when the telegraph arrived.54 Urgency was especially 

salient to businessmen when the time span between exchanges stretched so interminably. Market 

fluctuations and changes in creditworthiness could alter decision makers’ wishes months before 

letters could convey those wishes to their agents abroad. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

The aim of this article has been to introduce possible tools for measuring social capital in an 

historical context. Social capital has been here understood as assets available through well-
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functioning networks, such as stakeholder relations. As the historical data available from the chosen 

early modern period do not describe all the aspects of the relationships, we have made some 

assumptions and generalizations. Communication over distances during this period took place by 

means of letters, which also allows us to trace situations and contacts in retrospect, making 

assumptions and generalizations as necessary. To measure social capital, we applied the different 

relationship attributes associated with stakeholder thinking. We analyzed the concept of power 

through the value of trade, frequency through the number of transactions, legitimacy through third 

party-enforcement and urgency through response times.  

 

The results of this study both create and exploit history. Firstly, we create a history narrative by our 

conclusion that social capital was similar in the early modern era to what it is today: only the 

relative importance of the attributes appear to have been different. The results seem to confirm the 

importance of all the attributes of legitimacy, power and urgency in stakeholder relations, and to put 

the significance of frequency higher than its present-day importance. This difference in frequency’s 

significance no doubt follows from the greater ease and speed of business communications since the 

availability of the telegraph. 

 

Secondly, the inquiry also enables us to learn from history, namely, to develop recently invented 

concepts further. Most trade did not take place only with definitive stakeholders; rather the 

frequency and continuity of the contacts were of the utmost importance. This, we argue, should be 

acknowledged in today’s theories of social capital. Scholars of social capital have emphasized the 

importance of trust55, and early modern era transactions indicate that frequency and repetition were 

important to create this trust. Our empirical evidence also shows that the actors tended to expend a 

lot of effort and energy on exploratory occasional contacts, though most of the business was 

handled through a fairly limited number of actors who obviously possessed social capital. Even 

today, firms struggle to balance apparently inefficient investments in expanding their contacts 

against the merits of enhancing “the regulars,” contacts already known to be reliable and with 

whom they have built reserves of social capital.56 New aspiring contacts do not always offer the best 

possible solutions.  

 

Our analytical tools can help to define the different stakeholder attributes contributing to social 

capital in early modern trade. How the actors in early modern trade seek to take advantage of them 

should be addressed in future studies. As knowledge about social capital increases, the possibilities 

of applying it broaden, furthering its applications in historical contexts.  
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Archival sources and their abbreviations 

 

Finnish National Archives (Helsinki, Finland), Donner Archives, Donner trading house (FNAD), 

Correspondence and ledgers 1813−1850. 

Finnish National Archives (Helsinki, Finland), Donner Archives, Malm trading house (FNADM), 

Correspondence and ledgers 1820−1890. 

K.H. Renlund Museum (Kokkola, Finland), Donner Archives (KHRm), Correspondence and 

ledgers 1814−1854. 

Oulu Provincial Archives (Oulu, Finland), Archives of the Bergbom trading house (OPAB), 

Circular letters received 1820−1850.  

Oulu Provincial Archives (Oulu, Finland), Sovelius Archives (OPAS), Lang & Co. trading house, 

Correspondence and ledgers 1821−1852. 

Vaasa Provincial Archives (Vaasa, Finland), Falander-Wasastjerna trading house (VPAF), 

Correspondence and ledgers 1781−1815. 
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